
M
ar

yle
ne

 M
ey

MISSY MAZZOLI

Sinfonia (for  
Orbiting Spheres)
The metaphorical hurdy-gurdies of Missy 
Mazzoli’s Sinfonia go into the cosmos, but 
earlier composers have used actual, real-life 
hurdy-gurdies in orchestral scores for  
different, earthier effects. The drones that  
are fundamental to any hurdy-gurdy’s musical 
existence – the fixed single note upon which 
the instrumentalist can improvise, making the 
hurdy-gurdy like a string-based bagpipe – are 
useful for creating a static atmosphere of 
spiritual contemplation, and hurdy-gurdy-like 
instruments were employed in churches around 
the turn of the first millennium. Yet drones are 
also the most effective musical earth upon 
which melodies can dance and bodies can be 
made to move, which is where hurdy-gurdies 
are most familiar in later musical culture, as 
accompaniments to visceral merry-making. 
Leopold Mozart, Wolfgang’s father, composed 
a descriptive Sinfonia, a ‘Peasant’s Wedding’ in 
music, complete with hurdy-gurdy, bagpipe and 
rustic percussion, as well as whistles and a few 
volleys of pistol fire for good measure. In 1786 
Haydn wrote five concertos for two ‘lire 
organizzate’, the favourite instrument of the 
King of Naples, a musical phenomenon that 
was effectively a polyphonic hurdy-gurdy, 
allowing the player to create harmonies and 
multiple musical lines on top of the drone. 
These pieces are more than musical curiosities 
from one of our greatest composers: bring the 
hurdy-gurdy back into the concert hall, I say! 
And listen to the Haydn alongside one of the 
more recent works for the instrument,  
Howard Skempton’s Concerto for hurdy-
gurdy, percussion and chamber orchestra, 
music that dances and sings and brings the 
instrument vividly into the contemporary world.

BARTÓK

Piano Concerto No. 2
Planning to play Bartók’s Second Piano 
Concerto? Heed first the pianist Sir András 
Schiff’s words: ‘For the piano player, it’s a 
finger-breaking piece … probably the single 
most difficult piece that I have ever played, 
and I usually end up with a keyboard covered 
in blood.’ There are other pieces that present 
a clear and present physical danger to the 
pianist; so much so that some even wear 
gloves as protection against the demands  
of the music. Maurizio Pollini plays 
Stockhausen’s massive Klavierstück X with 
heavy-duty fingerless supports to ensure  
his survival through the music’s clusters, 
glissandos and elbows-full of notes – and the 
gloves mean that he can fearlessly realise the 
music’s unique and thrilling physicality without 
compromise. Works by Helmut Lachenmann 
(from his Ein Kinderspiel) and György Kurtág 
(from Játékok) are other places in which the 
pianist runs the gauntlet of real-life injury in 
the cause of prestidigitatory virtuosity – even 
if their finger- and hand-breaking glissandos 
last just a few seconds rather than the 
25 minutes of Stockhausen’s piece.

DVOŘÁK

Symphony No. 8
Dvo∑ák’s Eighth Symphony is one of those 
pieces that make you violently happy, that 
leave you thrilled and filled with an 
intoxicating tincture of pure, vital joyfulness. 
Mendelssohn’s music has that fierce, luminous 
joy too: every bar of his Octet for strings is 
suffused with it, as is the ‘Italian’ Symphony. 
Janá∂ek is another Czech composer whose 
music is powered by the realisation of this 
elemental joyfulness: the Sinfonietta, Taras 

Bulba, the string quartets, or operas such as 
The Cunning Little Vixen all sear with it. And 
there’s another alchemy of joy in Judith 
Weir’s music, a sense of wonder, generosity, 
clarity and directness: listen to Moon and Star, 
her Emily Dickinson setting for choir and 
orchestra, composed for the Proms in 1995, 
or her orchestral works Forests, The Welcome 
Arrival of Rain and the Piano Concerto and 
you’ll hear immediately what I mean. Like 
Dvo∑ák’s Eighth, it’s music that makes the 
world glow and resound with new energy  
and light.

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
TH E  PROM S L I S TEN I NG SERV ICE 

Visit the Proms website  
for articles and more from  
the Proms Listening Service.

16 b b c . c o . u k / p r o m s

Print-Ready Prom 70.indd   16 29/08/2017   14:28


