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FOREWORD


by Simon Mayo


Classical Music for Modern Life – that’s how we like to refer to Scala Radio. But what does it actually mean, away from the management meetings with executive types and media influencers?


Well, the book you have in front of you will give you a strong flavour of our intentions to bring classical music well and truly into the here and now. Scala Radio believes that classical music is all around us, and is for everyone. We love classical music in all its shapes, sizes and guises, and we love to share our passion for the music over the airwaves every single day, whether it’s a masterpiece from the Baroque era or a pop hit reworked by a moody, finely chiselled French pianist.


However, we’re acutely aware that for some people, classical music can feel like an impenetrable fortress, guarded by formidable, sniffy folk who don’t welcome the likes of us. Where, exactly, is the best place to begin? Well, hello! That’s where A Soundtrack for Life comes in.


This is a collection of classical and classically inspired pieces grouped around occasions or themes. From life-changing moments such as weddings and births to everyday activities like walking the dog, washing the dishes and going to sleep. You’ll find short descriptions about each piece of music, with nuggets of information about when it was written, why the composer wrote it, how it sounds, and how it has been received by audiences.


Arranged in this way, A Soundtrack for Life highlights the different roles a piece of music can play in our lives: music as entertainment, music with a message, music for solace, music for celebration, music for music’s sake. It all serves a purpose.


This is very much a Scala Radio compilation, spanning the centuries. Bach, Mozart, Rachmaninov and Florence Price nestle comfortably alongside Lady Gaga, King Crimson, The Style Council and Aphex Twin. That’s quite a playlist! Symphonies, concertos and choral works rub shoulders with film, TV and video game soundtracks. Other musical elements like folk, jazz, world and electronica can be found within some of the selected pieces, proving yet again that classical music has influenced – and been influenced by – other genres. It’s not an island, but, as my old geography teacher would have said, a continually evolving ecosystem. (He would also have been amazed to know I was paying attention.)


As for me, I’ve discovered so much about my own musical tastes since presenting shows on Scala Radio. When I joined the station for the launch in March 2019, my love for Mozart was well and truly thriving, but it was such a joy to find fresh new takes on his works, most notably horn player Sarah Willis’ impressively lively genre-merging album Mozart y Mambo – one of my favourite releases of 2020. Thanks to Scala, I’ve discovered choral works by Jaakko Mantyjarvi, and I’ve learned that I’m a huge fan of big shouty choirs performing works by Grieg and Handel. Once you’ve heard the big shouty versions, everything else seems rather feeble I find.


I’ve always been a fan of film scores and it’s been a pleasure to play the soundtracks from the likes of 1917 by Thomas Newman, Joker by Hildur Guðnadóttir and everything by Max Richter on Scala Radio. My esteemed colleague (his choice of words) Mark Kermode’s passion for movie music is unparalleled and if you regularly join him for his fabulous Scala Radio show, you’ll appreciate just how far he likes to stretch the concept of ‘classical’ and indeed ‘music’ with his selections! Whether your ‘way in’ to classical music was a record of Beethoven’s Symphony No. 6 – as it was for me – or a showtune from a musical, a theme from a video game, a track used in an advert, The Wombles, Barry Manilow’s love of Chopin or Billy Joel’s use of Beethoven, there’s room for everyone. Even ‘media influencers’.


I hope A Soundtrack for Life will allow you to discover more about the music you know and love – and to discover new favourites too. Try this. Open it at random. Stab a finger at a page. Find that piece of music. Press play.


And we’re off again . . .
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INTRODUCTION


Scala Radio is a classical music and entertainment radio station, home to Angellica Bell, Mark Kermode, Penny Smith, Alexis Ffrench, Simon Mayo and more. We love to showcase classical music from the Baroque era to the present day, playing familiar masters such as Mozart, Beethoven and Bach alongside contemporary works including film, TV and video game scores, showtunes from musicals and instrumental reworkings of pop and rock songs by the likes of Beyoncé, Led Zeppelin and Dua Lipa.


