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Cuckmere: A Portrait. Silent film: Cesca Eaton. Music: Ed Hughes 
 
Cuckmere Haven is an area of flood plains in Sussex, where the river Cuckmere meets the English 
Channel. Its location is between the coastal towns of Seaford and Eastbourne. Here the river meanders 
as it approaches the sea, and the haven's special light, space, shapes and colours were famously 
captured by the artist Eric Ravilious in his 1939 watercolour 'Cuckmere Haven' (now in the collection 
of the Towner Art Gallery, Eastbourne). 
 
Our project depicts a year in the life of Cuckmere, although it was planned, filmed and scored over a 
period of two years (2016-2018). This was at a time when its delicate appearance was expected to 
change. As artists, a film-maker and composer, we wanted to use moving images and music to record 
two main aspects simultaneously through a kind of poetic film: (1) a year in Cuckmere across changing 
seasons (time); (2) the river's journey from source to sea (space).  
 
The music is inspired by the film's depiction of continuity of landscapes and also its dramatic changes 
(e.g. the shapes of downland and the dramatic cutting away of cliff edges). Music also reflects the 
large-scale contrasts and moods of passing seasons. This is done with a structure in which four musical 
movements, using contrasting tempos, themes and harmonies, align with film sequences 
corresponding to the changing seasons of Autumn, Winter, Spring and Summer. 
 
An electronic prelude and three electronic interludes introduce and connect these four movements, 
so that the work weaves between sonic and immersive textures, and purely instrumental musical 
sequences.  
 
Our approach involved mixed methods (e.g. some scoring to picture, some editing to score). It seemed 
to me to be closer to choreography than to conventional documentary film-making, in that the picture 
is often edited to the music in dance-like fashion, following careful discussion and collaboration at the 
conceptual stages of each section. 
 
Thus it is possible to argue that the equal intersection of silent film and music enabled effects and 
properties unavailable in conventional sound film and documentary because the two elements are 
freed to develop their languages in a pure way, co-existing yet temporarily unconstrained by the needs 
of literal pictorialism. In this work, we felt these properties included a 'choreography' of moving 
images and music that reveals land, river and sea-scapes in fresh ways; a way of looking at the shapes 
and phenomena of the natural world that is sometimes abstract; a combination of music with images 
that can give the rhythms of passing seasons and the passage of time a texture that one can feel, and 
so perhaps change the way one sees the site when one returns to it. 
 
Cesca Eaton's film features striking contrasts between delicate close-up ground shots, and dramatic 
aerial shots, which link horizontal with vertical perspectives on the natural world, and are directly 
matched in some of the horizontal and vertical musical ideas (for example the wide intervals in the 
main theme for 'Winter'). So on the one hand the music does map on to the film's visual journeys; on 
the other hand music and picture occupy and develop their separate worlds and languages, which is 
a reminder that contemplation of nature can be a proxy for or mediate something completely different 
like individual creative development or even a spiritual journey. So it is worth acknowledging that our 
piece participates in an ongoing appreciation and construction of Cuckmere Haven as a site of human 
significance and what we might conventionally term outstanding natural beauty. The fact that this site 
will change powerfully affects us, perhaps because we long for an experience of beauty that is 
somehow permanent or even beyond/outside time.  
 
EH 20 March 2018. 
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