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❉

The urban roar—
far off traffic?

Long, high-frequency tones at short 
intervals, at a distance.

Q
uiet, delicate scratching, w

ithin close 
hearing range.

These are som
e sounds I heard only 

w
hen I listened for them

 and took 
note of in m

y “sound journal,” w
hich 

I keep for the purpose of rem
em

ber-
ing soundscapes. I hadn’t consciously 
been aw

are of these sounds until I sat 
dow

n in m
y room

 one evening and did 
absolutely nothing except listen to m

y 
surroundings. “The ear m

akes it possi-
ble to hear and to listen,” w

rites com
-

poser P
auline O

liveros in her 2005 
book D

eep Listening: A C
om

poser’s 
Sound P

ractice , w
hich outlines her 

understanding of listening and hearing 
as separate actions, distinguished by 
consciousness. 1 After years of actively, 
consciously listening as a m

usician 
m

yself, I keep com
ing back to w

hat 
it m

eans to hear and w
hat it m

eans to 
listen: w

hat else am
 I not “hearing”? 

Am
 I “hearing” w

hat I need to hear? 
H

ow
 m

uch “listening” am
 I doing in 

m
y day-to-day life, and how

 m
uch am

 
I trying to “unhear”?
 

“N
oise pollution results w

hen m
an 

does not listen carefully,”
2 R

. M
urray 

Schafer m
entions in the opening of 

his acclaim
ed 1977 publication The 

Soundscape: O
ur Sonic Environm

ent 
and the Tuning of the W

orld . The con-
cep

t o
f “no

ise” is g
enerally u

nd
er-

sto
o

d
 

as 
so

u
nd

 
th

at 
is “u

nw
ant-

ed”—
a byproduct to be accepted or 

abated. The definition of noise, then, is 
steeped in subjectivity: a sound that I 
consider as unw

anted m
ay be essen-

tial to another (consider, for exam
-

ple, w
hite noise apps that prom

ise a 
better night’s sleep). W

e can accept 
noise w

hen w
e learn to ignore it—

once the brain learns that a sound 
does not need active attention, it tunes 
them

 out—
but w

hat happens w
hen 

w
e b

eco
m

e to
o

 u
sed

 to
 ig

no
ring 

sounds? W
e fight against the inevi-

tability of hum
an-m

ade noise using 
“noise abatem

ent”: noise barriers on 
highw

ays, noise-cancelling earphones 
and the like. B

ut w
hat w

ould happen 
if w

e shifted our perspective from
 the 

negative act of rem
oving sounds w

e 
don’t w

ant, to the positive act of lis-
tening to and preserving the ones w

e 
do? B

efore w
e m

ake sound, w
hat 

if w
e w

ere to consider its inherent 
destructiveness?
 

I lived for six m
onths in K

yoto, 
w

here I w
as so struck by the sonic 

enviro
nm

ent—
tem

p
le b

ells ring
ing 

through m
ountain cedar trees, w

ind 
ru

sh
ing

 
th

ro
u

g
h

 
b

am
b

o
o

—
th

at 
I 

crafted an album
 out of self-m

ade 
field recordings. Tokyo, w

here I live 
now

, is com
pletely different; there is an 

endless battle to be heard: conductors 
shouting announcem

ents at train sta-
tions, grocers yelling advertisem

ents 
at custom

ers, LC
D

 screens blasting 
m

usic and catch-phrases.
 

2020 has seen a reversal. W
hat has 

been touted as “the longest period of 
quiet in recorded hum

an history” 3 has 
facilitated the return of audible natu-
ral sounds to the city environm

ent; 
birds are even singing sexier songs. 4 
D

espite the havoc w
reaked by the 

C
O

V
ID

-19 pandem
ic, w

e have been 
provided w

ith the chance to listen to 
these otherw

ise hidden sounds, and 
learn w

hat their presence m
eans for 

the environm
ent.

 
The sound journal, as O

liveros puts 
it, is for “rem

em
bering and rem

em
ber-

ing to rem
em

ber.”
5 W

e generally for-
get sounds soon after w

e have heard 
them

, but m
aking a note of sounds 

heard can help us recall our reaction 
to the sounds them

selves, as w
ell as 

conjure up m
em

ories and im
ages of 

them
. K

eeping a sound journal has 
helped m

e reassess how
 I feel about 

certain sonic environm
ents and under-

stand w
hat w

as sonically im
portant to 

m
e. I learned, for exam

ple, that I had 
been filtering out a bew

itching cho-
rus of crickets outside m

y w
indow

 
together w

ith traffic noise.
 

