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A cave is a natural work of art wrought in stone. What better way to celebrate caves than to create works of art inspired by them? Of all the fine arts, music has a unique power to capture the special magic of caves, that spiritual beauty of caves, which cannot be transmitted in words or images. 

Forty years of research has brought to light a considerable treasure of music totally inspired by caves, either real or imaginary. This speleo-discography is a detailed, annotated, international listing of commercially recorded cave music and cave spoken word covering nearly the entire history of recorded sound from 1919 to the present. All categories of music are included: classical, contemporary, film, world, folk, jazz, new age, country, and rock. Opera music has been omitted because in nearly all operas the lyrics rarely mention caves and the cave only appears as a purely theatrical element in the stage settings. A separate part of this discography presents spoken word discs, recordings of both fictional works that include significant cave-related incidents and non-fictional documentary recordings about caves.

Each musical entry includes all necessary information concerning the composer, performers, recording company, different releases, and detailed notes about the composition itself plus other pertinent facts followed by a selected bibliography. A serious effort was made to locate or gain information about all the known versions of a particular piece of music or a particular song. For each version of a specific work, all the known record releases of that work are provided; often resulting is a detailed discographic listing of the different countries, labels, and turntable speeds for that particular version under consideration.
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In the category of classical music, the most important work is the Fingal’s Cave Overture composed by Felix Mendelssohn in 1832. Over 95 different versions of this cave-inspired piece have been recorded, spanning nearly the entire history of recorded music; starting in 1919 with an acoustical Edison recording, through the 78rpm electric recordings, to the 33rpm long-playing records, right up to the recent compact disc releases. In 1963, the world-class Cleveland Orchestra conducted by George Szell recorded a memorable performance. Other important classical works inspired by caves include: La Source du Lyson, a classical guitar piece by Napoleon Coste inspired by this resurgence cave in France; and La Grotte, a poem set to music by Claude Debussy.   

Several works of contemporary art music have been recorded ranging from Altamira by the Hungarian composer, Zsolt Durkó; In the Cave, In the Light by Keith Jarrett; Sonido en la penumbra, a full synthesizer work by a Spanish caver, Mario Gómez Calderón; and experimental music by Mariolina Zitta, performed by tapping (without damaging) on the formations of caves in Liguria and Sardinia, Italy. The magnificent show cave in Lebanon, Jeïta, inspired a major work of concréte music by François Bayle.
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Many contemporary composers of art music have turned to writing film music. The recorded scores for a number of fiction feature films, which include cave scenes, also include musical cues written specially for these cave scenes. Among over 75 entries, a few of the more significant cave film composers are: Alan Silvestri for The Clan of the Cave Bear, Bernard Herrmann’s famous score for Journey to the Center of the Earth, Philippe Sarde for Quest for Fire, and John Barry for Swept from the Sea.  Steve Wood, Daniel May, and The Moody Blues wrote the music for the IMAX documentary film, Journey into Amazing Caves. 

In the category of world and ethnic music many countries have contributed fascinating works inspired by their caves. Australia has five didgeridoo pieces; France offers two popular songs about the Chambre d’Amour cave near Biarritz; Greece has three songs about bats; the Netherlands, Jamaica, the Philippines, and the Tonga Islands each have songs about bats; Spain offers fourteen stimulating pieces dealing with caves on the peninsula and in the Canary Islands including one song by Carlos Núñez celebrating the longest cave in Galacia, Cova do Rei Cintolo. Incorporated within world music are Scottish, Gaelic, and American folk music. Here Scottish music predominates with seven different compositions inspired by seven caves there. American folk music includes one about the Leatherwing Bat and another about the cave-dwelling itinerant, The Leatherman. In this category of folk music a separate section has been added for several recordings of caving ballads composed by American and British cavers. Normally cassette recordings are not included in a discography, however, an exception was made here to include cassette releases of caving ballads since there are so few of them. 
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 old time music, started to be recorded in 1924. The tragedy of the trapped Kentucky caver, Floyd Collins, inspired six different old time ballads spanning the months following his death in February 1925 right up to 1929. These were all released on 78rpm records and constitute the first collection of cave-inspired music to be persevered on phonograph records. In 1941, Tommy Magness composed a fiddle piece inspired by the Natural Bridge in Virginia and to date eight versions of it have been recorded. The most successful recent country cave song, Miller’s Cave, was written by Jack Clement in 1959 and recorded by over 20 different performers, the popular hit versions being the ones by Hank Snow in 1960 and Bobby Bare in 1963.

