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About the music 
American George Crumb is among the last 70 
years most notable avant-garde composers. Before 
his death in February 2022, he managed to write 
almost 100 landmark works, characterized by 
surrealistic expressions, innovative playing 
techniques and a critical look at the political 
contemporary. 
 
Vox Balaenae means the voice of the whale. Crumb 
was inspired for the work by a marine biologist's tape 
recording of a humpback whale song. The composer 
was fascinated by both the concrete sound and the 
notion of the huge sea creature singing across the 
oceans. 
 
A flutist, a cellist and a pianist are all that Crumb uses 
to portray the whale and the sea. But he amplifies all 
instruments electronically, and he adds additional 
timbre by letting the flutist sing and play at the same 
time and letting the cellist tune his strings. Both must 
simultaneously handle the small pelvic instruments, 
crotales, while the pianist must play directly on the 
strings of the piano. 
 
Crumb also asks the musicians to wear black masks. 
"The masks must hide the face of the people. For 
music is an expression of the raw force of nature, 
which is the contrast to human civilization 
symbolized by the face,” explains Crumb. He also 
suggests that the work be performed with deep blue 
stage lighting to enhance the ocean feel. 
 
Vox Balaenae consists of a number of central 
variations named after geological eras, which are 
framed by a prologue and an epilogue. 
 
The initial Vocalise (… for the beginning of time) is 
a cadence for the flutist who must play and sing 
simultaneously. The combination of instrumental 
and vocal sound creates an alien sound that is not 
essentially different from that of the humpback 
whale. The cadence ends with a quote from Richard 
Strauss' tonal poem Also Sprach Zarathustra, which 
also depicts the beginning of the world. With solemn 
and majestic overtones, the cello then presents The 
sea theme accompanied by dark and fateful 
harmonies from the piano strings. 
 

The following sequence of five variations begins with 
the seagull's ugly call in the 4 million year old 
archaeozonic era. In the score it says Timeless, newly 
started. Through the following variations, the 
intensity gradually increases towards the climax of 
the Cenozoic era, which is the geological age that 
covers the period from 65.5 million years ago to 
today. Crumb writes in the score: Dramatic, with a 
fateful feeling. Man appeared in the Cenozoic era is 
symbolized by yet another reference to Also Sprach 
Zarathustra. 
 
The concluding Sea Nocturne (… for the end of 
time) is a further development of The sea theme with 
sparkling sounds from crotales. Crumb himself 
writes of the ending: “In Sea Nocturne, I explore 
nature's own rhythm, which blurs the human sense 
of time. The work is concluded by a repetitive figure 
that gradually becomes so silent that the ear no longer 
perceives it.” 

             Mathias Hammer 
 
About the artists 
When Joachim Becerra Thomsen was 21 years old, 
he won the job as solo-flautist in Los Angeles 
Chamber Orchestra with the following words from 
the Music Director of the orchestra, Jeffrey Kahane: 
“Joachim Thomsen, who has a distinctive and 
ravishingly beautiful sound, superb musicianship and 
a wonderful presence, is an extraordinary and 
critically important new member of the Orchestra”. 
In spite of his young age, Joachim has already been 
working with a number of important orchestras here 
and abroad. Today Joachim hold a position as solo-
flautist in The Royal Danish Orchestra – a position 
he won in November 2021.  
 
Together with Joachim we find the Norwegian cellist 
Theodor Lyngstad and the pianist David Munk-
Nielsen. Lyngstad may be recognized by those of you 
who attende a concert with Copenhagen Phil as 
Lyngstad has been their solo-cellist for the last two 
years. He won the position while he still studied in 
the soloist class at The Royal Danish Academy of 
Music in Copenhagen. And finally there is the young 
prize-winning pianist David Munk-Nielsen, who 
made his solo debut with an orchestra at the age of 
13, and since then has played many solo concert

 