R
em

o
ving

 
w

h
at 

w
e 

d
eem

 
are 

“unw
anted” sounds is not as sim

ple 
as sw

itching them
 off at the source, 

w
hich is w

hy w
e have been forced 

to coexist w
ith them

. B
ut w

here do 
w

e draw
 the line betw

een sound and 
noise, betw

een listening and hearing? 
As the w

orld gets noisier, w
hat are w

e 
hearing less? The key to understand-
ing this is to focus on listening as an 
individual and a society. B

y listening 
to w

hat cannot usually be heard, w
e 

learn w
hat our ears need to hear.
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Essence, or, extract.

D
istilled 

w
ithout 

reduction. 
A 

concentrated 
form

 
com

posed of characteristic properties.  Som
ehow

, not 
sim

plified. C
om

plex yet focused.  
Isn’t that w

hat w
e all w

ant? To be clear, concise, eloquent—
w

ithout losing anything.  
Yet.  

You don’t just get the juice.  
This is found, extracted, infused.  
Essence needs to be culled from

 the thing itself.  

I recently learned w
hat the w

ord “heuristic” m
eans. F

or a 
long tim

e I said I knew
, or m

aybe I even thought I knew
, 

but did not. It m
eans problem

 solving in an im
perfect 

w
ay, but learning on your ow

n. It m
eans finding your 

thesis by looking at all the books in the stacks around 
the book you cam

e for. It m
eans designing your project 

based on closing your eyes and breathing deeply and 
being draw

n to a sm
ell on the site. It m

eans drifting. W
e 

do not necessarily know
 the w

ord but understand the 
process.  

P
erhaps w

e have successfully clung to the essence of 
school, the essence of w

ork, right now
.

W
e lucky ones can “m

eet” in som
e digital “space,” w

e can 
jerry-rig our hom

es, w
e can deliver the project on tim

e.
B

ut w
e have lost the stum

bled-upon, the happenstance. 
W

e have lost discovery, surprise.  
 If w

e go straight for the essence, w
hat do w

e lose?  
I’m

 not sure I have ever tasted real vanilla, for one.  
I w

onder w
hat it is like.
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“E
ss

en
tia

l” 
w

as
 th

e 
de
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in

g 
w

or
d 

of
 2

02
0.

 E
ss

en
tia

l w
or

k,
 

tr
av

el
, s

er
vi

ce
s,

 b
us

in
es

se
s,

 in
fr

as
tr

uc
tu

re
. Y

ou
 c

ou
ld

 n
ot

 
do

 it
, h

av
e 

it,
 b

ui
ld

 it
 if

 it
 w

as
 n

ot
 e

ss
en

tia
l.

 
N

ow
 s

ix
 m

on
th

s 
in

to
 th

is
 p

an
de

m
ic

, t
he

 s
ta

rk
 c
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tr
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l” 
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d 
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-e
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l” 
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 W
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w
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el
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 if
 

so
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hi
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 p
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st
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en
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W
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 p
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m
po
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an

t 
th

at
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rc
hi
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ct

s 
co
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id

er
 t

he
 e

ss
en
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t 

no
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 t
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“is
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hi
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ur
e 
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l?
” 
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at

 it
 is

, o
r 
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t b
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 th
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no
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 d
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 c
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W
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ha
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 c
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g,
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 th
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w
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 th
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 d
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 p
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ra
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l p
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O
n Au

g
u

st 18
, 2

019
, I d

rove to 
R

oxham
 R

oad, a site that straddles 
the N

ew
 York-Q

uebec border.
 