From the very beginning, jazz clubs all over the world tended to be located in underground cellars and frequently these cellar clubs were given cave names, such as, El Grotto in Chicago; Bohemian Caverns in Washington, D.C.; and Beverly Cavern in Los Angeles. Jazz groups that played for extended periods in these clubs would often dedicate a new piece to the club, so recordings appeared of Cavernism and At the El Grotto by Earl Hines; The Caves by The Ramsey Lewis Trio; and The Purple Grotto by Herbie Mann. A jazz cellar in France is called “une cave,” the French word for cellar, and Sidney Bechet recorded a number called, Blues in the Cave. In the Faeroe Islands of the North Atlantic, Kristian Blak, composed, Concerto Grotto, a suite of eight cave-inspired jazz pieces that were performed live in a huge tectonic sea cave there. 
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The past twenty years has seen the emergence of what has come to be called “new age” music, where musicians improvise on a theme as in jazz but use relaxing rhythms unrelated to jazz. Often directly inspired by nature, new age music has proved to be a fertile source of music inspired by real or imaginary caves. So far over sixty compositions of cave new age music have been recorded, some of them important works with several selections. Andreas Vollenweider composed Caverna Magica; David Antony Clark performed six tracks relating to Paleolithic cave artists for The Man Who Painted in Caves; the British caver, Steve Thomas, wrote an entire album of fifteen tracks around the experience of cave diving; Romano Serra wrote fifteen selections all dedicated to the Grottes des Grandes Canalettes in the French Pyrenees; and Samuel Aguilar composed an album of synthesizer music celebrating the lava tube, Jameos del Agua, in the Canary Islands. 
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By far the most prolific contributions to cave-inspired music have come from rock music, ranging all the way from rhythm ‘n’ blues to psychedelic to grunge. Right at the start of the rock ‘n’ roll movement in 1955, Billy Ward and his Dominoes came out with Caveman, which kicked off a long succession of prehistoric caveman rock songs. Tommy Steele, in England, had a hit with Rock with the Caveman in 1956; The Vibrations cut Cave Man in 1960; The Jimmy Castor Bunch got a hit with Troglodyte in 1972; and The Cramps did Caveman in 1981. Then there was the monster hit, Alley Oop, by The Hollywood Argyles in 1960, which was inspired by the caveman comic strip. Down through the years other landmark cave rock songs and compositions by famous groups came in 1956, with The Majestics and Cave man Rock; in 1963, with The Big Three and Cavern Stomp; in 1971, The Pink Floyd and Echoes; in 1974, Rick Wakeman’s Journey to the Centre of the Earth; in 1988, Lita Ford’s Back to the Cave; in 1993, Crash Test Dummies and In the Days of the Caveman; and in 1997, with Pearl Jam and Leatherman. All told over 200 cave rock songs have been released since 1955.

In an effort to be as complete as possible, an additional section has been included for marginal cave songs, where the lyrics include the word “cave” or “bat” only once, whereas the overall theme and feeling of the songs have little or nothing to do with either caves or bats. Following this, yet another listing was set aside for compositions and songs that have “cave” or “bat” in their titles, but which do not in any way qualify as true cave music. 

