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Pioneers of Sound 
What Daphne Oram started in Still Point, every subsequent 
generation of composers has developed, creating ever-more 
adventurous fusions of acoustic instruments and electronic 
soundscapes. Pierre Boulez set up the computer-music research 
centre IRCAM in Paris in the mid 1970s and, if you’ve ever been 
to the city’s Pompidou Centre, you’ve almost certainly trod on 
this centre for research into acoustics and music, since the 
composers and computer scientists leading the furthest reaches 
of the avant-garde are working down there in a magnificently 
designed bunker underneath the Place Igor Stravinsky. IRCAM 
produced bespoke computers, software and pieces of music in 
the 1980s as proof positive of what Daphne Oram knew in the 
late 1940s: that there was a vital future in the fusion of 
electronics and orchestral instruments.

Typically for Boulez, he worked for decades revising and refining 
works that do just that, in which live performances are 
transformed in real time, so there’s a creative feedback loop 
between the electronics and what the musicians perform. Listen 
to Boulez’s Répons, from the mid-1980s, for his masterpiece of 
this way of working, music in which bell-like sounds in the 
electronics create  
a sonic bridge to the savagely glittering percussive sounds that he 
produces from his ensemble. The Finnish composer Kaija 
Saariaho has a whole catalogue of pieces from the 1980s and 
1990s that explore the boundaries between electronics and live 
performance, whether in the full-orchestral sweep of 
Verblendungen, or the electronic refractions of solo instruments, 
as in NoaNoa for flute and Petals for cello. 

And of the hundreds of pieces that IRCAM’s unique technology 
inspired in later decades, Jonathan Harvey’s Speakings stands 
out: an attempt to find a musical interzone between the 
articulation of human speech and the previously wordless world 
of instrumental sound; ‘previously’, because Harvey’s music, in 
combination with the electronics, gives the illusion that the 
orchestral players are ‘speaking’, solely through how they use 
their instruments. 

In the 21st century, the American composer Tyondai Braxton 
has recently taken the combination of live electronics and 
orchestra into new territory with his vividly, nihilistically powerful 
piece Telekinesis, which he premiered with the BBC Concert 
Orchestra in April this year. And it’s not only electronic music 
where electronics and electroacoustic sounds have made an 
impact in musical history – an apparent contradiction in terms 
that I will now attempt to explain; here goes! It’s because 
composers have used what they learnt in making tape pieces to 
transform their thinking about purely instrumental music. 
Helmut Lachenmann’s musique concrète instrumentale is one of 
the signature achievements of post-war music, in which 
instruments are used to explore previously unexploited 
dimensions in the sounds they make – breaths, whispers, clicks 
and rattles, as well as conventional notes and rhythms; listen to 
Lachenmann’s Mouvement to hear what I mean. And Éliane 
Radigue’s ongoing Occam cycle is a transcendence of individual 
players’ relationships with their instruments, in which her life’s 
work exploring the deep forensics and deeper poetics of sound 
as a composer of electronics has inspired her re-creation of 
what it means to write music for acoustic instruments.

Radio 3’s Tom Service proposes onward sonic explorations inspired 
by the music of tonight’s Prom
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