It w
as m

id-afternoon w
hen I drove 

past P
lattsburgh, N

ew
 York, in search 

o
f R

oxh
am

 R
o

ad
, a p

o
p

u
lar b

o
r-

der point for unsanctioned entry to 
C

anada. The border cuts through this 
rural road w

hich runs north-south. I 
knew

 I w
as closing in on the border 

as the landscape de-densified; barren 
field

s and
 frag

m
ented

 ro
ad

s inter-
rupted the infinite forest. I pulled off 
the highw

ay, and the proxim
ity of the 

border w
as palpable. F

irst, I noticed 
security cam

eras littered in the land-
scape, barely visible. Then, w

arning 
signs reading “R

oad C
losed” and “ille-

gal to cross the border.” W
hen I finally 

turned north onto R
oxham

 R
oad, I 

saw
 it: concrete barricades hugging 

the horizon, halting m
y path ahead.

 
I parked m

y car and started the final 
approach on foot. B

efore I reached 
the border, officers had already exited 
the processing facility, assum

ing I 
w

as a m
igrant attem

pting to cross. 
Although I expected their presence, 
it w

as still d
isq

u
ieting. Th

eir eyes 
fixed on m

ine, w
hile I looked stead-

fastly ahead. I could see the border 
hollow

ed from
 the forest—

an infinite 
expanse of nothing but m

ile m
arkers.

 
The agents w

ere skeptical, even after 
I explained I w

as there w
ith B

ridges 
N

ot B
orders, a nonprofit organization 

that provides com
fort and resources 

to m
igrants w

hile cataloging border 
enfo

rcem
ent activity. Sand

y, a vo
l-

unteer, soon joined m
e and shared 

item
s w

e w
ould be offering to asylum

 
seekers: bracelets, dolls, and w

ater 
bottles. F

or asylum
 seekers, the dis-

tinctio
n b

etw
een no

n-essential and 
essential can be an em

otional one. As 
trivial as the dolls and bracelets m

ay 
seem

, they provide em
otional com

-
fort, rem

inding them
 of hom

e and a 
childhood left behind. 
 

A
s w

e w
aited fo

r taxis w
ith asy-

lum
 seekers to arrive, I noted a gar-

bage bin brim
m

ing w
ith m

aps and 
clo

th
ing

—
item

s th
ey w

ere fo
rced 

to dispose of w
hile crossing, Sandy 

explained. I pressed further: “W
hat do 

you m
ean by forced?” “M

igrants can 
only cross the border once, so they 
m

ust leave behind w
hat they cannot 

carry on foot,” she said m
eekly. At this 

constructed threshold, m
igrants face 

a choice: w
hat is critical and w

hat is 
disposable? Their survival is at stake.
 

Asylum
 seekers leave their country 

of origin—
be it the U

nited States, 
w

h
ich

 
h

as 
grow

n 
inh

o
sp

itable 
to 

m
any m

arginalized groups, or another 
country—

and arrive in N
ew

 York C
ity, 

from
 w

here they travel by bus to 
P

lattsburgh. 1 Taxis take them
 the last 

tw
enty m

iles to R
oxham

 R
oad. 

 
Fam

ilies w
ith young children, lone 

travelers, and new
ly m

arried couples 
arrived

 in su
ccessio

n. W
e o

ffered 
our sm

iles, hugs, and support, then 
w

atched as they crossed into C
anada, 

defying the officers’ w
arnings to return. 

The Safe Third C
ountry Agreem

ent 
prohibits asylum

 claim
s at official 

ports of entry but perm
its them

 at 
u

nau
th

o
rized

 p
o

ints, incentivizing 
unsanctioned crossing along the bor-
der. 2 N

o asylum
 seekers let fear deter 

them
 that day; they knew

 their right in 
seeking C

anadian refuge. 
 

In 
2

0
2

0
, 

W
estern 

co
ncep

tio
ns 

of “essential” are being upended and 
reoriented, and as a result, borders 
are being further exploited as tools of 
pow

er. Across the w
orld, national bor-

ders have been closed to non-essential 
travel. W

hile m
itigating travel during 

a pandem
ic m

ay be critical, C
anada 

and the U
.S. have abused their pow

er 
by rejecting the entry of those w

ith 
valid asylum

 claim
s and not provid-

ing them
 w

ith due process. 3 P
olicies 

define for w
hom

 travel is “essential,” 
w

illfully blind to the very real and 
essential need

s o
f asylu

m
 seekers. 

C
losing the borders is an opportunity 

to obstruct the passage and rights 
of asylum

 seekers, branding them
 as 

“non-essential.”
 

