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Cello Concerto #1, “Leviathans” 

I. Iä! Iä!   –   6.5’ 
II. Love Song at 52 Hz.   –   8.5’ 
III. HIC SVNT DRACONES   –   6’ 

Total duration: ca. 21’ 
 

Instrumentation 
Solo Cello 

accompanied by 

Piccolo 
2 Flutes 
2 Oboes 
2 B< Clarinets 
2 Bassoons 
 

4 Horns in F 
      - Mute 

3 Trumpets in C 
      - Straight mute 
2 Trombones 
      - Straight mute 

      - Cup mute 
Tuba 
      - Mute 
 

Timpani 
Percussion 1 

Percussion 2 

 

Harp 

 

Violins I & II 
Violas 
Cellos 
Double Basses 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Percussion Forces 
Bass Drum 

Crash Cymbals 

Egg Shaker 

Glockenspiel 

Ship’s Bell 

Snare Drum 

Splash Cymbal 

Suspended Cymbal 

Tambourine 

Triangle 

Tubular Bells 

Vibraphone 

Whip 

Woodblock 

Xylophone 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Program Note 

The ocean has always fascinated me. But since I live in a landlocked state and get horribly seasick, I have primarily explored 
the ocean in books: sea monsters, pirates, storms, and shipwrecks have always lived in my imagination. I wanted to write 
music that captured the way those stories made me feel, that mix of terror and excitement and adventure and what-could-be-
over-the-horizon.  

The whole concerto is based on a four-note shape, which starts as all half-steps in the ocean’s claustrophobic crushing depths 
and gradually expands into ever-wider intervals as we move towards the light and air of the surface. 

I. Iä! Iä! 

The ocean is scary. It’s dark and airless and full of weird creatures. We know less about the ocean floor than we do about the 
surface of the moon. It’s a completely alien world just a few miles away from the most populated cities on the planet. The 
ocean is scary; and few authors have understood that as well as New England horror writer H.P. Lovecraft. In Lovecraft’s 
paranoid world (sadly, driven by his own racist delusions), Puritan churches are filled with fish-people chanting “Iä! Iä! 
Cthulhu fhtagn!” and titanic cephalopods drag themselves up the dunes of Cape Cod. 

This is a movement at the depths of the ocean, featuring the cello’s lowest range. I wrote tunes in two classic New England 
forms (an 18th-century-style hymn and an Irish reel) and, well, made them both grow tentacles. 

II. Love Song at 52 Hz. 

Scientists have recorded the song of a very special whale. It sings what we recognize as mating calls of blue whales and fin 
whales, but at too high a pitch: 52 Hz. rather than the 10–20 Hz. these species are accustomed to. Because of some mutation, 
its song cannot be heard and so has never been answered. It is known as the world’s loneliest whale. 

Beginning and ending with a low Ab in the double bass section (which sounds at 52 Hz.), I set out to write a melody that 
seemingly invites a call-and-response, but gets no response. This movement owes much to my love of Golden Age 
Hollywood composers: Max Steiner, Dimitri Tiomkin, Erich Korngold. 

III. HIC SVNT DRACONES 

This Latin phrase (“Here be dragons”) and various permutations of it have been found on ancient maps to mark the 
unknown, lands yet to be charted, seas yet to be navigated. This last movement, set on the surface of the ocean, climbs 
aboard a rickety wooden contraption and fearlessly sails off the edge of the map. 

Two traditional tune forms underlay this movement: a bouncy jig and a raucous sea shanty. Both use the initial four-note 
shape, now fully expanded to whole steps. We began the concerto, like Lovecraft, afraid of the ocean; at its conclusion, not 
even dragons frighten us. 

 

On Use of the Ship’s Bell 

The percussion part makes extensive use of a ship’s bell. This can be any hanging brass bell played via a cord-swung clapper; 
any size from 5–10” is suitable. The bell does not need to sound to any particular pitch. In any instance where the ship’s bell 
plays two notes in close succession (whether notated as two eighth notes, quarter-eighth, etc.), the player may allow the 
second note to be played following the natural backswing of the bell and clapper, even if this is not precisely “in time” with 
the notated rhythm. The first note of any such grouping should sound precisely in time, however – usually falling on the beat. 

The ship’s bell is an integral part of the concerto’s sound, and should not be substituted.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cover Art: “Break the Silence of the Sea,” Gerald Fenwick Metcalfe, 1907. 
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