As well as offering a broad range of classical sounds and styles – something for everyone, classical music aficionados and newcomers alike – we like to reflect your lives and lifestyles. If you’re looking for a gentle start to your day, try ‘In The Park’, every morning between 5–7am, with calming music and natural soundscapes like birdsong. There are also regular ‘Mindfulness Music’ sections within the shows, offering you a bit of time out and headspace thanks to a selection of peaceful classical compositions. Likewise, if you need something rousing to kickstart the weekend, make a date with Friday Night Scala, a show packed full of lively pieces we like to refer to as ‘classical bangers’! We love live music and supporting both established and up-and-coming musical talent, so we broadcast exclusive live Scala Sessions every week and showcase brand new releases every Friday in the imaginatively titled ‘New Release Friday’!


Scala Radio aims to be a breath of fresh air in the world of classical music radio. We don’t feel the need to treat the music with kid gloves, speaking in hushed, reverent tones, nor do we think the listener wants to hear the same well-known pieces over and over again. In fact, we like to push the boat out a bit and try new things. Since our launch in 2019 we’ve welcomed a range of guest presenters to share their take on classical music, including Goldie, William Orbit, Sister Bliss from Faithless, Oscar-winning composer Anne Dudley, singer-songwriter Eddi Reader, garage pioneer DJ Spoony, Midge Ure, founder of the Kingdom Choir Karen Gibson, Nitin Sawhney and Doctor Who composer Segun Akinola. We’ve made special programmes about the music of the James Bond films, exploring how the natural world has inspired classical music, and the connection between football and classical music – and that’s just for starters!


Mark Forrest is joined by a guest from the arts and entertainment world every weekday morning at 10.30am, chatting to musicians, directors, actors, comedians, chefs, broadcasters and more and he speaks to an author every Thursday morning in the Scala Radio Book Club – so if you’re a ‘culture vulture’, make a date with Mark! He also wants to hear from you about your musical tastes, and plays your requests every weekday from midday.


We know that music from films, TV shows and video games can often be the ‘entry point’ for people to develop an interest in classical music, so you’ll find ‘Screen Time’ with Charles Nove every weekday morning at 9am, providing the perfect complement to our Saturday film music show with Mark Kermode, and our weekly celebration of video games music, The Console with Luci Holland.


At the weekends, the music continues as Angellica Bell is joined by some of her well-known friends to talk about the classical music they love, how they discovered the genre and the how it makes them feel.


You can find Scala Radio broadcasting across the UK on DAB digital radio, smartphone or tablet using the free Scala App, smart speaker, on SKY TV channel 0216 and at scalaradio.co.uk. We look forward to welcoming you along – and we’d love to hear from you: email hello@scalaradio.co.uk any time and tell us what you’d like to hear more of!


A Soundtrack for Life is Scala Radio’s first venture into the publishing world and is a snapshot of the type of music we love to play 24/7. We hope you enjoy it!


To find a playlist of the music featured in this book on Spotify, search for Scala Radio and click on the profile for the station.
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CHAPTER ONE


Through a Day


‘Sunrise’ Balázs Havasi


‘Dawn’ from Four Sea Interludes (Peter Grimes) Benjamin Britten


‘Dressing for the Ball’ from Cinderella Sergei Prokofiev


‘Breakfast Machine’ from Pee-wee’s Big Adventure Danny Elfman


‘Promenade’ (‘Walking the Dog’) George Gershwin


‘The Shrovetide Fair’ from Petrushka Igor Stravinsky


‘French Pastry’ Richard Hayman


‘Allegro non troppo’ from Four English Dances Sir Malcolm Arnold


‘Tea for Two’/‘Tahiti Trot’ Dmitri Shostakovich


‘The Sorcerer’s Apprentice’ Paul Dukas


‘Raindrop’ Prelude Frédéric Chopin


TIME OUT & SLEEP


‘Only in Sleep’ Music by Ēriks Ešenvalds, words by Sara Teasdale


‘Cumulonimbus’ from Sleep Max Richter


‘Largo’ from Symphony No. 9 (‘New World’) Antonin Dvořák


‘The Heart Asks Pleasure First’ from The Piano Michael Nyman


‘Reconciliation’ from Celeste: Farewell Lena Raine


‘Parce Mihi Domine’ from Officium Jan Garbarek


‘O Nata Lux’ Thomas Tallis


‘Nascence’ from Journey Austin Wintory


‘Locus iste’ Anton Bruckner


Main theme from Ocarina of Time: The Legend of Zelda Koji Kondo


‘Flight’ Anoushka Shankar


‘Nuvole Bianche’ Ludovico Einaudi


‘Ave Maria’ Jaakko Mäntyjärvi






‘Sunrise’


2017


Balázs Havasi (1975– )


Classical music is more magpie-like than some people believe, constantly evolving and turning in new directions. Hungarian pianist and composer Balázs Havasi is a good example of how music-making in the 21st century continues to be startling and innovative.