As the w
ave of m

igrants slow
ed, I 

looked at this em
pty border—

a ditch, 
a carved forest, and the expanse of 
sky above. W

ere it not for its political 
intent, it w

ould be a beautiful place 
to see the stars. B

ut it has been con-
structed as a threshold, constricting 
m

obility by including and excluding.
 

A
fter th

ree h
o

u
rs, Sand

y and
 I 

exchanged goodbyes. I w
alked to m

y 
car heavily aw

are of m
y m

obility. As a 
dual citizen, I could cross the border 
w

ith ease.
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W
e m

et for a sum
m

er w
alk one afternoon at P

oint  
P

leasant P
ark in H

alifax, N
ova Scotia. W

eaving a path 
through 

photosynthesizing 
trees, 

w
e 

spoke 
about 

understories and overstories, about arborescent form
s 

and rhizom
atic ones, about surfaces and space.

 
This w

as the beginning of The Im
possible Tim

escale 
of Trees. Trees 

represent 
an 

ecological 
w

orld 
w

hich 
is beyond our view

, but w
ithin our sight. W

e evolved 
alongside trees, and share a significant percentage of our 
genes w

ith them
. 1 Trees are essential for hum

an survival. 
The project m

obilizes an artistic augm
ented reality as 

a visualization tool to access w
orlds beyond hum

an 
perception and translate them

 to m
odalities of hum

an 
understanding.
 

Anil 
Seth, 

co-director 
of 

Sackler 
C

entre 
for 

C
onsciousness Science, w

rites, “W
e don’t just passively 

perceive the w
orld; w

e actively generate it. The w
orld 

w
e experience com

es as m
uch from

 the inside-out as 
the outside-in, in a process hardly different from

 that 
w

hich w
e casually call hallucination.” 2 If w

e are forever 
reproducing the sam

e patterns of reality, w
hat else is out 

there that w
e can’t see? Equipped w

ith the right tools, is 
there potential to perceive a different reality from

 the one 
w

hich w
e’ve generated in our ow

n m
ind. W

hat is reality 
generated from

 the perspective of a tree? 
 

The Im
possible Tim

e Scale of Trees augm
ents real-

ity as an exercise and a provocation to see beyond our 
ow

n perceptual lim
itations. R

esearch has already show
n 

that the epistem
ological distinction betw

een hum
an and 

non-hum
an is blurry: a cactus in Japan has the ability to 

do m
ath; 3 plants anticipate and feel pain; 4 perception of 

color can be traced back to interw
oven survival instincts 

of plants and hum
ans. 5 The natural w

orld has alw
ays 

been speaking to us, but w
e have forgotten how

 to lis-
ten. It is essential that hum

ans continue to develop new
 

capacities for listening in order to understand our past, 
present, and future in a shared non-hum

an w
orld.

F
or m

ore inform
ation, see:  https://overstories.ca/

1. R
ichard P

ow
ers, The O

verstory: A N
ovel (N

ew
 York: W

W
 N

orton &
 C

om
pany, 2018), 213.

2. Anil Seth, “Your B
rain H

allucinates Your C
onscious R

eality,” TED
, accessed N

ovem
ber 9, 2020, https://w

w
w

.
ted.com

/talks/anil_seth_your_brain_hallucinates_your_conscious_reality.
3. P

eter Tom
pkins and C

hristopher B
ird, The Secret Life of P

lants (N
ew

 York: H
arper &

 R
ow

, 1973), 35.
4. Ibid, 18.
5. R

ichard P
ow

ers, 681. 
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st

 p
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d 

w
ith
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 g

ro
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f 8

-2
4 

pl
ay

er
s.

 T
hi

s 
is

 th
e 

w
ay

 it
 is

 p
la

ye
d:

 

1.
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ne
 p
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n 
(“

Th
e 

As
ke
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) l
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th
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 c
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 c
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“H
om

e Is W
here The H

eart Is” is an Elvis song. It says no 
m

atter w
here you are or w

ho you’re w
ith, your hom

e is 
the center of your gravitational em

otional pull. H
om

e is 
w

here the love is, w
here you feel good. H

om
e is w

here 
it’s w

arm
 inside, w

ith your loved ones, your fam
ily, your 

friends. It’s nice to be w
here they are, it feels like hom

e. 
M

om
s love saying hom

e is w
here the heart is.

