Nature's Sound Cycle
by Maria Balabas

The usual online space and the gestures its navigation entails: you copy the website
address, you paste it in, etc. Without knowing it, you are transported by a memento-
sound, differing from your computer and the usual sound of one’s life. I tried afterward to
create a different, more personal medium for listening — I set aside my computer, I put on
my headphones and I went for a walk. The voices, the leaves, the scales, the bagpipes and
the alpenhorns were resonating in my ear, accompanying me on the streets, in the park,
on the subway. They became habit. They became part of my usual soundscape.

The Sound Forest installation is a space where these sounds are transformed in a
performative experience; both personal and communal. Nowadays, our hearing is not
taught to detect nuances, or at least to be critical about the aural information that is
offered, becoming unfortunately, an auxiliary tool that only fulfills informational
requirements. The Sound Forest reveals the importance of understanding space as a
whole: the depth of sound and its interaction with the body, unnoticeable in our daily lo-fi
life. We are not mere observers, but we produce in our turn aural particles. We write our
own score within this soundscape. The entire process leads subtly to the question: “What

am I hearing?”
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“What’s that sound, grandma?” asks a three-year old in one of Bucharest’s parks where
loudspeakers are installed on the main alley. Their distorted sound produces a haphazard,
hard to define acoustic space. An 'oldies but goldies' playlist? Romanian hits?
Experimental music? The radio? The park machinery mimics flight, and children soar
through scrambled sound fields; cotton candy and popcorn sold at kiosks where time
passes by, loaded with greatest hits. All this is summarized by the child’s wonder in
saying ”"What’s that sound?”. An unexpected question, unsettling for what was once the

park’s quietude.



What do we hear in fact?

With the advent of the XXth century this question is on everyone’s mind, an
infinite debate: composers searching for the conceptual in music, the media
overpopulating our minds with sound productions. The scratchiness of cityscapes forces
the rise of ideas such as acoustic ecology. Technology displaces through mannerisms the
perception of sound as aural delicacy and as activism. These are just a few ways in which
contemporary society continuously shapes our mindset until basic values become
themselves variable on social, media and personal axes. Contemporary customs push us
towards perpetually filling up our vital space with sounds, information, songs and
discussions. Silence or stillness is no longer considered essential to resting the mind, but

a negative psychological feature such as lack of sociability and reclusiveness.

In the park the grandmother answers to herself, appeasing the child and her own doubts:

“What do you mean, what’s that sound? Music, of course it's music!”
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So, what am I hearing? I asked myself that listening to Brailoiu’s recordings from the '30s
and '40s. I recognized the alpenhorn, the flute, the leaf. After listening over and over
again I found a visual form for these songs, their variations, the genres they were
pertaining to, their specific rhythm. The question, however, was still there. I delved into
making a graphic score for these songs, which were slowly emerging as artifacts. I heard
the scratchy sound of the record, a perpetual accompaniment in time for the singer and
his song. I grew attached to those seconds before the melody started in which the age of
that sound was evident to my perception. The emotion, the panic, the clumsiness of the
interpreter about to be recorded, preparing the instrument, preparing his voice, walking to
the recording site, talking to people, preparing the recording device, being insecure — all
these events seem to still live in the groves of the disk, becoming a presence.

The extinction of sound is framed by Edison’s phonograph imprint - Brailoiu’s favored
recording device in the field - acquiring in time the semantic value of a coda.

So, what was I hearing?



People that are now dead, their instruments turned to dust, their songs lost in oblivion. I
am listening to a recorded doina played on a leaf and the ephemeral of this strip of reality,
transmitted 70 years after its recording, electrified me: nothing more prone to degradation

and annihilation, nothing more ephemeral than a song and a leaf.
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The aura of this recording unchains a performative space where the body-technology
connection plays through time an amazing story: traces of sound from our past and their
contextualisation in a contemporary space. The essence of a living tradition, an active
emanation of a researcher’s vision vexed by politics and scores, later an inventory
number in an archive, stamped on wax and then on disc, now altered into digital
information; a doina and a leaf morphed by ultrasound in a space of shadows, of steps, of
breathing and aural gestures which become part of the soundscape, like the disk’s
rotation.

What am I hearing now? What am I listening to?

A sonic stroll after a randomly controlled score. Sound alternating with silence. The past,
recognizable due to a musical tradition, corresponds to my movement within that given
space. It’s made out of hesitations, of going back and forth, of emotions, it is an sound
incarnate. The sound is directed towards me. As I step outside its radius, everything
changes: the soundscape, the meaning, the acoustic phrase. My patience creates the

rhythm.

As I step towards the exit I take with me a frail perception of a new sound, cumulating
quantum particles of leaves, wood, wax, optical fiber, dust, time, politics, numbers,
people, brands, wars, staves, alcohol, onion, plastic, writing, broken pots, earth, engines,
flour, glue, iron, calculation, music, Edison, noise, home, family, memory, matter, air,

silence.