His concerts are quite an experience, closer in feel to an arena rock performance than a traditional recital, with big entrances, impressive lightshows and big screen projections, dance routines, plenty of drums and strings – and the piano centre-stage. He describes them as ‘classical music meets a Las Vegas-style show’ and while he has appeared at venues known for classical music concerts, among them Carnegie Hall in New York and the Sydney Opera House, he has also played Wembley Arena.


‘Sunrise’, the opening track from his album Rebirth, is a typically passionate piece. He flies up and down the keyboard – as befits a man who appears in the Guinness World Records as the fastest pianist in the world – before the strings and brass indicate the arrival of the Sun.


Havasi was classically trained at the Franz Liszt Academy of Music in Budapest and taught piano for some years, before turning towards a more diverse sound which features everything from Hungarian folk tunes to rock and world music. To produce this mix, he has worked with musicians as varied as Sir Karl Jenkins, Ronan Keating and Youssou N’Dour.


His goal is more than attracting a younger audience by making the piano cool. Havasi has described his vision as creating bridges between cultures, genres and art forms, but, as he points out, there is nothing new in this. One of his musical heroes is the 19th-century composer, conductor and pianist Franz Liszt whom he describes as the equivalent of the rock star of today. Certainly Liszt was a consummate showman and his concerts induced incredible hysteria among women in the audience along remarkably similar lines to those at Tom Jones’s concerts; there was even a term for this frenzied behaviour: ‘Lisztomania’. Havasi does not inspire the same kind of behaviour but his music is very deliberately a melting-pot offering food to all lovers of music.






WAKING UP


‘Dawn’ from Four Sea Interludes


(Peter Grimes)


1945


Benjamin Britten (1913–1976)




Various and vast, sublime in all its forms,


When lull’d by zephyrs, or when roused by storms,


Its colours changing, when from clouds and sun


Shades after shades upon the surface run;


Embrown’d and horrid now, and now serene,


In limpid blue, and evanescent green;


And oft the foggy banks on ocean lie,


Lift the fair sail, and cheat th’experienced eye.





This is an excerpt from George Crabbe’s poem The Borough (1810), a series of 24 chapters that tell the story of the lives of various local people in an unnamed seaside town including a widow, a teacher and a clerk. This is part of number 22. It describes the moment Benjamin Britten tries to capture in the ‘Dawn’ section that comes just before the start of Act I in his 1945 opera Peter Grimes.


It’s the beginning of the day in a 19th-century Suffolk coastal village, what Britten notes in the libretto as ‘an everyday, grey seascape’. Clarinets, harp and violas depict the early morning wind on the North Sea (bassoon and brass instruments), with seagulls (violins and flutes) flying overhead. Within just a few bars, Britten manages to achieve a real sense of dawn breaking and the world coming to life.


Britten loved the sea and lived in Suffolk in the coastal town of Aldeburgh (coincidentally the birthplace of Crabbe) after returning to England in 1942 following three years in New York. The sea dominates the action throughout the opera, which tells the tragic story of Grimes, a fisherman, his young apprentices and the suspicious and unhelpful townsfolk. Crabbe’s original poem is pretty harsh on Grimes, but Britten softened the character and while he hardly made him loveable, did raise the issue of how best to deal with life’s outsiders.


While Britten’s folk songs are very accessible, his operas are less immediately alluring; even the musicians who worked on the premiere of Peter Grimes were not initially convinced by it, although it became very successful. So while ‘Dawn’ and the other three interludes – ‘Storm’, ‘Moonlight’ and ‘Sunday Morning’ – can still provide unsettling moments, they are good places to start when first getting to know his work. Indeed, they are frequently performed together as a stand-alone quartet.