 
W

e’ve all had laptops for so long, w
e w

ere alw
ays 

m
oving around carrying our laptops...N

ow
 w

e’re sitting 
dow

n. C
lasses are online, Z

oom
 sucks, everyone’s m

eet-
ings are online. And the internet is unstable, like, every-
w

here. It’s unstable at the library, at the dorm
 w

hen it’s 
raining, it’s unstable at your friend’s house. H

om
e is 

w
here the internet w

orks w
ell. H

om
e is w

here there’s 
good W

iF
i. 

 
It’s kind of nice, isn’t it? That hom

e is w
here there is a 

com
puter you can rely on, m

aybe w
ith a big screen, a 

com
fortable desk, and the chair you like. You feel good 

there, you w
ear sw

eatpants, you eat snacks, you have 
tea if you’re into tea. It’s not good exactly, it’s too m

uch, 
hom

e’s been taken aw
ay from

 us, it turns out that hom
e 

is w
ork. That’s beside the point, w

e can talk about it later. 
C

risis forces us to log on. You. Are. O
nline.
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I’ve been listening to a lot of dance m
usic lately. I’ve been trying to articulate 

w
hy it is that dancing m

y w
ay into 2020—

on N
ew

 Year’s D
ay, to the sound of 

D
Js spinning ten-odd hours of house and techno in B

rooklyn—
feels directly 

related to the sensation of playing B
rahm

s or Schum
ann at the piano. As a 

perform
er of notated m

usic—
especially pieces w

ritten centuries ago—
m

y role 
is that of a m

edium
, but an active one, less vessel than translator. Although m

y 
process includes a lot of research, I do not claim

 any historical “authenticity” 
for m

y perform
ances. I w

ant m
y translations to stay accountable to m

y reality. 
I am

 in and of m
y tim

e.
 

There’s a D
J set by K

erri C
handler I’ve been listening to. It starts in stasis. 

A track w
ith only one chord

1 articulates its com
position across other dim

en-
sions: the entrance and exit of hi-hats up top, occasional m

om
ents of breath 

w
hen the kick drops out, changing rhythm

ic patterns w
ithin the unchanging 

harm
ony. W

e can feel the m
usic shifting and evolving w

hile the single chord 
keeps us rooted in the sam

e place, a kind of corporeal dissonance. After sus-
taining a consecutive 7 m

inutes of tracks com
prising only static harm

onies, 
C

handler releases us into a m
ulti-bar phrase of m

oving chords. 2 The m
om

ent 
is pow

erful and freeing, opening a new
 horizontal dim

ension.
 

That w
e can arrive here, now

, only after several m
inutes of buildup, signals 

that harm
onic m

otion is an elem
ent to observe over tim

e. It is a sensory param
-

eter as w
ell as a form

al one. W
hat is needed in order to understand the m

usic, 
then, is attention to feeling : how

 it feels in the body to hear a richly chrom
atic 

chord; how
 it feels to m

ove through horizontal tim
e in the harm

onic space        
the verticality of each individual chord; how

 it feels for that m
oving-betw

een to 
then loop around and be m

ade into its ow
n recursive unit, w

hich then becom
es 

a building block for the surrounding track and set.
 

Som
e approaches to theorizing the essence of pre-20th century W

estern 
classical m

usic involve reducing the m
usic dow

n to an elem
ental, ultim

ately 
atem

poral harm
onic core. In other w

ords, a few
 verticalities represent the 

essence expressed through the m
ore elaborate details of a com

position. D
eep 

harm
onic coherence is the prim

ary reason w
hy a given piece hangs together, 

even w
hen the surface of its form

 m
ight seem

 totally unpredictable.
 

W
hile useful, this approach is inadequate for understanding a crucial capac-

ity of m
usic: it is a code, through w

hich a person m
ay share a piece of their 

ow
n experience and facilitate the experience of another. In classical m

usic, 
this capacity hinges on relationships betw

een harm
ony and tim

e—
betw

een 
the vertical and the horizontal—

and the sensations that result. The tem
poral 

dim
ension is w

hat allow
s listeners and interpreters to connect to a com

poser’s 
internal life. M

om
ents of w

eightless suspension in B
rahm

s, breaths that m
ight 

be heard as com
m

as or caesurae in Schum
ann, patterning and repetition that 

eventually gives a piece the capacity to reference itself: these are all w
ays w

e 
can feel a person’s hand on the other side. N

one of them
 can exist w

ithout tim
e.

