
Visit the Proms website to discover in-depth Radio 3 programmes about the composers and works 
featured in the Proms, and find links to download any episode of The Listening Service podcast.

The Sound of an Orchestra
Look at them up there: what are they doing? How on earth 
did it happen that these strange musical objects of wood, wind 
and wire, these particular combinations of scrapers, blowers 
and beaters, became the most miraculously flexible, colourful 
and expressively powerful force in musical culture? And which 
came first: the composers who came up with the sonic ideas 
or the cultures of musical patronage and production that 
created and employed them? And how did the orchestra get 
so big? Why do we need so many of them to play a symphony 
anyway? Mind you, massive assemblages of musicians have 
always been in vogue, from the musicians of the Paris Opéra 
in the 17th century to the massed outdoor performances 
of the 18th, and the steady growth of the orchestra in all 
of its departments through the 19th and 20th centuries. 

The answers to many of those questions will have been 
given to you during tonight’s Prom but I just want to 
introduce you, not to a piece, but to the wild orchestral 
idea of a composer who did as much as anyone to explode 
the orchestra outwards in dimension and inwards in its 
emotional and expressive possibilities; who dreamt of the 
Ultimate Orchestra, an instrumental collection of such scale 
and diversity that your mind boggles and your ears ache 
to hear it. I think we should put this orchestral behemoth 
together here at the Royal Albert Hall – who’s with me? 
Here’s French composer Hector Berlioz, writing in his 
Grand Treatise on Modern Instrumentation and Orchestration, 
which was published in its final version in 1855: ‘It would be 
interesting to try once to make simultaneous use of all the 
musical resources that can be assembled in Paris, in a work 
specially written for the occasion. Assuming a composer 
had such resources at his disposal, in a vast hall organised 
for this purpose by an architect versed in acoustics and 
music, he would need to determine precisely before starting 
work the disposition and layout of this huge orchestra, 
and then keep them always in mind while composing.’

That sounds a like an excellent notion. And the make-up of 
the orchestra? Well, in addition to 360 choristers, Berlioz 
wanted 467 instrumentalists, among them 120 violins, 
45 cellos, 30 pianos, 30 harps, six triangles, four jingling johnnies 
(a percussion instrument of flamboyant ornamentation and 
underwhelming sonic power, which is presumably why he wanted 
four of them) and five saxophones. And here’s why Berlioz 
wanted this orchestra to happen: ‘It would have an incalculable 
melodic, expressive and rhythmic power, a penetrating force 
like no other, a prodigious sensitivity in all nuances whether in 
ensemble or in detail. When at rest it would be majestic like a 
slumbering ocean. When in a state of agitation it would recall 
tropical storms. It would erupt like a volcano. It would convey 
the laments, whispers and mysterious sounds of virgin forests, 
the shouts, prayers, songs of triumph or lamentation of a people 
with an expansive soul, an ardent heart, and fiery passions. Its 
silence would strike awe through its solemnity, and the most 
recalcitrant temperaments would shudder at the sight of its 
surging crescendo, like the roar of an immense and sublime 
conflagration!’ That’s one of the most deliciously tantalising 
paragraphs in musical history, because Berlioz never managed to 
realise his ultimate orchestral dream. But, surely, this ensemble 
is the last word in what a Proms orchestra should be. It’s the 
sesquicentenary of Berlioz’s death next year. One can but dream!

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