GETTING DRESSED


‘Dressing for the Ball’ from Cinderella



1945


Sergei Prokofiev (1891–1953)


There are two very different sections with characters getting dressed in the first act of Sergei Prokofiev’s romantic ballet Cinderella. In the second, the old beggar woman whom Cinderella has welcomed in against her awful stepsisters’ wishes turns out to be, of course, her fairy godmother. With the help of the fairies of spring, summer, autumn and winter, she helps Cinderella get ready for the ball and with a word of advice about the importance of keeping an eye on the clock, off she goes.


But before all this happens, we have seen the two sisters get ready in the ‘Dressing for the ball’ scene, a lighthearted, almost pantomime-like performance, which has echoes of the composer's music for his Peter and the Wolf written almost a decade before. Composed during the Second World War and premiered in 1945, the music has the same liveliness that permeates the rest of the popular ballet.


In fact this was a very deliberate sound that Prokofiev was trying to produce in order to give it a traditional feel; he had received numerous complaints from dancers for his previous work, the ballet music for Romeo and Juliet, which many had said was virtually undanceable. Cinderella was quite the opposite with plenty of comfortable set piece dances. He wanted, he said: ‘to convey the poetic love between Cinderella and the Prince, the birth and flowing of feeling, the obstacles thrown in its path, the realisation of the dream.’


Cinderella was written specifically for one of the leading ballerinas at the time, Galina Ulanova (also one of those who had not taken kindly to his Romeo and Juliet). Prokofiev asked her what ballet she would like him to compose and this was her suggestion.


It was his last major work. Prokofiev became a victim of the post-war Soviet crackdown on artists who appeared not to conform entirely to fairly arbitrary creative limitations and his work fell seriously out of favour. Today, he is rightly regarded as one of the century’s finest composers.






BREAKFAST


‘Breakfast Machine’ from


Pee-wee’s Big Adventure


1985


Danny Elfman (1953- )


From the titles at the very beginning of the 1985 cult film Pee-wee’s Big Adventure, the music lets you know that you’re in for an hour and a half of screwball high jinks. Danny Elfman’s score feels like it belongs alongside a Looney Tunes cartoon – and indeed he later wrote the theme tune for The Simpsons – with the music corresponding in a very unsubtle way to the action on screen.


So in the ‘Breakfast Machine’ scene, we watch Paul Reubens as Pee-wee Herman wake up, do some ludicrous exercises with tiny dumb-bells, then slide down the fireman’s pole from his bedroom into the kitchen. Here he uses a Heath Robinson-type machine to make breakfast: a candle burns through a rope to drop an anvil to turn a toy ferris wheel which sends a table tennis ball through a chute which sets off a pterodactyl skeleton carrying two slices of bread which drop into a toaster as two toy guns smash two eggs into a frying pan and a small statue of a cherub drops his jar of pancake batter into another pan.


While all this is cooking . . . Pee-wee brushes his teeth.


Meanwhile, a T-rex skeleton squeezes some orange juice into a glass and another chute opens to launch dog food into his pet dog Speck’s bowl. A moving statue of Abraham Lincoln flips a pancake (rather too hard, it lands on the ceiling next to three other failed attempts), a bell rings and, having weighed himself and been given a token by the machine advising him not to leave the house, Pee-wee rushes back into the kitchen to catch the toast as it hurtles out of the toaster. He sits down at the breakfast table and spreads butter onto his toast using an absurdly enormous knife. He then adds a generous serving of cereal to his cooked breakfast and tucks into it using an equally absurdly enormous fork. After a mouthful, he wipes his mouth with a napkin and leaves his home. It’s five minutes of frantic Charlie Chaplinesque silliness.


Despite a strong slapstick element to the soundtrack, it’s actually a very carefully created work, which includes various elements of homage and pastiche. Indeed, the whole film leans rather surprisingly on the 1948 Italian classic The Bicycle Thieves, which often tops Best Film Ever lists, as the plot hinges on Pee-wee’s search for his stolen bike. ‘Breakfast Machine’ is a nod towards Italian composer Nino Rota’s score for Federico Fellini’s 1970 film The Clowns, and elsewhere in the film Elfman deliberately offers echoes of Psycho by Bernard Herrmann, who he acknowledges to be a major influence on his work, and the scene in The Wizard of Oz where we see the disagreeable Miss Gulch pedalling along on her bicycle.


