
Antarctica | Musical Images from the Frozen Continent 
 
I n t he wi nt er  of  2003/ 4 I  embar ked on an ambi t i ous musi cal  pr oj ect  i n 
Ant ar ct i ca,  havi ng been awar ded a j oi nt  f el l owshi p f r om t he Ar t s 
Counci l  Engl and and t he Br i t i sh Ant ar ct i c Sur vey' s Ar t i st s and 
Wr i t er s Pr ogr amme.   What  ensued was,  f or  me,  t he j our ney of  a 
l i f et i me;  a pr of ound physi cal ,  ar t i st i c  and emot i onal  exper i ence t hat  
had a deeper ,  mor e r esonant ,  ef f ect  on my l i f e t han I  coul d ever  have 
i magi ned.    

I  j our neyed t o f ar  and desol at e l ands,  r ecor ded col oni es of  
pengui ns and seal s,  f l ew t o i sol at ed hut s deep i n t he Ant ar ct i c  
Peni nsul a and smashed t hr ough pack i ce aboar d an i ce st r engt hened 
shi p.   I  exper i enced t he euphor i c hi ghs and t he mi nd- cr ushi ng l ows of  
sol i t ude,  t he over whel mi ng pr esence of  al l  who had come and gone 
t oget her  wi t h and t he r eal i sat i on t hat  I  was,  as a human and an 
ar t i st ,  a mer e speck on t hi s pl anet .  

The mai n ar t i st i c pr oduct  of  my t hr ee- mont h j our ney i s 
Antarctica,  an i mpr essi oni st i c,  l ar ge- scal e el ect r o- acoust i c 
composi t i on,  cr eat ed f r om an or i gi nal  sound l i br ar y compi l ed dur i ng 
my r esi dency.   Thi s l i br ar y compr i ses f i el d r ecor di ngs of  t he many 
audi bl e aspect s of  human l i f e,  ani mal  l i f e and t he envi r onment  i n 
Ant ar ct i ca.   Sel ect ed sounds wer e t hen l ayer ed,  st acked,  col l aged and 
combi ned t o f or m a r i ch and compl ex t heat r e of  sound.  Antarctica,  
r eal i sed i n c i nema sur r ound sound,  enabl es t he audi ence t o be 
absor bed i nt o a t hr ee- di mensi onal  soundscape por t r ayi ng bot h my own 
r esponsi ve emot i ons and exper i ences and t hose of  t he communi t i es i n 
Ant ar ct i ca.  
 
My r ecent  composi t i onal  out put  has been concer ned wi t h t he 
mani pul at i on and or gani sat i on of  t he i nt r i nsi c musi cal  gest ur es 
wi t hi n r ecor di ngs of  f ound envi r onment al  sound and t he human voi ce;  
ext r apol at i ng t he musi cal  component s wi t hi n t hese sound- wor l ds and 
pr esent i ng t hem as hi ghl y or i gi nal  composi t i ons;  consi der i ng t hese 
el ement s as compl ex and r i ch as any i nst r ument  based or  comput er  
gener at ed musi c.  

The f ocus of  my many f i el d r ecor di ngs was t o capt ur e and 
r ef l ect  t he r el at i onshi p bet ween t he Br i t i sh Ant ar ct i c Sur vey and t he 
cont i nent  i t  embr aces,  and t he l i f e and popul at i ons of  t he ar ea 
sur r oundi ng t he Weddel l  Sea.   Under  t hese headi ngs,  t he nat ur al  
sounds ( wi nd,  sea,  weat her  and wi l dl i f e) ,  t he human sounds 
( sc i ent i st s l i v i ng and wor k i ng,  boat  capt ai ns,  whal er s,  ‘ t al k i ng 
heads’  i nt er vi ews and conver sat i on) ,  t he mechani cal  sounds 
( machi ner y,  gener at or s,  boat s,  sci ent i f i c exper i ment s,  t r avel  and 
t el evi s i on) ,  and t he phenomenol ogi cal  sounds ( whi st l i ng r i ggi ng,  
c l anki ng obj ect s,  cr unchi ng i ce f l oes,  musi cal  acci dent s)  wer e of  
equal  s i gni f i cance.   

I  awar ded t hese ‘ sampl es’  t he same r egar d and r espect  as 
cer t ai n ot her  composer s do mel odi c l i nes,  usi ng t he same si x 
essent i al  par amet er s t hat  gover n musi c:  pi t ch,  dur at i on,  dynami c,  
t one,  t ext ur e and f or m.  However ,  t hi s s i mpl i f i ed anal ysi s concer ned 
i t sel f  wi t h moment s or  over vi ews,  i t  f ai l ed t o f ul l y descr i be t he 
compl exi t y cont ai ned wi t hi n a si ngl e sound obj ect ,  or  when a compl ex 
el ect r oacoust i c  sound sour ce bor der s t he el ement s of  pi t ch and 
t ext ur e.   
 Dur i ng my r esear ch i n Ant ar ct i ca,  t hr ough t he musi cal  
expl or at i on of  audi t i oni ng t he sounds and edi t i ng sounds,  I  f ound 
t hat  each day’ s sound r ecor di ngs wer e mi ni at ur e composi t i ons i n 
t hemsel ves,  cont ai ni ng compl ex musi cal  el ement s,  or gani sat i on and 
devel opment .   Fur t her mor e,  wi t h r egar ds t o t he l i st eni ng exper i ence 
over  l ar ger  t i me spans,  i t  was appar ent  t hat  t he t empor al  t r aj ect or y 
of  t he sound obj ect s had mor e t o do wi t h mor phol ogy t han i nt egr al  



f or m,  pr esent i ng concept s of  mot i on,  gr owt h,  spect r al  devel opment ;  
soni c densi t i es and st r uct ur i ng;  musi cal  gest ur e.  

