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DEBUSSY

Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune
That flute solo at the start of Debussy’s Prélude doesn’t just 
realise a vision of a narcissistic mythical creature in raptures of 
self-absorption. It also voices what has become a definitive idea 
of what the flute means: lyrical, ethereal, sensual, libidinous.  
But later composers have created different images of what the 
instrument can convey: violence, angularity and dissonance. Solo 
pieces that reclaim the flute as a conjuror of visceral modernity 
include Varèse’s Density 21.5 – that figure being the density  
of the platinum flute of Georges Barrère, for whom it was 
composed. Berio’s Sequenza I is the first of his series of forensic 
explorations of the sounds of solo instruments. And, in George 
Benjamin’s Flight, the parabolae of the aerial paths of birds over 
the Swiss Alps are magicked into sound.

L I L I  BOUL ANGER

Psalm 130, ‘Du fond de l’abîme’
Other music that sounds the depths: John Luther Adams’s 
Become Ocean is an overwhelming orchestral inundation in which 
we are plunged down to the deepest trenches of an ocean of 
sound. Composer and accordionist Pauline Oliveros’s Deep 
Listening Band takes its punning name from the reverberant 
acoustic of the disused military bunker in Washington State in 
which she and fellow musicians Stuart Dempster and Panaiotis 
recorded. And Wagner sounds an operatic and dramatic 
descent in the transition between the first and second scenes 
of Das Rheingold, as we go down with Loge and Wotan to the 
oppressive realm of Nibelheim in the bowels of the earth.

DEBUSSY

Nocturnes
The wordless chorus of sirens at the end of Debussy’s 
Nocturnes is the sound of that feverish beyond in which  
we lose ourselves as listeners, and many other composers have 
used these primal, pre-linguistic sounds to symbolise irresistible 
seduction. Holst’s female voices take us to the realm of Neptune’s 
unknowable mysticism in The Planets, while Ravel has his choir 
of male and female voices sound the orgiastic pleasures of the 
Bacchanale in Daphnis and Chloe. And Rachmaninov’s Vocalise 
uses a solo soprano to voice a keening melancholy that’s made 
all the more searingly tragic for its lack of a text. That ‘ah’ is  
the most ambiguous yet the most definitive sound that singing  
voices can utter.

R AVEL

Boléro
Other machines in music, going even further than Ravel dares in 
Boléro, include Alexander Mosolov’s The Iron Foundry, a terrifying 
yet utopian churn of orchestral and Soviet-futurist musical 
industry. Conlon Nancarrow made his piano-playing machines 
produce sounds and crazy counterpoint that human fingers 
couldn’t manage in his 49 Studies for Player Piano. Webern used  
a different kind of machine for the structure of his Symphony, 
Op. 21. The piece functions as a series of palindromes on the 
micro- and macro-levels – a species of musical constructivism 
that is utterly contradicted by the gorgeous, crystalline 
weightlessness that the music conjures before your ears.

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