The film was Elfman’s big break into the world of film scores and enabled him to jump from being in a moderately successful pop group Oingo Boingo to the Hollywood big league. It was his first collaboration with director Tim Burton and, as well as working on hits such as Good Will Hunting, Fifty Shades of Grey and Men in Black, he has collaborated regularly with Burton on most of his films including Batman, Edward Scissorhands, Charlie and the Chocolate Factory and Alice in Wonderland.






DOG WALKING


‘Promenade’ (‘Walking the Dog’)


1937


George Gershwin (1898–1937)


There is no competition for the most stylish dog walking ever filmed. The award goes unanimously to Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers in their seventh celluloid pairing Shall We Dance, the 1937 romantic comedy with a flirty score by George Gershwin to accompany them.


The plot of the film doesn’t bear close examination, but Fred plays a ballet dancer who has a hankering for modern jazz dance. Ginger is a popular tap dancer and when they meet he makes a bit of a fool of himself. They then meet again on a steam liner while the great and the good aboard take their dogs for an evening constitutional. Fred tips one of the ship’s staff to let him borrow his huge dog so that he can have an excuse to talk to Ginger, who is walking her tiny one. Gradually the other dog walkers move away, as does Ginger, who frankly gives him the cold shoulder.


The scene changes to the next morning when Ginger takes her dog out again from its on-board kennel. This time, Fred is fully prepared and appears bang on time, walking a dozen dogs of very varying sizes in a bid to impress her. This time there is a wry smile on her face and the two of them are soon promenading arm in arm on the deck, engaged in animated conversation.


They are accompanied throughout by one of Gershwin’s wittiest and most elegant little melodies. Written for clarinettist Jimmy Dorsey, it’s a perfect musical depiction of walking with a lovely solo opportunity for the clarinet against a perky background of piano (for which it was originally written), percussion and brass. There are some romantic strings thrown in for good measure. Gershwin was a dog lover himself and had numerous terriers including Tony, Tinker, and Bombo. In an odd quirk of fate, it’s almost the only part of Gershwin’s film score that has been published, the rest strangely unavailable.


Shall We Dance came hot on the heels of Gershwin’s triumphant mix of classical and jazz, Rhapsody in Blue, but sadly he died soon after, receiving his Academy Award for work on the film posthumously.






SHOPPING


‘The Shrovetide Fair’ from Petrushka



1911


Igor Stravinsky (1882–1971)


Although ballets and operas often have slightly strange storylines, Igor Stravinsky’s storyline for his ballet Petrushka is particularly unusual since it is a love triangle about three puppets that come to life.


The ballet opens at the Shrovetide Fair, the last celebration before the start of Lent, at an unspecified date in the 1830s. It is the Admiralty Square in St Petersburg where stallholders, dancers and entertainments are all contributing to an atmosphere of jollity, a Russian Mardi Gras. Among them is a showman who presents his puppet show, but one with a difference because once he plays his magical flute, the puppets suddenly become animated, Pinocchio-like. Petrushka – the Russian equivalent of our Punch – the Ballerina, and the Moor dance and then passions between them cause sparks . . .


Stravinsky not only wrote the music for the ballet, he also came up with the concept for it. He was at work on another piece when he said the clear image of a puppet that unexpectedly came to life flashed through his mind.


Audiences often found his work very challenging as he experimented with all kinds of musical techniques in unconventional ways. His collage technique, for example, in ‘The Shrovetide Fair’ section has been described as a musical mosaic, flitting around between various musical themes to give the impression of the shop-owners and activities all calling for attention. It is bright and colourful, the orchestra exactly capturing the excitement of a popular fair.


Petrushka was a great success when it opened in 1911 with the iconic Vaslav Nijinsky in the lead role. Audiences particularly warmed to its strongly Russian feel, as the folk tunes Stravinsky incorporated into the music were reflected in the traditional costumes and stage sets designed by Alexandre Benois. The French composer Claude Debussy was among those who loved it, writing to Stravinsky in April 1912 to tell him that Petrushka was full of ‘a kind of sonorous magic’. Writing in the same year, Russian composer and critic Nikolai Myaskovsky said that ‘Petrushka is life itself’ and complimented the composer on its energy, freshness, merriment and ‘reckless abandon’.






