Art meets science

Firstly I’m very happy to report that the European Space Agency carried out a perfect launch of the Herschel and Planck missions on May 14th.  ESA streamed the launch live on their web-page and so I was able to watch it from Southwold.  You can see a replay of the launch and other fascinating material at http://www.esa.int/herschelplanck.  It is one of the greatest achievements to date of ESA to have launched these two complex missions together so perfectly.  As I explained last month, Herschel is the largest space telescope ever launched.  Both telescopes are on their way to their distant orbit, are cooling down as planned, and have reported that they are in good health.  In the same week, NASA carried out a successful refurbishment of the Hubble Space Telescope, another remarkable achievement, which will keep Hubble flying for another five years with brand new detectors and cameras.  So there are exciting times ahead for astronomers.

Last night I saw ENO’s Peter Grimes, the greatest English opera, and the art-work which above all encapsulates the themes of this column.  The opera tells the story of a rough nineteenth century Aldeburgh fisherman, Peter Grimes, who is hounded to his death when two of his workhouse apprentices die accidentally. He said of the opera:

‘In writing Peter Grimes, I wanted to express my awareness of the perpetual struggle with mean and women whose livelihood depends on the sea’ 

and

‘it has more of me, of the sea, of Suffolk, of the worry of 20th century life, than perhaps anything I’ve ever done.’

Born in Lowestoft and living most of his life in Aldeburgh, Benjamin Britten knew this coast well, its tides, storms and erosion:

‘The wind is holding back the tide

If it veers round, watch for your lives’

‘Flooding, flooding

Our seasonal fears

Fasten your boats !

The spring-tide’s here

With a gale behind’

‘Now the flood-tide

and sea-horses

will gallop over

the eroded coast’

and, hopefully nor prophetic for Southwold,

‘Did you hear the tide

has broken over the Northern Road ?’

ENO’s new production has been greeted with rave reviews,  In Britten’s opera the character of Grimes moves a long way from the psychopath portrayed in Crabbe’s poem The Borough, which was the source for the story.  This production shows a gentler Grimes, more of a depressive than a psychopath.  We are used to seeing this opera with a loving recreation of Aldeburgh beach, boats, nets and all.  After all the action of the opera opens in the Moot Hall.  In this production however the setting is much more abstract, like a series of Victorian paintings.  it is left to the music to convey the sea, which of course it does very powerfully.

And then the other theme of this column, the stars, are wonderfully evoked in Peter Grimes great aria:

‘Now the Great Bear and the Pleiades

where earth moves

are drawing up the clouds

of human grief

breathing solemnity in the deep night’

A wonderful production of this great opera, so seeped in the mysteries of this coast.

Stars’n Tides now has an email address for you to send comments and queries: starsntides@southwoldorgan.com

Past Stars’n Tides articles can be found at http://astro.ic.ac.uk/~mrr/starsntides/
