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HAYDN

Symphony No. 104, ‘London’
The final movement of this symphony is based on the drones 
of the musette, a type of bagpipe, over which the rest of the 
orchestra dances. And the story of drones in music – static, 
long-held notes – has transformed from celestial accompaniment 
to rustic background, from folk-music foregrounds to visions 
of contemporaneity as well as eternity. So here goes, a drone-
music 101. From the organum of early plainchant to the 
constant open fifths that still accompany Indian classical music or 
the fundamental tone that underpins the music of the bagpipe 
and hurdy-gurdy, drones are some of the most fundamental 
sounds of the musical universe. When drones are used as ‘pedal 
points’ in later Western music (based on the pedalboards of the 
organ), they function as anchor points in the harmonic trajectory 
of large-scale pieces, from Beethoven’s ‘Pastoral’ Symphony to 
Brahms’s A German Requiem. But in the 20th century, drones 
move from the background to the foreground. Much minimalist 
music is made over a static harmonic background, a ‘drone’ that 
is either implied or constitutes the entirety of the piece, as in 
Steve Reich’s mono-chordal Four Organs or LaMonte Young’s 
music. Today’s drone composers show what happens when you 
expand your listening by focusing on these fundamental tones, 
which can slowly shift and warp, like a map of the sounds of 
your unconscious, so that a drone can seem like a whole world. 
At least, that’s what listening to the transcendent drones of 
the music of Éliane Radigue does for me: see what you think.

VAUGHAN WILL IAMS

A London Symphony
A symphony that starts with music that heralds and shrouds 
the chimes of Big Ben, as the bell’s melody tolls in the harp 
and woodwind against the orchestral mist of the rest of the 
texture. Bells and orchestral music have long gone together. 
Russian composers have had a particular fascination with 
using the sounds that circumscribe life and death in Russian 
religious traditions – from bells for birth to funeral knells. All 
of these, along with orchestral realisations of bells of alarm 
or of celebration, are turned into a vivid choral symphony by 
Rachmaninov, The Bells, based on the poem by Edgar Allan 
Poe. Bells of witchcraft and satanic horror stalk Berlioz’s 
Symphonie fantastique. The association between bell sounds 
and the uncanny is symbolised by the use of Mike Oldfield’s 
Tubular Bells as the soundtrack to the terrors of the film The 
Exorcist. Bell sounds have inspired modernist composers, too: 
Jonathan Harvey turns the bells of Winchester Cathedral 
inside out in his sensuous, spiritual electro-acoustic masterpiece 
Mortuos plango, vivos voco, while Pierre Boulez uses the 
sounds of synthesised bells as gateways between the world 
of acoustic instruments and electronics in his magnum opus 
Répons (‘Responses’) for ensemble and live electronics.

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