HOUSE CLEANING


‘Allegro non troppo’ from Four English Dances



1951


Sir Malcolm Arnold (1921–2006)


At a time in the middle of the 20th century when there was a trend towards composing dense and somewhat tuneless music, Sir Malcolm Arnold went quite the other way. Lively and very hummable, among his various symphonies, concertos and choral works is the remarkable A Grand, Grand Overture for Three Vacuum Cleaners, One Floor Polisher, and Concert Band, the main tinkety-tonk piano theme tune to the St. Trinian’s films, and the soundtrack to The Bridge on the River Kwai, for which he won an Academy Award. He also wrote a harmonica concerto for the century’s finest exponent of that instrument, Larry Adler.


‘Allegro non troppo’ comes from his sets of dances written in the early 1950s and inspired by the folk music of England, Ireland, Scotland, Wales and Cornwall. They all fall into the category of light music and are each only two or three minutes long, sprightly and catchy and the perfect background music while you’re engaged in other household tasks. It was used for many years as the theme music for the BBC’s What the Papers Say programme as well as a Sadler’s Wells one-act ballet called Solitaire.






SNACK


‘French Pastry’


1991


Richard Hayman (1920–2014)


Light music sits comfortably somewhere between classical and popular music. It’s usually lively, tuneful and short. It was particularly popular in the 1940s and 1950s but has had a loyal following too over the last half century thanks to its entertaining feel-good factor. Think ‘633 Squadron’ by Ron Goodwin, ‘By The Sleepy Lagoon’ by Eric Coates (the theme to Desert Island Discs on BBC Radio 4) or clarinettist Acker Bilk’s ‘Stranger on the Shore’.


‘French Pastry’ is a perfect example of an enjoyably light musical snack, 100 seconds of strings-led perky delight written by American composer and harmonica player Richard Hayman. He was closely associated with light music all his life, from early work in films to his major international harmonica hit in 1952, ‘Ruby’, which kickstarted a huge public interest in the instrument. Among the Hollywood films he helped to orchestrate was Meet Me in St. Louis. For more than 30 years he also arranged music for the popular Boston Pops Orchestra in the US (the composer John Williams was principal conductor for many years and is its laureate conductor), which specialises in this form of music.






DINNER


‘Tea for Two’/‘Tahiti Trot’


1927


Dmitri Shostakovich (1906–1975)


It’s not often composers get into major political trouble for producing light frothy pieces of music, but that’s exactly what happened to poor Dmitri Shostakovich.


His ‘Tahiti Trot’ was his orchestration of the foxtrot duet ‘Tea for Two’, which first appeared as part of the 1925 musical No, No, Nanette by Vincent Youmans. It went on to become a major jazz standard covered by Duke Ellington and Benny Goodman, and sung by Doris Day and Ella Fitzgerald. Shostakovich’s version starts with fine trumpets and dances round virtually the whole orchestra, giving many instruments solo chances to sparkle, such as the xylophone and woodblock, as well as a lovely flowing strings section.


In keeping with its frivolous nature, Shostakovich only pulled it together for a bet after his friend the conductor Nikolai Malko bet him 100 roubles he couldn’t come up with a new orchestration from memory in less than an hour. Dmitri, whose time playing the piano in cinemas to accompany silent movies had given him a quick ear for thinking on the spot, won the bet and dedicated the result ‘To dear Nikolai Andreevich Malko as a token of my best feelings’. He reused ‘Tea for Two’ in his ballet The Golden Age two years later.


But this frivolity was the problem. His four-minute version came only two years after the original and at a time when Soviet Russia was cracking down on music that it felt owed too much to capitalist Western society. ‘Tahiti Trot’ is very much that and it was part of the reason why the composer distanced himself from the piece for performance for many years and contributed to his spending some time in the artistic wilderness in that country.






WASHING-UP


‘The Sorcerer’s Apprentice’


1897


Paul Dukas (1865–1935)


There are, sadly, one-hit wonders in classical music too. French composer, teacher and critic Paul Dukas didn’t help his cause by being hypercritical about his work and burning most of it, but his place in musical history is assured thanks to his ‘L’apprenti sorcier’ or ‘The Sorcerer’s Apprentice’.


