
The Seashell 
Chamber opera based on Maurice Renard’s Death and the 

Shell (1907) 

Music and libretto by Nicholas Gawley 



Instrumentation 

Flutes 1-2 

Clarinets in Bb and A 1-2 

Horn in F 

Percussion (vibraphone, bass drum, tam-tam) 

2 Violins 

1 Viola 

1 Cello 

Roles 

Nerval – baritone 

Marie – alto 

Siren 1 – soprano 

Siren 2 – mezzo-soprano 

Doctor – silent 

Synopsis 

Nerval, an aging composer struggling with grief after the death of many of his close friends, 
cannot complete his magnus opus, despite the encouragement of his close friend Marie. In despair, he 
turns to the sounds of the seashell for inspiration but is instead overwhelmed by the sheer beauty of the 
sounds from within the seashell, dying as a result. Framing this narrative are scenes where Marie is 
trying to convince the Doctor of the seashell’s power, to no avail. 

Exploring the relationship between desire and creativity, the promises of new technology, and 
the danger of temptation, The Seashell is a parable about the ways in which artists muse upon their 
creative subjects, sometimes with devastating consequences. 

Duration: ca. 25 minutes  

All metronome marks are approximate. 

Transposing score 
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Marie

Vln. I

Vln. II

Vla.

Vc.

I

pp

am as ton- ished- but baf fled!- Your mu sic- once made some sense. But I can not- folllowyour lo gic- an y- more.-

Andante quasi-recit 
(with much freedom,
 sempre colla voce)  q = 80

120

p p

Andante quasi-recit 
(with much freedom,
 sempre colla voce)  q = 80

p p

p p

p p

Hn.

Marie

Nerval

Vln. I

Vln. II

Vla.

Vc.

pp

Tempo guisto (Adagio sempre) q = 72124

You fol low- the most beau ti- ful- mu sic- with the most ter ri- ble- sounds!

Well,

p

I am

p fff

Tempo guisto (Adagio sempre) q = 72

p fff

gliss.

p fff

gliss.

p fff

gliss.

1. Bb Cl.

2. Bb Cl.

Hn.

Marie

Nerval

p

poco rit. 
128

p

How so?

baf fled- as well. Un for- tun- ate- ly- I have reached an im passe.. .-

54 44 34

54 44 34

54 44 34

54 44 34

54 44 34

44 24 38 34

44 24 38 34

44 24 38 34

44 24 38 34

44 24 38 34

44 24 38 34

44 24 38 34

38 24 34 44 34 24

38 24 34 44 34 24

38 24 34 44 34 24

38 24 34 44 34 24

38 24 34 44 34 24

&
3

& ∑
pizz. col legno tratto

-

& ∑
pizz. col legno tratto

-

B ∑
pizz. col legno tratto

-

? ∑
pizz. col legno tratto-

& ∑ ∑ ∑

& ∑
3 3

? ∑ ∑ ∑

&
ord. ∑

pizz.

∑
3 3

&

ord.

∑
pizz.

∑
3 3

B
ord.

∑ &

pizz.

B ∑
3 3

?
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∑ &

pizz.
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3 3

&

&

&

& ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑
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3
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œ
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Œ Ó
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œ
J

œ œ œ
J

‰ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ#
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Ó
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Ó
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œ œ œ#

Ó
œ
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Ó
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œ œ œ

œ ˙ œ œ
J
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J
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œ
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J

œ
J

œ œ œ
J

œ
J
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J

œ
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1. Bb Cl.

2. Bb Cl.

T.-t.

Nerval

Vln. I

Vln. II

Vla.

Vc.

pp

Slower q = 50
134

I

p

have al ways- want ted- to fol low- up thesesket ches- with somechor al- mu sic,- but the i deas- ne ver- came to me!

p

Slower q = 50

p

p poco appass.

p

1. Bb Cl.

2. Bb Cl.

T.-t.

Nerval

Vln. I

Vln. II

Vla.

Vc.

mf poco a poco cresc. ff sempre f

142

mf poco a poco cresc. ff sempre f

p f

The

mf poco a poco cresc.

mu sic- I want to write is sim ply- too beau ti- ful.- If

ff

I car ry- on like this, the work

sempre f

will be un-

mf ff

mf ff

mf ff

fp ff

24 34

24 34

24 34

24 34

24 34

24 34

24 34

24 34

24 44 24 34 24

24 44 24 34 24

24 44 24 34 24

24 44 24 34 24

24 44 24 34 24

24 44 24 34 24

24 44 24 34 24

24 44 24 34 24
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& ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

&
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J
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J

œ
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J
œ œb œ œ œ œ

J
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J
œ œb œ œ ˙

œ
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j
œ œb œ œ œ ˙

Œ
œ<n> œ œ œ œ# ™ œ œ œ œ œ œ# ˙# œ

‰
œ œ<n> œ œ# œ œ ˙ ˙ œ œb

Œ
œ œ œ œ œ# ™ œ œ œ œ œ œ# ˙# œ

‰
œ œ<n> œ œ# œ œ ˙ ˙ œ œb

Œ ˙ Œ œ ˙™

Œ œ<n> œ œ œ œ ™ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ ™ œ œ
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J
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J
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‰
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J
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J
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‰
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J
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J
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J
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1. Fl.

