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1. The Bottom of the Sea
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Commissioned by the Key Chorale, in celebration of their 20th season, 2005.
Premiered by the Key Chorale, April 17, 2005, Sarasota, FL.

Daniel Moe, Music Director.

Performance Notes

It is suggested that each of the poems (texts) be read aloud before the performance of each song. This will allow the audience
to have abundant familiarity with the beautiful lyrics. Thus, the readings themselves will become part of the expression of the
words.

The readings might be done by members of the chorus: a tenor or baritone might read “The Bottom of the Sea,” a soprano or alto
might read “Gifts from the Sea” and the two readers might alternate reading lines of “Down to the Sea” (as the musical setting also
alternates between the men’s and women’s voices). A natural and comfortable reading style is recommended.

Program Notes

The sea is a universal force which speaks to each of us in unique ways. Thus, these texts by three different authors were
selected for this set of choral works. It is intended that a diversity of aspects of the sea be explored.

“The Bottom of the Sea” is a product of imagination—the ocean floor, the home of mermaids, “where waters most lock music
in,” a dimly-lit room where  “lost orchestras play.” (The orchestras play a waltz.) This song is characterized by descending lines
into the depths of the piano and choral ranges.

“Gifts from the Sea” are found on the beach. One might find shells, perhaps the shell of a hermit crab. One might also find
simplicity. Patience and faith come from the sea. “One should lie empty, open, choiceless as a beach.”

Norah Mary Holland, a Canadian poet and cousin of W. B. Yeats, provides the lyrics for the closing song, “Down to the Sea.”
Here is the dark, strong, passionate sea, the “waters, wild and wide.” This is sustained and powerful  music, with the rolling
waves often portrayed in the piano accompaniment. A love and a fear of the sea are combined. “O strong and terrible Mother
Sea,  let me lie once more on your cool white breast.” There is no home on the land. In the final voyage, “I will go down to the
sea again.”

—Gwyneth Walker

(The concept for these songs was formed during the composer’s residency at the Hermitage Artists Retreat on Manasota Key,
Florida during the Winter of 2004.)

Gwyneth Walker

Dr. Gwyneth Walker (b. 1947) is a graduate of Brown University and the Hartt School of Music. She holds B.A., M.M. and
D.M.A. Degrees in Music Composition. A former faculty member of the Oberlin College Conservatory, she resigned from
academic employment in 1982 in order to pursue a career as a full-time composer. She now lives on a dairy farm in Braintree,
Vermont.

Gwyneth Walker is a proud resident of Vermont. She is the recipient of the Year 2000 “Lifetime Achievement Award” from
the Vermont Arts Council. Walker’s catalog includes over 160 commissioned works for orchestra, band, chorus and chamber
ensembles. The music of Gwyneth Walker is published  E. C. Schirmer Music Company of Boston (choral and vocal music) and
MMB Music of St. Louis (orchestral and instrumental music).

Words for “The Bottom of the Sea” (Thomas Merton)

The bottom of the sea has come
And builded in my noiseless room
The fishes’ and the mermaids’ home,

Whose it is most, most hell to be
Out of the heavy-hanging sea
And in the thin, thin changeable air

Or unroom sleep some other where;
But play their coral violins
Where waters most lock music in:

The bottom my room, the sea.
Full of voiceless curtaindeep
There mermaids somnambules come sleep
Where fluted half-lights show the way,

And there, there lost orchestras play
And down the many quarterlights come
To the dim mirth of my aquadrome:
The bottom of the sea, the room.

“Song (From Crossportion’s Pastoral)” by Thomas Merton,
from THE COLLECTED POEMS OF THOMAS MERTON,

copyright © 1946 by New Directions Publishing Corporation.
Used by permission.
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