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Introduction
Hydrology is a dance piece based on the theme of water and our interaction with it in the
landscape. Created by project leader and choreographer Simon Birch, composer Jon Hughes,
and twelve second-year dance students at Falmouth University, Hydrology was put together from
scratch over the four weeks from the 11th of February 2014 to the first performances on the 13th
and 14th of March. A complete audio mix of Hydrology can be found on the Data Drive, both
Bformat and stereo files.

Figure 1: Working in the rehearsal studio with the dancers, Falmouth University.

Overview
Hydrology takes its inspiration from water and our relationship to it. It is an intimate work that
invites the audience to share the space with the dancers whilst immersed in an ambisonic
soundscape. Echoing the movement material, which was initially inspired by the surrounding
landscape, the sound fabric was constructed exclusively from field recordings sourced from
Falmouth and its environs.1 Ocean recordings from the rocky headland at Pendennis Point are
combined with ambient sound taken from inland rivers and waterways. Contact microphones
and hydrophones were used to record less familiar sound worlds such as the underwater

1

Falmouth in Cornwall, UK.
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mechanical rhythms of the King Harry Ferry, the sounds below the surface of waves at
Gyllngvase Beach, and melting ice.

Figure 2: Simon Birch working with the dancers in the rehearsal studio.

Movement material was directed by Simon Birch, and created along with the twelve dancers
involved.2 Throughout the four-week creative process, I worked closely with the dancers and
choreographer, spending the weekdays either in the dance studio or in the field collecting sound
recordings, and most evenings working on aspects of the piece.

Figure 3: Working with the dancers in rehearsal at Falmouth University.

2

Alice Briggs, Jodie Freestone, Katherine Lewis, Cherelle Horton, Esther Bateman, Malin
Blichfeldt, Ashleigh Coward, Jessica Cullen, Chloe Greer, Geraldine McDonald, Danielle Toop
and Rudi Bird.
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I kept an online record of the creative process in the form of a blog.3 I have reproduced the
first page of the blog in Appendix 1. A complete version of the blog can be found on the Data
Drive.4

Sound Sources
We decided to set a clear boundary as regards sound sources, using only recordings of water
made during the time I was in Falmouth. This included for example sounds of the ocean, the
sound of melting ice, or the sound of a ship’s engine out at sea, recorded using a hydrophone. I
hired a bicycle for my stay, and spent a good deal of time in the first week or so travelling
around the local area looking for material to record. I also spent time together with Simon on
field trips. Through this field recording process, I built an archive of some 110 sound recordings
for the project. The full archive Excel sheet can be found on the Data Drive. 5

Figure 4: Field recording at the King Harry Ferry
port, Foeck on the Fal River.

3

The Hydrology blog can be found here: http://waterlandscapesound.tumblr.com/page/3
See: /Data Drive/Hydrology Media/Hydrology Blog/
5
See: /Data Drive/Hydrology Media/Hydrology Sound Archive/
4
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As in the creative process outlined in Terrarium (see Chapter 6) each field trip resulted in the
collection of a family of sounds, which were used to create corresponding sections of music. In
contrast to Terrarium, however, all sounds in the final work were derived exclusively from field
recordings, without the use of instrumental or vocal recordings. The blog pages included in
Appendix 1 give an overview of this process, explaining each field trip in more detail.

Performance
The piece was performed in a large dance studio at the University of Falmouth. The audience
was invited into the space and allowed to walk around freely. The dance took place within the
space, sometimes taking up the whole floor, at which point the audience moved to the perimeter
of the room, and at other times taking place in discrete areas of the space. The music was mixed
ambisonically and decoded into an eight speaker octagon,6 with the speakers placed around the
perimeter of the room.

Figure 5: Image from the performance of Hydrology.

6

We used the same software and hardware set-up as for Terrarium (see Chapter Seven)
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Form
In the text that follows I explain the form in more detail. An illustration of the complete form
of Hydrology can be found in figure 6 below.

‘Trios’
Hydrology opens with ‘Trios’. Elements of the sound fabric are gradually introduced,
beginning with sea sounds recorded using hydrophones buried beneath the sand at Gyllyngvase
Beach, followed by sounds from above the surface recorded on the rocky headland at Pendennis
Point. From 0:15 to 0:35, the sound of running water is introduced, recorded from woodland
near Falmouth. At 0:31 we hear the sound of the wind heard through boat rigging from Penryn
Marina, followed at 0:43 with the sound of children playing on the beach at Helford Village in
the Helford Passage. At 1:00 there’s the sound of birdsong, recorded at various locations in the
countryside around Falmouth while recording water sounds. This section contains many sounds
recorded from above the water’s surface, which is why it includes ambient sounds such as
birdsong and people on the beach; this is indicative of our interaction with water. ‘Trios’ is
designed to convey a delicate quality: a sense of lightness, air and space, of water in the
landscape.

