
ak
g-

im
ag

es

VAUGHAN WILLIAMS

Symphony No. 9
It’s a strange category, composers’ ‘late’ music 
(Vaughan Williams’s Ninth Symphony certainly 
fits the brief, premiered when he was 85, just 
months before his death). It’s often supposed 
that music written towards the end of 
composers’ lives is full of a sense of 
premonition or resignation in the face of the 
inevitable, which they face with world-
weariness or defy with weird expressive 
extremity. Beethoven’s ‘late style’ is the 
original and, for many, the best in terms of 
defining all of those characteristics, and more, 
of a ‘late’ period: the Missa solemnis, the last 
piano sonatas, and above all, the string 
quartets from Op. 127 to Op. 135, his last 
completed work. But there is another kind of 
late style that has nothing to do with reflecting 
on mortality or conjuring a sense of reflective, 
philosophical angst through music. Some 
composers in their seventies, eighties and even 
nineties – and beyond – have simply taken 
their music into new and vital dimensions in 
ways that are born of the unique experience 
of a very, very long life, and which breathe an 
atmosphere of sheer creative freedom. This 
music is ‘late’ only in the sense that it happens 
to be written at the end of a life, not because 
of its expressive characteristics. Verdi’s Falstaff 
proves the point, that virtuosic operatic 
comedy in which Verdi reveals himself as a 
new or at least renewed composer at the very 
end of his life. You could say the same about 
Haydn and his oratorios The Creation and The 
Seasons. And then there’s Peter Maxwell 
Davies, whose output was a torrent of 
ceaselessly energetic productivity right up to 
the end of his life in 2016. 

But there’s one composer who lived and 
composed for so long that he became  

his own epoch: the American composer  
Elliott Carter, who died at the age of 103  
in 2012. The music that he wrote in the last 
two decades of his life was the most 
ambitious he ever conceived, but it was also 
the most sheerly joyful, life-affirming and 
youthful-sounding. His later music – here I 
include music written in his eighties and 
nineties, as well as the pieces he composed 
as a centenarian – encompasses miniatures 
for friends and shorter works for ensembles 
and soloists, but it also includes his longest-
ever orchestral piece, his jaw-dropping 
Symphonia: sum fluxae pretium spei, and his 
only opera, What Next?, written when he 
was 89. For Carter, what came next was 
another decade and more of effervescent 
creative inspiration.

HOLST

The Planets
So many hymns, so many adverts, so much 
influence on film composers: but there’s one 
thing that Holst’s The Planets just doesn’t do, 
and that’s sound the music of the planets 
themselves. But you can hear it, out there 
online in the sonified signals of our solar 
system, and way, way beyond: thanks to 
NASA’s scientists, you can hear the 
relentlessly regular disco-beat of a pulsar, you 
can hear the song of an asteroid and you can 
sample the rings of Saturn and the storm of 
Jupiter in electromagnetic waves that have 
been brought down to the perceptible 
spectrum of our puny human ears. But there’s 
one unfiltered sonic phenomenon that I find 
the most moving of all. It’s an unprocessed 
recording from 2005, at the furthest distance 
from our home planet that any actual sound 
has ever been recorded: the spacecraft 
Huygens’s descent through the winds of 

Saturn’s most Earth-like moon, Titan. You  
can really hear the sounds of the Titanic 
winds as Huygens descends, as the little 
probe is buffeted and blown by Titan’s 
atmosphere before it lands on the surface. 
We may never travel to Titan – but our  
ears can!

Join Tom Service on his musical odyssey in The Listening 
Service on BBC Radio 3, Sundays at 5.00pm, from  
3 September. Go to The Listening Service on the Radio 3 
website to hear clips, watch animations, download previous 
episodes and listen to the Proms Listening Service playlist.

Radio 3’s Tom Service proposes onward sonic explorations inspired by the music of tonight’s Prom
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Visit the Proms website  
for articles and more from  
the Proms Listening Service.


