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Yolande Harris is an artist and
researcher exploring ideas of sonic consciousness. Her projects
consider techniques of navigation,
expanding perception beyond the
range of human senses, the technological mediation of underwater environments and our relationship to other species. Walking
is central to her practice, creating
sound walks that awaken our perceptions within both natural and
urban environments. Her projects
on underwater sound aim to bring
us closer to this inaccessible environment, encouraging connection,
understanding and empathy with
the ocean. Yolande studied music
at Dartington College of Arts and
holds an MPhil from Cambridge
University in Architecture and Moving Image and a PhD from Leiden
University in ‘Sound, Environment

and Sonic Consciousness’. She presents her work internationally,
including Schirn Kunsthalle Frankfurt, the House of World Cultures
Berlin and the Exploratorium in
San Francisco. Awards include stipends from the Dutch Funds for Visual Arts Architecture and Design
and research fellowships at the Orpheus Research Center in Music in
Ghent, the Academy of Media Arts
in Cologne, the Jan van Eyck Academy of Visual Arts in Maastricht.
Yolande was Assistant Professor
in Video and Open Media at Rhode Island School of Design, and is
currently Lecturer in Digital Media
at San Jose State University and
Lecturer and Research Associate
in Digital Art, Electronic Music and
Art at the University of California
Santa Cruz.
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Roberta Perego (Milan, Italy,
1987) is an art historian whose
work is focused on cultural
planning andcuratorial research.
Her practice pays specific attention
to educational processes and
forms of caring. Since 2013 she
has been collaborating with the
Educational Department of Pirelli
HangarBicocca (Milan) with a
specific involvement in cultural
activities and mediation. She
participated in the editorial project
Anselm Kiefer. The Seven Heavenly
Palaces,
Mousse
Publishing,
Milano 2018, as contributor and
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editorial coordinator. She studied
Art History at the University of
Pavia (Italy) and at the Uniwersytet
Jagielloński of Krakow (Poland),
with a post-graduate course in Art
and Museum Anthropology at the
University of Milano- Bicocca and a
post-graduate course in Curatorial
Studies
at
the
Fondazione
Sandretto Re Rebaudengo (Torino,
Italy). In 2015 she co-founded the
curatorial team Pierre Dupont,
with the aim of supporting artists
and
encouraging
new
opportunities of exchange between
contemporary art and different
audiences or communities.
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HOW CAN I WALK/SWIM/FLY
TO THE DISTANCE WITH YOU?
YOLANDE HARRIS IN CONVERSATION
WITH ROBERTA PEREGO
RP: When I started working on
this interview, I was surprised by a
particular coincidence: just few weeks
before I had come across an article on
biophony related to underwater sound.
The article summarized a research on
sounds produced by different species
of fish and crustaceans in order to
map and protect their presence and
habitat. I was literally fascinated by the
idea that capturing “shots” produced
by snapping shrimps, biologists could
monitor the status of this species in
specific environments. That was my
first approach to bioacoustics, I started
documenting myself and distinguishing
between
abiotic,
biotic
and
anthropogenic sounds1. Meeting your
research was extremely surprising: a
practise that intertwined art, biology
and acoustics. Sound allows catching
information and drawing out - in this
case - animal existences. How much is
your research connected with this idea
of “giving presence” and how did you
start focusing on animal sounds?
YH: I begin with the simple thought
that by giving an issue or an environment
1 For further details on underwater
bioacoustics: CIBRA - Interdisciplinary Center
for Bioacoustics and Environmental Research
(University of Pavia, Italy) http://www-9.unipv.
it/cibra/
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visibility or audibility, by bringing it into
our perceptual and conscious realm, we
give it presence, and then it cannot be so
easily ignored. I notice that it is becoming
easier to ignore the environmental
world around us, to be more absorbed
by the technological, social, political, or
to dwell in digital media environments
instead. And while theories and data
are crucial for our understanding of the
global interconnectedness and earthly
scale of the climate crisis, providing
the foundation for urgent policies, they
often remain abstract and disembodied.
The theoretical interpretation of data
needs to be interwoven with experiential
understanding to make it effective. In my
mind, the momentum of the environmental
movement to combat climate change and
mass extinctions, rests on developing
and nurturing a curiosity about the
environment,
and
an
experiential,
physiological and psychological closeness
that comes from a direct engagement
with it (on however small a scale). I have
found that sound, both what is audible and
inaudible to us humans, is a foundation
for life on land and in the ocean and so
listening is an incredibly important mode
that we need to focus on.
How did I start focusing on animal
sounds? I’ve always been interested in
the animal sounds that inhabit wherever
I’ve lived in the world. They tell you
something about that place. I have early
memories of growing up on the south
coast of England, where birds particularly
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fascinated me, the dawn chorus, skylarks
flying vertically higher in the sky and
hovering to sing complex songs, the pair
of ravens that croaked as they flew low
over my head, the owl at night. Then
the eerie bark of the vixen (female fox)
that’s almost like a human cry, and the
way ewes can distinguish their own lamb
calling from far away. Much later in
different parts of the world I heard many
animals I’d never experienced before.
For example, in parts of the US I heard
the group cries of coyotes, the growl of a
racoon, the high squeals of bald eagles,
the territorial chatter of the hummingbird
as it dives in flight, a male elephant seal’s
deep clicking, a mockingbird copying the
red-tailed hawk and siren sounds. I always
wondered how these sounds related to the
lives of the animals, the sounds around
them and even to my human sounds. Each
of these memories is not just an isolated
sound either, because the memory of the
sound itself puts me directly back in the
places that I heard them, the time of day,
weather, environment, who I was with, all
those things. Sound evokes and provokes
memories, often with visceral feelings,
memories about relationships to people,
to animals and to environments. These
animal sounds form part of my web of
experiences and connection to the natural
world – sounds function on that level, they
are relational, emotive, psychological.
So, when I started working in a focused
way on navigation and orientation,
I was initially interested in the sonic