‘Quartet’
There is a gradual change in feel that begins at 2:43 with the introduction of a sustained
pitch, and is joined by other similar pitched sounds as the piece progresses. These sounds were
made from time stretching and processing a number of sounds from the Hydrology archive. The
change in texture leads toward ‘Quartet’, starting at 3:16 and continuing until 6:12. The tension
builds from 3:16 toward a moment around 3:40 we named ‘Quartet Drop’ in our rehearsal
studio shorthand. My intention in ‘Quartet Drop’ was to create the sense of being sucked down
into a subaquatic world; a downward spiral or whirlpool that transports the piece from the open,
delicate feel of ‘Trios’ to a darker, more intimate texture. The move is from above to below the
surface, and by 4:00 the sound world is drawn exclusively from underwater recordings made
using hydrophones, taken from Crab Quays, Gyllyngvase Beach, and the headland at Pendennis
Point.

‘Boiling Point’
At 6:12 there is an abrupt textural shift as we transition into ‘Boiling Point’. This section is
dominated by a rhythmic loop constructed using sounds recorded at the King Harry chain ferry
crossing on the Fal river. The pounding low frequency drum-like sounds are made from
recordings of cars boarding the ferry, heard from under the water and captured using
hydrophones. The more metallic sounding part of the loop comes from the sounds of the chain
that pulls the ferry along, again heard from under the water.
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Figure 6: Hydrology Complete form.

‘Table Reflection’
The next section, ‘Table Reflection’, starts abruptly at 9:00. The sound palate consists of
recordings of water boiling and ice melting. The boiling sounds were made using a hydrophone
inside various different metal pans placed on a gas stove and filled with boiling water. The
melting sounds were recorded using a hydrophone and contact microphones from inside
different metal and plastic containers in which a large block of ice was floated in tepid water.
The resulting sounds, starting at 9:32 and becoming more prominent from 10:00, were caused by
the ice melting and cracking in the warmer water.

Figure 7: The headland at Pendennis Point, with
a ship on the horizon. Feb 2014.

‘Ocean’
From 11:08 there are some running water sounds, taken from the Hydrology archive. These
turn into waves from 11:25, recorded at Crab Quays and Pendennis Point. The wave sounds
gradually become more prominent, until by 12:00 they dominate the texture, and we now enter
the ‘Ocean’ section, in which the density of the ocean sounds grows.
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‘Wading’
‘Ocean’ begins to transform into ‘Wading’, which runs from 14:18 to 16:44. A new sound
world is introduced with low frequency percussive sounds at 14:14, becoming fully established
by 14:40. This section is made entirely from sounds recorded from above and below the water’s
surface at the King Harry Ferry port in Feock on the Fal River, Cornwall.

Figure 8: Gyllyngvase Beach on a field recording trip, February 2014.

‘Mermaids’ and ‘Confessions’
‘Mermaids’ begins at 16:44 with the introduction of pitched material made from filtered and
pitch-shifted Hydrology archive sounds. A calm, more focussed atmosphere is established,
maintained through ‘Confessions’. The transition to ‘Confessions’ is initiated by the introduction
of a 3/4 rhythmic loop at 19:49. This is the sound of a ship’s engine out at sea captured using
hydrophones from the headland at Pendennis Point. ‘Confessions’ evolves slowly from the same
musical material as ‘Mermaids’, but with a gradually expanding range of pitches. New sounds
and textures are also slowly introduced. For example, different engine sounds are heard: a yacht
motor from Penryn Marina at 24:31 and 24:45 and a fishing boat from the quayside in Falmouth
at 24:36. Elements from the ‘Trio’ texture first heard at the opening of Hydrology are gradually
mixed in, appearing first at 24:13, and becoming more prominent as the piece develops. Finally,
from 25:40 to the close of the track at 26:32, we are left almost exclusively with material drawn
from the opening ‘Trio’ texture.

286

Appendix 1: Hydrology blog
(http://waterlandscapesound.tumblr.com/page/3).
The full blog can also be found on the Data Drive.7

7

See: /DataDrive/Hydrology Media/Hydrology Blog/.
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