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An Undiscovered Country for Baritone and Large Orchestra 

Text by W. G. Sebald from The Rings of Saturn, translated by Michael Hulse 
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Solo Baritone (version for solo tenor also available) 

 

Piccolo, 2 Flutes, Alto Flute in G, Bass Flute 

2 Oboes, English Horn in F 

Clarinet in Eb, Clarinet 1 in Bb, Clarinet 2 in A, Bass Clarinet in Bb, Contrabass Clarinet in Bb 

2 Bassoons, Contrabassoon 

 

4 Horns in F 

4 Trumpets in C (Bb may be used; D or piccolo should not be used) 

2 Tenor Trombones, Bass Trombone, Contrabass Trombone (in F or C; notated in C) 

Tuba 

 

Timpani 

Harp 

Piano 

Celesta 

 

16 Violins I 

14 Violins II 

12 Violas 

10 Cellos 

8 Basses 

 

>Score is transposed.  

>Normal octave transpositions apply.  

>The solo voice may be discretely amplified. A version for solo tenor is also available. 

>The string complement is suggested and may be expanded. 

>Drum tuning, number, and selection is left to the timpanist. 

>Harp pedaling is marked only for glissandi. Enharmonic spellings are used to suggest unusual pedaling. 

>Tempi are generally approximate and flexible, though pattern-based sections must be rigidly precise and metrical.  

>At measure 416 the tempo decreases just sufficiently for the trumpets and flutes to cleanly double-tongue the passage from 

measures 417-433 (as fast as possible, about ♩=92); at measure 433 the tempo immediately returns to ♩=104 (a tempo). 

 



ORFORDNESS 

 

Orfordness sets a famous passage from W. G. Sebald’s The Rings of Saturn in which the narrator, who both is and is not Sebald, 

visits the abandoned military testing base on the desolate island of Orford Ness off the coast of Suffolk, in East Anglia. On a 

“dull and oppressive day,” a ferryman brings the narrator to this “mysterious isle of the dead,” where he is startled by a hare, 

the only apparent life to be found. There, amidst “a number of buildings that resembled temples or pagodas,” he reflects on the 

ruins of this once mighty installation, and imagines himself in “the remains of our own civilization after its extinction in some 

future catastrophe.” The passage ends in epiphany, as time recedes and “through the growing dazzle of light” in his eyes, the 

narrator sees “the sails of the long-vanished windmills turning heavily in the wind.” 

 I first composed a version of this piece in 2007 for voice and solo violin. Deliberately stripped to the bone, the original 

work consisted entirely of simple repeated cells in the violin over which the singer syllabically outlined Sebald’s evocative text, 

each musical idea expanding or contracting to accommodate the rhythm of the words. Eschewing the complex formal 

structures that previously characterized much of my work, the idea was instead to allow the music to closely follow and 

interpret the narrative. But I was never satisfied with this piece, and over the years made various, equally unsatisfactory 

versions before realizing that what I had composed in 2007 was not so much a piece itself as the skeleton of a piece, bare bones 

requiring a full fleshing out. 

 In winter 2021-2022 I completely rewrote Orfordness for solo baritone and large orchestra, retaining the vocal part 

while building an enormous new orchestral edifice over the original material. Those initial ideas are still sometimes visible, 

more often covered, and for large stretches replaced altogether, creating a vast, complex palimpsest over the 2007 composition. 

In this way I was able to produce a variegated orchestral narrative depicting Sebald’s journey into “an undiscovered country,” 

fully realizing in their final form the ideas first put down almost fifteen years before. 
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ORFORDNESS 

from The Rings of Saturn by W. G. Sebald 

translated by Michael Hulse 

 

I had been studying the curious coastal land formations at Orford on the map, and was interested in the promontory of 

Orfordness, which seemed to have an extra-territorial quality about it. Stone by stone, over a period of millennia, it had shifted 

down from the north across the mouth of the River Alde, in such a way that the tidal lower reaches, known as the Ore, run for 

some twelve miles just inside the present coastline before flowing into the sea. When I was first in Orford, it was forbidden to 

approach “the island,” but now there was no longer any obstacle to going there, since, some years before, the Ministry of 