2. Fl.

1. Bb Cl.

2. Bb Cl.

T.-t.

Nerval

Vln. I

Vln. II

Vla.

Vc.

p

rit. Molto grave q = 40

148

p

p

p

p pp

fin ished- when I die!

p

Oh! Oh how ter ri- ble- death is!

p pp ppp

rit. Molto grave q = 40

p pp ppp

p pp ppp	ma espress.

p pp ppp

1. Fl.

1. A Cl.

2. A Cl.

T.-t.

Pno.

Vln. I

Vln. II

Vla.

Vc.

mf p

rit. 
155

pp

pp

pp

rit. 

p mf

24 34 24 34 24

24 34 24 34 24

24 34 24 34 24

24 34 24 34 24

24 34 24 34 24

24 34 24 34 24

24 34 24 34 24

24 34 24 34 24

24 34 24 34 24

24 34 24 34 24

34 44 48

34 44 48

34 44 48

34 44 48

34 44 48

34 44 48

34 44 48

34 44 48

34 44 48

34 44 48

& ∑ ∑ ∑

& ∑ ∑ ∑

&
To A Cl.

∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

&
To A Cl.

∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

& ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

? ∑
3

&
arco

&
arco

& B

arco

?
arco

& ∑ ##

& ∑ ∑ b

& ∑ ∑ b

& &

To Vib.
∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ##

& ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ##

? ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ##

&

Nerval goes to the tape machine and presses the play button. Mournful music fills the stage as the voices of his dead friends. Marie looks on, almost in tears. 

∑ ∑ ∑ ##

& ∑ ∑ ∑ ##

B ∑ ##

? ∑ ##

Œ œ œ
œb œ œ œb

˙b

Œ

Œ œ œ
œb œ œ œb

˙b

Œ

œb œ ˙b Œ

œb œ ˙b Œ

˙™
æææ̇™

æææ̇

œb œ œ œ ˙b Œ œ Œ œ ™ œb
J

œb œ œ œ ™ œ
j

œ ˙b

œ
œ ˙™ ˙ ˙ ˙™

Ȯbb ™
™ Ȯ

œ
œ ˙™ ˙# ˙ ˙™ Ȯbb ™

™ Ȯ

œb
œb œb ˙n ˙b ˙n ˙n ™ ˙ œ œ œ ™ œ

j

œ œ ˙b œ ˙ ˙b ˙b œ ˙̇bb ™
™

˙̇

Œ Œ œ œ œ œb œ œ œ œ œ œb œ œ
œ# ˙# ™

‰ œb œ
j

œ# œn ˙b ˙ ˙# ˙n

‰ œ œb
j

œ œ# ˙<n> ˙b ˙ ˙#

æææ̇

w
w#

#

Ȯ<b><b> Ȯ ™™

Ȯ<b><b> Ȯ ™™

œ ™ œ
j ˙ œ ˙ œ ˙™ Œ

˙̇<b>
<b> ˙̇™

™
w wb
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1. Fl.

2. Fl.

1. A Cl.

2. A Cl.

Vib.

Pno.

Vln. I

Vln. II

Vla.

Vc.

ppp pp p

Adagio ma non troppo (e = 122)160

pp p

ppp pp p

ppp pp

p poco a poco cresc.

p poco a poco cresc.

p poco a poco cresc.

Adagio ma non troppo (e = 122)

p poco a poco cresc.

p poco a poco cresc.

ppp p poco a poco cresc.

1. Fl.

2. Fl.

1. A Cl.

2. A Cl.

Vib.

Pno.

Vln. I

Vln. II

Vla.

Vc.

mp mf f

170

mf

p

f

f

ff tutta forza

ff tutta forza

ff tutta forza

ff tutta forza

48

48
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48
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48
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48
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&
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motor on (pulsating x)

&
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&
## ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑
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&
## ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

col legno

B ## ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑
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? ##
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& b ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑
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∑ ∑
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Nerval takes the seashell and retires to his study. Here, he starts listening to the voluptuous sounds from inside the seashell, including the waves of the sea, and the song of the sirens. 
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Gradually, he tries to write them down, but the sounds continue to seduce him, distracting him from this task. 
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Finally, Nerval bursts into a rage and bursts back into the room, in a flurry of torn music sheets, and with the shell in his hand. 
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