Another special section was created for music that has been recorded during concerts in natural caves, most importantly, at the Cango Caves in South Africa, Cathedral Cave in Australia, Grotte de Han in Belgium, Hohler Fels in Germany, Cueva de Nerja and Cueva del Drach in Spain, Postojnska Jama in Slovenia, and Luray Caverns in the United States.
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As an important part of this discography, this listing of cave-inspired discs, it was necessary to include a separate section, having nothing to do with music, reserved exclusively for all the spoken word and documentary recordings. Fictional spoken word has been divided into adult and children’s fiction. The adult fiction recordings include mostly poetry readings of W. H. Auden’s In Praise of Limestone; Samuel Coleridge’s The Pleasure Dome of Kubla Khan; and La Fontaine’s fable La Chauve-souris et les deux belettes (The Bat and the Two Weasels). Spanning both adult and children’s fiction, Jules Verne’s Journey to the Center of the Earth, has been released in French, English, and Spanish. Several charming little children’s tales from different countries were recorded: Babar et le Professeur Grifaton, where the elephant, Babar, goes caving; En Jep Espeleòleg, a Catalan comic tale about exploring a polluted cave; Randell Jarrell’s outstanding The Bat Poet; and another captivating bat tale by Janell Cannon, Stellaluna. Rounding out the children’s spoken word records are eight separate recordings of the Cyclops tale from Homer’s The Odyssey and ten readings of the cave scene from Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Tom Sawyer. 

A complementary section is devoted to non-fiction, documentary spoken word discs. Here some of the more outstanding documents are four recordings of the world-famous French caver, Norbert Casteret; one of the equally famous French prehistorian, Abbé Breuil; and two flexible discs about cave exploration in Soviet Georgia. There are also three records accompanied with color slides for various show caves in Slovakia, Slovenia, and Australia. A further section was created specially for field recordings of bats and cave-dwelling birds in various parts of the world.    

For the connoisseur of phonograph records it has always been an added esthetic pleasure to acquire, along with the recorded music, those beautiful jacket-cover photos, paintings, and illustrations. So it was considered important to include at the end of this discography all known picture covers that depict caves, whether real or imaginary, plus prehistoric cave paintings and bats. There are cave picture covers representing caves all over Europe, Africa, Asia, and North America. Some are 19th Century paintings of caves, others are strikingly dramatic photos of cave entrances or cave interiors, and still others are drawings or paintings of totally imaginary caves. A selected number of cave picture covers even merit being framed and hung on exhibition.  
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Finally this discography includes an appendix providing the complete lyrics for all the songs from the different categories of recorded music included in the listing. In most cases these lyrics have never been printed anywhere so they had to be transcribed by the author directly from the recordings. 

The finished reference work with introductions for each section, fleshed-out entry notes, and four indexes will probably surpass 1200 pages, which would require splitting the work into two volumes. The present format consists of double columns with profuse illustrations, which look good on the printed page. But to save paper, it would perhaps be better to rearrange the page layout for the screen and publish electronically on DVD with the advantage of rapid cross-indexing. Including complete dubs or excerpts of the original cave music recordings would be very desirable and probably entirely feasible for some works where the music copyrights have expired, but, regarding the more recent compositions, it will be necessary to investigate the possibility of obtaining the music rights. 

This research on recorded cave music primarily involved searching in numerous record stores, catalogs, set sales, and auction lists. Over the years I have passed in review hundred of thousands of music and song titles to succeed in finding nearly every piece of cave music. The resulting discography is more than a simple listing of cave-inspired works, it is a detailed and dedicated presentation of each work in an effort to open doors, promote this unfamiliar music, and transmit its special appeal.

Caves are one of the few places on this planet where total silence can be heard. Music begins with silence, then out of this silence grows an abundance of sound, filling and resonating in space. There is also the image of the composer as explorer. The act of composing music often involves, on the part of the composer, a process of searching, exploring, and discovering the right combination of notes to create pleasurable or desirable sound structures. One of the most powerful of the fine arts for moving the emotions, music can liberate us from tedious moments in life. Cave music has been written and recorded that will take you back spiritually to the cave environment and allow you to recapture some of those emotions of wonder and awe that you felt there.    
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