
Behind the submarine Pavarottis 
Angela Posada-Swafford 
Oct 5, 2003 
El Tiempo Newspaper 
https://www.eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/MAM-1031145 
 
 

With a single movement of its powerful caudal fin, the male humpback whale sinks 
under the lead-colored water of the Colombian Pacific Coast. His instinct announces 
the presence of females, and before he even thinks about it, a brocade of wailing, 
chirping, squeaking, and purring sounds comes out from somewhere within his 
massive body, destined to attract a yet unseen companion. Not too far from there, a 
large yellow buoy is tied with cables to the seabed. It is made from plastic drums and 
floats, and has a bunch of underwater microphones inside. The sensitive 
hydrophones collect the musical arrangement produced by the whale, and inject it in 
real time into a satellite telephone system, which carries the underwater signal into 
space, and then sinks it 120 meters underground, inside the cavernous bowels of 
the Salt Cathedral of Zipaquira. 

Such will be the journey traveled by the leading voices of the Concert for Whales 
and Human Voice, which will feature mezzo-soprano Martha Senn, and which will 
take place on September 27 and 28 in the imposing underground mine. Organized 
by the Santillana Foundation —chaired by former president Belisario Betancur—, 
and by electronic engineer Jorge Reynolds, the concert aims to unite science with 
art to symbolically draw people's attention to the biological feats of the humpback 
whales that annually migrate from Antarctica to the tropics of the Southern 
Hemisphere. 

“The songs of the whales will be picked up by six buoys placed about 20 miles apart 
from each other,” says Reynolds, who was the architect of a similar concert in 
Hannover, Germany, during the 2000 World's Fair. “Inside each buoy there is an 
amplifier that will increase the volume of the signal, and a battery system that will 
last several hours. There is also a phone that will send the signal to a Global Star 
satellite.” The humpback serenade will then enter another telephone system in a 
central station in Zipaquira, where it will be digitized and filtered, to remove ambient 
noises. 

“The sea is not silent. It is like a jungle. It is full of sounds produced by fish, water, 
volcanic activities and even rain at the surface, which interfere with the purity of the 
sound we want to capture, so we have to clean the signal,” says Reynolds, who 
designed and built the buoys, filters and amplifiers in his laboratory in Bogota, with 
a group of students. A few days before the event he will be placing them offshore 
with the help of the Colombian National Navy. 

As the audience enters the Salt Cathedral on the day of the concert, they will be 
greeted by sounds of the whales in real time, which will flood the corridors leading 
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to the central nave. Videos of whales and underwater scenes will be projected on 
the rough walls, to put the audience in tune with the aquatic world. 

"What I did was try to recreate a year in the life of a humpback whale in 40 minutes," 
says Venezuelan composer Huáscar Barradas, who will be directing the musical 
ensemble, including Senn. “With maestro Pablo Arevalo on a piano played on the 
strings, (instead of the keys), plus Marta Senn’s voice, a children's choir, two giant 
Tahitian shells, and several ancient indigenous ocarinas, we will interpret seven 
movements in the life of the whale that begin with a lullaby for the moment in which 
a calf is born, continue with the antics of adolescents, the moment of migration, the 
agony of a hunt on the high seas, and finally the triumph of the eternal return to the 
South Seas,” says Barradas. 

Since it is unpredictable to know when the real whales will be singing, the artists will 
also use recordings from previous years in the same place in the Pacific. 

“But the idea is to incorporate living whales as a curtain that is always there, and 
whose voices are constantly coming and going,” adds Barradas. 

Perhaps the most exotic thing will be the percussion, which will be composed of 
previously recorded and electronically processed heartbeats. These hearts, which 
all beat at different rates, will be those of a humpback whale, with its slow explosions, 
plus those of Martha Senn, the musicians Barradas and Arévalo, and that of Rolf 
Abderhalden, an artist specialized in theater and plastic arts who designed the 
choreography for the show. 

“This will be total madness,” says Abderhalden. “It is the most interdisciplinary 
project I have done, since we will be poetizing information that would otherwise be 
too dry for the public. While the artists perform on stage, we will show videos of 
whales and the work of Jorge Reynolds with his hearts on the wall of the main altar.” 

According to Barradas, making music with nature “is the strangest thing I have 
achieved in my life. I realized that it could be something extraordinary, a vehicle to 
transmit the magic of all those things unknown to us but that are alive right there on 
the seafloor.” 

 