This 12-minute tone poem closely follows the storyline of a light ballad of the same name – Der Zauberlehrling – by the German writer Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749–1832). Enigmatic strings and flutes set the scene in the magician’s den, as the apprentice discovers that the key to clearing up is to cast a spell (trumpets) over the broom (played by the bassoon). Unable to control its relentless march of water-gathering, he chops the broom (the cymbals representing an axe) which serves to multiply its efforts (the deep sound of the massive contrabassoon spiralling faster and faster). Only the magician’s magic (the trumpets return) can bring the flood to a halt. Listen out too for the glockenspiel as it adds a sparkling supernatural touch to proceedings.


For many people the piece is closely associated with Mickey Mouse who starred as the apprentice in the exciting animated version in Walt Disney’s Fantasia (1940). In fact this was the starting point for the entire Fantasia film. Disney initially envisaged just a short cartoon featuring Mickey and led by the famous conductor Leopold Stokowski. But the idea mushroomed into the hit multi-musical film still popular today, including ‘The Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy’.


Sadly, Dukas grew to resent the success of ‘The Sorcerer’s Apprentice’ at the expense of all his other work.






BATHTIME


‘Raindrop’ Prelude


1838


Frédéric Chopin (1810–1849)


It’s the mark of the wide appeal of this six-minute piece by the Polish composer Frédéric Chopin that it sits just as happily in a James Bond film and a video game as well as a relaxing moment in your own home.


Officially called Prelude Op. 28, No. 15, it was named the ‘Raindrop’ by 19th-century German musician and Chopin enthusiast Hans von Bülow who took it upon himself to name all of the 24 pieces in the series, including ‘The Night Moth’, ‘Suffocation’ and ‘Tolling Bells’. Chopin himself never really accepted the titles. ‘Raindrop’ is one of the longest of the set – some are very short indeed – and gets its title from the A-flat note that is constantly repeated, a sound that von Bülow and other listeners have likened to the sound of drops of rain. At first the ‘drops’ are gentle, gradually becoming heavier as a storm approaches, then quietly reappearing as it passes. Whether it really is supposed to be rain or not is up to the listener, but it’s definitely ideal for moments when you want to unwind.


Another watery link comes from the story that Chopin wrote it during a stay in a Majorcan monastery where he was staying with his lover, the novelist George Sand, the pen name of Amantine Dupin. She recalled that while she was out with her son during a rainstorm, Chopin had daydreamed about the sound of raindrops falling regularly on a lake and been inspired to write the prelude, although he vigorously denied this was the inspiration.


Chopin’s use of the term ‘prelude’ was innovative. Previously, preludes had been used, as their name suggests, as introductory works to something else. His were entirely individual and could therefore be played as stand-alone pieces, a tribute to the value of shorter works, or even perhaps be played in their entirety in a single performance.


It certainly appealed to Sir Hugo Drax who is playing it on the piano when he first meets Roger Moore’s James Bond in the film Moonraker, as well as to the production team behind the advert for the video game Halo 3 who used it as an atmospheric backdrop. It has also featured in the action film Face/Off (1997) and the Academy Award-winning Shine (1996) about the struggles of classical Australian pianist David Helfgott.






TIME OUT & SLEEP


‘Only in Sleep’


2010


Music by Ēriks Ešenvalds (1977– ),


words by Sara Teasdale (1884–1933)




Only in sleep I see their faces,


Children I played with when I was a child,


Louise comes back with her brown hair braided,


Annie with ringlets warm and wild.


Only in sleep Time is forgotten —


What may have come to them, who can know?


Yet we played last night as long ago,


And the doll-house stood at the turn of the stair.


The years had not sharpened their smooth round faces,


I met their eyes and found them mild —


Do they, too, dream of me, I wonder,


And for them am I too a child?





This exquisite sentimental poem was written by the American poet and Pulitzer Prize-winner Sara Teasdale and set to music in 2010 by the Latvian composer Ēriks Ešenvalds. It’s a beautiful piece of choral music, simply done, with a lovely soprano soloist who hums as well as sings the nostalgic piece and drifts gently in and out of the music in a very dreamlike fashion. He has described his setting as ‘like a very dear baby being swaddled in softest blanket’1.