 
The essence of m

usic is the im
pulse to look at a set of points, sketch out 

the lines betw
een, and say: “There’s a connection It is the desire to find and the 

capacity to recognize interactions. W
hen I encounter a new

 score, m
y aim

 is to 
find how

 and w
hy its objects relate to one another.

 
Tracking the rate of harm

onic m
otion in C

handler’s set yields a series of 
m

elodic, gestural, m
otivic objects; over the course of 73 m

inutes, it m
oves 

from
 stasis to looping chord cycles and, eventually, to w

hat w
e m

ight call a 
full-blow

n pop song structure, w
ith distinct chords for “verse” and “chorus” 

sections, w
hich are recom

bined and com
posed.

 
After the anticipatory m

om
entum

, generated by 52 m
inutes of gradually 

lengthening loops, the arrival of this m
ulti-pronged structure is clim

actic, leav-
ing us w

hirling. In this context, the conventions of song structure can be heard 
anew

. W
e can now

 dance through the track’s structural lim
bs, through its 

m
ultidim

ensional field of tim
e.

 
Listening is an action. M

usic is som
ething you do.

1. K
erri C

handler, R
eel-To-R

eel Session, R
esident Advisor Youtube C

hannel, Feb 28, 2020, video, 1 hour 14 m
in-

utes, https://w
w

w
.youtube.com

/w
atch?v=Y

C
7M

w
8R

jlX
M

. P
hoton Inc: “G

enerate P
ow

er (Jim
pster D

ub)” (1:44)
2. C

handler, R
eel-To-R

eel Session, D
em

uir, “P
hilippine Sunrise” (8:07)
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2  
patience

G
  

open-m
indedness

B
  

an endless supply of paper and pencils

SB
  

daylight
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Thursday, O
ctober 29th: 

After 5 days of consistent 
cloud cover, the second 
year studio finally gets an 
extension on the dreaded 

daylighting m
odel. 

Friday, O
ctober 30th: 

Eeva-Liisa invites 
students to an East R

ock 
hike. In true spacetim

e 
form

, they return in 2030 
as the new

 B
auhaus. 

Saturday, O
ctober 

31st: Som
e students 

determ
ine that 

H
allow

een is an 
“essential” service.

 
Sunday, N

ovem
ber 1st: 

Em
ail P

hil B
ernstein 

sent out on O
ctober 

23rd actually has text 
betw

een the scattered 
sentences, the w

ords 
w

ere just w
hite. Is 

this the transparency 
students have been  

asking for?
M

onday, N
ovem

ber 

2nd: Thanksgiving travel 
policy announced. 

D
ebate ensues: one day 

of not cooking or tw
o 

w
eeks of studio access?

Tuesday, N
ovem

ber 3rd: 
Tanial and Eeva-Liisa 

host “D
ecom

pression 
Space.” Should w

e bring 
housew

arm
ing gifts? A 

bottle of w
ine?

W
ednesday, N

ovem
ber 

4th: Second years get 
a few

 hours of access 
to the 7th floor terrace. 
R

em
em

ber w
hen w

e 
didn’t have to text 

R
ichard to go outside?

Thursday, N
ovem

ber 
5th: An em

ail finds us 
safe and w

ell. 

Friday, N
ovem

ber 6th: 
N

ew
 health and safety 

guidelines announced as 
C

onnecticut reverts to 
P

hase 2. Yale is on C
ode 

O
range.  

Saturday, N
ovem

ber 
7th: “It’s B

iden, baby!” 

Sunday, N
ovem

ber 8th: 
F

our. Seasons. Total. 
Landscaping. 

M
onday, N

ovem
ber 

9th: R
ichard D

eF
lum

eri 
invites second and third 
years to visit the 2020 

B
P

 house. See you 
soon, Adam

 H
opfner. 

Tuesday, N
ovem

ber 
10th: Students celebrate 

the long-aw
aited 

prom
otion of Tanial 

Low
e to Assistant D

ean 
of Student Affairs. 

T
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