Defense had abandoned secret research at that site. One of the men sitting idly on the harbour wall offered to take me over for 

a few pounds and fetch me later after I had had a look around. As we crossed the river in his blue-painted boat, he told me that 

people still mostly avoided Orfordness. Even the beach fishermen, who were no strangers to solitude, had given up night-

fishing there after a few attempts, allegedly because it wasn’t worth their while, but in reality because they couldn’t stand the 

god-forsaken loneliness of that outpost in the middle of nowhere, and in some cases even became emotionally disturbed for 

some time. Once we were on the other side, I took leave of my ferryman and, after climbing over the embankment, walked 

along a partially overgrown tarmac track running straight through a vast, yellowing field. The day was dull and oppressive, and 

there was so little breeze that not even the ears of the delicate quaking grass were nodding. It was as if I were passing through 

an undiscovered country, and I still remember that I felt, at the same time, both utterly liberated and deeply despondent. I had 

not a single thought in my head. With each step that I took, the emptiness within and the emptiness without grew ever greater 

and the silence more profound. Perhaps that was why I was frightened almost to death when a hare that had been hiding in the 

tufts of grass by the wayside started up, right at my feet, and shot off down the rough track before darting sideways, this way, 

then that, into the field. It must have been cowering there as I approached, heart pounding as it waited, until it was almost too 

late to get away with its life. In that very fraction of a second when its paralysed state turned into panic and flight, its fear cut 

right through me. I still see what occurred in that one tremulous instant with an undiminished clarity. I see the edge of the grey 

tarmac and every individual blade of grass, I see the hare leaping out of its hiding-place, with its ears laid back and a curiously 

human expression on its face that was rigid with terror and strangely divided; and in its eyes, turning to look back as it fled and 

almost popping out of its head with fright, I see myself, become one with it. Not till half-an-hour later, when I reached the 

broad dyke that separates the grass expanse from the pebble bank that slopes to the shoreline, did the blood cease its clamour in 

my veins. For a long while I stood on the bridge that leads to the former research establishment. Far behind me to the west, 

scarcely to be discerned, were the gentle slopes of the inhabited land to the north and south, in flashes of silver, gleamed the 

muddy bed of a dead arm of the river, through which now, at low tide, only a meagre trickle ran; and ahead lay nothing but 

destruction. From a distance, the concrete shells, shored up with stones, in which for most of my lifetime hundreds of boffins 

had been at work devising new weapons systems, looked (probably because of their odd conical shape) like the tumuli in which 

the mighty and powerful were buried in prehistoric times with all their tools and utensils, silver and gold. My sense of being on 

ground intended for purposes transcending the profane was heightened by a number of buildings that resembled temples or 

pagodas, which seemed quite out of place in these military installations. But the closer I came to these ruins, the more any 

notion of a mysterious isle of the dead receded, and the more I imagined myself amidst the remains of our own civilization 

after its extinction in some future catastrophe. To me too, as for some latter-day stranger ignorant of the nature of our society 

wandering about among heaps of scrap metal and defunct machinery, the beings who had once lived and worked here were an 

enigma, as was the purpose of the primitive contraptions and fittings inside the bunkers, the iron rails under the ceilings, the 

hooks on the still partially tiled walls, the showerheads the size of plates, the ramps and the soakaways. Where and in what time 

I truly was that day at Orfordness I cannot say, even now as I write these words. All I do know is that I finally walked along the 

raised embankment from the Chinese Wall Bridge past the old pumphouse towards the landing stage, to my left in the fading 

fields a collection of black Nissen huts, and to my right, across the river, the mainland. As I was sitting on the breakwater 

waiting for the ferryman, the evening sun emerged from behind the clouds, bathing in its light the far-reaching arc of the 

seashore. The tide was advancing up the river, the water was shining like tinplate, and from the radio masts high above the 

marshes came an even, scarcely audible hum. The roofs and towers of Orford showed among the tree tops, seeming so close 

that I could touch them. There, I thought, I was once at home. And then, through the growing dazzle of light in my eyes, I 

suddenly saw, amidst the darkening colours, the sails of the long-vanished windmills turning heavily in the wind. 
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