Ešenvalds has written operas and large-scale choral works, but he also specialises in these smaller songs which have a more intimate feel (interestingly, he says his first major muse was Whitney Houston). As well as ‘Only in Sleep’, he has set more than a dozen of Teasdale’s poems to music, including ‘Stars’, which uses tuned crystal glasses and Tibetan singing bowls to depict the heavenly objects. He says he is drawn to the ‘beauty and poignant simplicity of her poetry’ and has similarly strong feelings about the power and importance of nature.






‘Cumulonimbus’ from Sleep



2015


Max Richter (1966– )


There aren’t many pieces of music that can lull you softly to sleep and are still playing when you wake up the next morning. Sleep by English composer Max Richter is one of them because it comes in at an impressively hefty eight hours. It’s ambient music at its most comprehensive, a testament to what Richter admits is one of his favourite activities.


Richter worked with neuroscientist David Eagleman to produce just the right kind of music that, in the best possible way, sends listeners off to sleep. The orchestration of piano, strings and electronic elements as well as some lyricless soprano vocals are carefully placed with peaks and dips to match the sleep cycle. These are not natural sounds in the sense of birdsong or wind in the trees, but they are tailor-made to be in natural harmony with your body. According to Richter it’s ‘an invitation to dream’.2


There are 31 pieces of varying lengths up to 30 minutes each that follow on seamlessly. Sleep starts with ‘Dream 1’ (before the wind blows it all away) and in an ideal listening world runs via ‘Cassiopeia’ (parts 1 to 6) and ‘Sublunar’ (parts 1 to 13) until it concludes a third of a day later with ‘Dream 0 – till break of day’ (part 31). ‘Cumulonimbus’ in two parts begins relatively early on, around the 15-minute mark. It feels like a long low hum and a little like taking a warm bath or watching the night sky lying on your back on the grass on a warm evening. There are changes of tempo and combinations of instruments in Sleep, and also some recurrent themes, but at no time is it startling and there are no high frequency sounds. Strangely, considering its length, it’s never boring either.


Of course you don’t need to listen to it while you’re intent on sleep. Richter has talked about the need to pause in our current world where we sometimes appear to be always ‘on’. It’s as much about taking time out to relax, not just to snooze, with or without a pillow.


It’s also been performed with a live audience several times overnight, with the audience provided with camp beds in which to sleep while they enjoy a communal listening experience. Nice for them, extremely demanding physically for the musicians.






‘Largo’ from Symphony No. 9 (‘New World’)


1893


Antonin Dvořák (1841–1904)


This is music about going on a journey. Packed by Neil Armstrong on Apollo 11, it was the first symphony on the Moon; it became hugely well known in the UK via the television advert for Hovis bread with the boy pushing his bicycle up a steep street; and it marked Czech composer Antonin Dvořák’s delight in coming to America.


The ‘Largo’, the tender slow movement, is the second of four in the symphony written in 1893 and features the nostalgic sound of the cor anglais or English horn at its finest – hushed strings in the back-ground. Dvořák chose the horn as he felt it was the closest sound to singing, specifically the voice of black composer and singer Harry Burleigh.


It was Burleigh who introduced Dvořák to African-American spirituals and while the Czech composer did not incorporate any actual traditional tunes into the symphony, they certainly inspired its writing. Words were added to the tune 30 years later by one of Dvořák’s students, William Ames Fisher, and it became known as ‘Goin’ Home’. They fit so well that it is sometimes wrongly thought they were the source of the ‘Largo’ rather than the other way round.


‘I am now satisfied,’ he wrote the year he finished the ‘Largo’, ‘that the future music of this country must be founded upon what are called negro [sic] melodies.’3 Interestingly, this was the same period in which ragtime was becoming very popular (see here).


Dvořák loved America and the ‘Largo’ is partly a homage to Longfellow’s poem Hiawatha and the wide open spaces it depicts. But he never lost his love of his homeland while he was working in his own New World and some of that longing can also be felt in the piece.


The ‘Largo’ found a new following in 2019 when Hovis brought back the original 1973 advert directed by Ridley Scott. Played at quite a sprightly speed, the music was recorded afresh by the Ashington Colliery Brass Band, which had performed on it the first time round.
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