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E
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lished
 in 1992, the Found

ation takes its nam
e from

 the form
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all in scale, it has a d
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 record
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 far b
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 Lincolnshire, E
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s.  
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s p
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m
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 in 2010, has three ob
jectives:

• To invest in developm
ental creative projects that w

ill evolve and grow
 over tim

e. 
• �To help to address regional needs for innovation and change that can be clearly identified in arts practice, 

policy or m
anagem

ent. 
• To back projects w

hich are w
ell-conceived, carefully planned and w

ell-m
anaged. 

w
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Sounding the Deep was commissioned 
in March 2011 by the Hull Philharmonic 
Orchestra as a work for orchestra and 
bass voice for performance in March 
2012 as part of the Cultural Olympiad 
celebrations in the city of Hull.

Hull’s landmark Millennium building, 
The Deep Submarium, celebrating 
its 10th anniversary in 2012, initially 
inspired the title and its subject matter.

The composition tells the story of 
such exploration in the words of a 
remarkable zoologist and explorer, 
the American William Beebe (1877 – 
1962), the father of ocean ecology and 
the first man to descend ‘a half mile 
down’. Beebe (pronounced Bee – be) 
was the David Attenborough of his 
day, a remarkable scientist, writer, 
and communicator. Friend of movie 
stars and presidents, he was a best-
selling author and ‘must-hear’ lecturer. 
Indeed, in Sounding the Deep, Beebe is 
portrayed by the bass soloist giving one 
of his celebrated lectures – probably a 
first for a musical composition.

The libretto, taken entirely from 
Beebe’s book Half Mile Down, traces 
Beebe’s fascination from early in his 

career with the secrets of the ocean 
depths. However, it wasn’t until Beebe 
was in his forties that he made his 
first ‘helmet dives’ off the Galápogos 
Islands becoming the first scientist to 
photograph and investigate the world 
of the coral reef. It was shortly after 
these initial studies that he began to 
consider how man might investigate 
the deep ocean beyond the limit of 
unaided human capability.

With President Roosevelt’s personal 
support and the young and wealthy 
engineer Otis Barton he designed and 
built a ‘bathysphere’ to go to depths 
beyond man’s previous experience.

Beebe’s story of this personal 
journey into the unknown is told in 
wonderfully poetic, indeed rhapsodic 
language. His writing is testament to 
an age when the word rather than 
the image was the most effective 
medium of communication. In the 
intense darkness of the undersea 
world technology simply didn’t allow 
Beebe to ‘show’ his discoveries 
through photography.

DESCENT
Hull College

A  LECTURE BY WILLIAM BEEBE
SOUNDING THE DEEP World premiere
I	 The Wonderer 
II	 The Kingdom of the Helmet 
III	 The Birth of the Bathysphere 
IV	 Descent into Perpetual Night 
V	 Half Mile Down

Composer: Nigel Morgan
Libretto: Nigel Morgan and Phil Legard
Soloist: James Gower 
Piano: Andrew Broome and Peter Sproston
Double Bass: Laura Fox 
Percussion: Laura Bradford and Christopher Sykes

The Hull Philharmonic Orchestra
Leader: Patricia Mitchell

Conductor: Andrew Penny 
Signed presentation: Yvonne Lyster Barwick
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DEEP SEA DIVER
for two voices and piano 
University of Hull

BLAZE 1
The East Riding of Yorkshire Percussion Ensemble

NEVER DAY AND UNDER NIGHT
for cello & double bass ensemble
Lincolnshire Youth Cello Ensemble

BLAZE 2
WEIRD WATER LAND
for wind quintet
Kingston upon Hull

BLAZE 3
TO THE DARK UNSEEN
for string dectet
The East Riding of Yorkshire

BLAZE 4
INTO THE GREEN INVERTED DAWN
for string quartet
Kingston upon Hull
Laptop Musicians and Sound Engineers from the University of Hull

BLAZE 5

SOUNDING THE DEEP Second performance

ASCENT
Hull College

SOUNDING THE DEEP

THE SCENARIO

SHOALS

The solo bass voice is the zoologist and explorer William Beebe giving one of 
his celebrated public lectures. He comes on stage and gives a short spoken 
introduction based on a series of slide-projected photographs. These slides give 
the audience a brief synopsis of his career as zoologist and proto-ecologist. 
They include images of the Bronx Zoological Gardens (where he was the 
youngest ever director), British Guiana, Malaysia and the Western Himalaya. 
He then summons on stage his pianist and they begin together to tell the 
story in song of The Wonderer, a sculpture in the San Francisco Explorers 
Club that so inspired Beebe’s work.

In the concert version Beebe is joined by the orchestra to introduce his 
audience to his dream of descending to the largely unknown world 
beneath the waves. The second movement tells of Beebe’s exploits 
as a helmet diver where ‘just below the surface I found a new 
world’. In the third movement Beebe explains about the ‘birth of the 
bathysphere’, the craft in which he planned to descend a half mile 
down. In the fourth movement the libretto brings together part of 
the actual transcript of his commentary during his record-breaking 
dive with his own and later reflections on this experience.

In Descent into Perpetual Night, and with the aid of a on-screen 
depth counter, Beebe takes us into the extreme darkness and 
isolation of 3000’ plus and to a point where the cable tethering 
the bathysphere reaches its end. Throughout this movement 
the voices of Otis Barton and Gloria Hollister comment on 
the progress of the bathysphere on screen in teleprinter–type 
text of their voices on the telephone line connected to the 
bathysphere. In the fifth and final movement, as Beebe waits 
for the ascent to the surface, he reflects on the comparisons 
between explorations of the ocean depths with that of space 
itself.

JAMES GOWER – SOLOIST
James was born in Newport, South 
Wales and studied at St John’s College, 
Cambridge and the Royal Academy of 
Music.  He is currently studying with Cathy 
Pope and Robert Lloyd.

James made his English National Opera 
debut performing Lord Krishna/Parsi 
Rustomji Satyagraha by Philip Glass and 
joined the ENO Young Singers Programme 
for the 2007/2008 season.  

He has performed as an associate artist 
with Welsh National Opera, and with 
Glyndebourne Festival Opera were he 
performed Pinellino Gianni Schicchi, 
(broadcast on BBC TV and performed at 
the Proms) and among others has also 
performed with Glyndebourne on Tour, 
Cambridge Touring Opera, and Opera Up 
Close. 

James has a wide oratorio repertoire and 
is in demand throughout the country. 
Engagements outside the UK have included 
Israel in Egypt, Pagano I Lombardi and Silva 
Ernani at Dortmund’s Konzerthaus.

On the perimeter of the orchestral estuary that is Sounding the Deep lie six 
mysterious shoals. Partially hidden islands of music and sounds inextricably 
linked, they are about to be revealed. Their evocative titles come from words and 
phrases found in Robert Francis’ poem Deep Sea Diver, said to have been inspired 
by the very exploits of William Beebe. But these Shoals don’t belong to Beebe’s 
era; an era when the natural world was still regarded as largely undefiled by 
human exploitation. The music and soundworld of Shoals sing out in a worldwide 
chorus of concern for the fragile ecology of the oceans.

The six scores for student ensembles bring music, sonic art and sound design 
together in an uninterrupted sequence. Like those creatures new to science, still 
being discovered in our deep oceans, this new music is unusual and strange. Its 
  shapes and colourful forms may challenge your ideas about music. Nevertheless, 
     be intrigued by the way music and sound can, through the agent of new   
        technology, work in partnership to produce vivid aural oceanscapes. 
 