By f ocusi ng on t he obvi ous f or egr ound,  t he backgr ound ambi ence 
or  t he envi r onment al  soni c l andscape coul d be over l ooked,  a composi t e 
of  whi ch coul d be r egar ded as a compl ex musi cal  event .   Thi s i s  
not i ceabl e i n t he accur acy of  t he or i gi nal  r ecor di ng of  t he 15, 000 
st r ong pengui n col ony at  Si gny I s l and,  Sout h Or kney I s l ands.   
Reveal ed ar e mul t i pl e l ayer s of  f or egr ound and backgr ound mat er i al ,  
t ext ur al l y and musi cal l y r i ch:  f or egr ound – per cussi ve pebbl e 
movement  and t er r i t or i al  f i ght  gest ur es;  mi dgr ound – gut t ur al  
pul sat i ng cal l s ;  r hyt hmi cal  cel l s,  r epeat i ng,  i nt er posi ng,  var y i ng,  
movi ng ar ound t he sur r ound space;  backgr ound – l yr i cal  cal l s,  sea and 
wi nd t ext ur e.  
 
Wi t hi n Antarctica,  I  ext end t hese musi cal  consi der at i ons t o t he 
quar t et  of  voi ces I  used:  Chr i s -  Ant ar ct i c Mar i ner  s i nce t he 60' s 
and Mast er  of  t he Royal  Resear ch Shi p James Cl ar k Ross;  Ri ck -  
Exper i enced Ant ar ct i c/ Ar ct i c dog handl er  r et ur ni ng af t er  f i r st  v i s i t  
i n t he 70' s;  Andy -  engi neer ,  r et ur ni ng t o Ant ar ct i ca af t er  hi s  f i r st  
v i s i t  i n t he 80' s,  and Sar ah -  zool ogi st ,  embar ki ng on a t wo and a 
hal f  year  st ay i n Ant ar ct i ca.   I  l ayer ed t hei r  wor ds and memor i es of  
Ant ar ct i ca ( r esonat i ng wi t h my own)  on t op of  each ot her  t o cr eat e 
count er poi nt  and pol yphony,  t he l i st ener  can t hen choose t o hear  t he 
nar r at i ve pr of f er ed by t he l anguage,  or  t he musi c of  i t s phonet i c 
r hyt hms and sounds.  
 
The t hr ee mont h r esi dency was a uni que pr i v i l ege,  not  onl y t o 
exper i ence t he cont i nent  and be one of  onl y f ew who have set  f oot  
t her e,  but  al so t o spend t he t i me compl et el y i mmer sed and f ocused on 
cr eat i ng,  t hi nk i ng and wr i t i ng about  my musi c.   
 
" Antarctica i s  par t  document ar y,  par t  wi l dl i f e exper i ence;  an i nsi ght  
i nt o t he l i ves,  f ear s,  dr eams and wi shes of  t he peopl e who l i ve and 
wor k i n Ant ar ct i ca.   I t  i s  al so,  most  pr of oundl y,  one per son' s 
r eact i on t o t he ext r aor di nar y exper i ence of  a pr ol onged st ay on t he 
f r ozen cont i nent .   Al l  t hi s  i s woven i nt o a compl ex musi cal  web,  
somet i mes l i ke a f i l m soundt r ack,  somet i mes a r adi o pl ay,  somet i mes a 
nat ur e document ar y – a voyage of  di scover y and exci t ement  t hr ough one 
of  t he l ast  r emai ni ng nat ur al  pl aces on t he pl anet ,  wher e t he mar ks 
of  human soci et y ar e over whel med by t he f or ces of  nat ur e.   We hear  
i ns i ght s i nt o a pr eci ous moment  wher e a man r ecal l s  shar i ng a Gi nger  
Nut  bi scui t  wi t h an ol d s l ed dog,  t he ext r aor di nar y behavi our  of  
pengui ns mar chi ng ar ound st eal i ng pebbl es f r om each ot her  t o make 
t hei r  nest s,  t he even mor e ext r aor di nar y sounds of  ai r  expel l ed f r om 
t he noses of  el ephant  seal s,  but  above al l ,  one man st r uggl i ng 
agai nst  t he wi nd,  wr est l i ng wi t h t he mi cr ophones and audi o equi pment  
and t hr owi ng hi s whol e sel f  i nt o r ecor di ng and shar i ng t hi s 
exper i ence wi t h ot her s . "   Dr .  Tony Myat t .  Musi c Resear ch Cent r e,  Yor k 
Uni ver si t y.  
 
 
 
Ant ar ct i ca:  a sur r ound- sound,  el ect r o- acoust i c composi t i on by Cr ai g 
Vear  i s pr esent ed on DVD and f eat ur es:  

� Mul t i - angl e vi sual s ( bl ack scr een,  col our  wash,  phot o mont age)  
� Dol by 5. 1 sur r ound /  st er eo /  Di r ect or ’ s comment ar y 

Pl us:  
� 88 page book cont ai ni ng uni que Ant ar ct i c i mages,  t he composer ’ s 

Guar di an Di ar i es,  det ai l ed descr i pt i ons of  t he composi t i on and 
r ecor di ngs,  pl us t r anscr i pt i ons of  t he voi ces used i n t he 
composi t i on’ s ‘ Vocal  Quar t et s’  



� 5 Ant ar ct i c Sol i t udes .   Fi ve new shor t  f i l ms cr eat ed f r om 
ar chi ve Ant ar ct i c f i l m f oot age 

� 76˚  Sout h.   The composer ’ s v i deo j our nal  
� Ant ar ct i c  Sounds .   CD cont ai ni ng Ant ar ct i c f i el d r ecor di ngs  
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