navigations of animals such as bats and
dolphins – their form of echolocation
and how they move through their
worlds. My project Sun Run Sun (2007-9)
explored these navigations through the
live sonification of GPS data, making us
aware of the process of how we move
and orient ourselves by using sound. This
interest led me to underwater research to
further understand the environment that
cetaceans inhabit and how fundamental
sound is to marine life. Sound is a primary
form of sensing in the ocean where light
levels are low and sound and pressure
waves travel uninterrupted for very long
distances. In such an environment, marine
animals are the experts and as humans
we are challenged to listen differently, to
change our perspective and learn from
them about their habitat and ways of life.
Of course, we need to do this through
highly mediated technological means, a
kind of lens through which we can piece
together the fragments and try to envision
the ocean environment.
Perhaps
the
most
researched
underwater sounds, certainly the most
alive in popular imagination, are the calls
of the humpback whales. I was interested
in how, when they were ‘discovered’ and
the patterns analysed, they became known
as ‘songs’ – a musical human concept.
The scientific focus was initially on the
sound formation – or song pattern – that
the whales make, a concept that made
it quickly into the popular imagination.
While this idea of a ‘song’ is important,
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it’s equally important to understand the
sonic context within which the animal is
making these sounds, which led me deeper
into underwater sound research and the
foundations of bioacoustics research,
where I made connections to individual
scientists working in this area.
I found that our methods and approaches
to these underwater sounds are inevitably
bound up with our human cultural and
technological bias. We listen in a variety
of ways, analytically but also emotionally
and musically. Could this give us any clue
into how other animals listen? It’s through
listening - what I call ‘conscious listening’ –
using our sonic consciousness, our innate
sonic intelligence, that can and does bring
us closer to other perspectives. I recently
found out that hearing is often the last
sense to go in the dying, and when no other
communication is possible, they can often
be reached and comforted through music.
This made me think of the importance of
the sense of care, of caring, towards that
which we do not necessarily know.
.

Thinking about your project “Melt
Me Into The Ocean” that includes
installations, performances, walks and
workshops in Santa Cruz (California)
using sounds from underwater in the
Monterey Bay, there is immediately
– through the title and the different
formats you developed– the act of
immerging oneself into a landscape that
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so moves from the background and starts
existing, it starts existing as a soundscape
too. Submarine settings and animals
are often unperceived or perceived
as distant, not only because they are
physically inaccessible but also because
they have been idealized or maybe
fictionalized through time. How much
is imagination part of the experiences
of listening and empathising? Should
we start deconstructing our “natural
environments imaginary” and try to reform our consciousness? How much is
your practice related to these aspects?
Yes, there is a physical distance in that
marine animals are of another scale,
physiology and environment that we can
only access in a limited way. And yes,
they are also fictionalized, spiritualized,
psychologized, they are the subject of
myths. There are also real, functional,
lived experiences and relationships to
marine animals. In my opinion we need to
recognise all of these aspects in a balanced
way to create a richness of understanding
and empathy towards these beings and the
ecologies that they are embedded within. If
you think of how we listen to ocean sounds
– we audify or sonify them, bringing them
into human audibility, we listen to them
in the ‘sweet spot’ of our hearing range
– listening from a necessarily human
centric place. As land animals we also
approach them from a terrestrial bias,
language and imagination. So, there is
even a ‘distancing’ that happens in our
attempting to understand these sounds.
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Imagination is critical, because without
it we cannot access our creativity - how
else can we imagine and implement
alternative ways in the future? But we
can use our imaginations in negative
ways too, selectively hearing only what
we want to hear, or interpreting in
biased or unfounded ways, or simply
wishful thinking. So what you refer to
as the ‘deconstruction of our natural
environments imaginary’ is as crucial a
process as it is when confronting issues
like racism, colonialism, gender bias. I
think that so much of our education and
media, even our science-fiction which
is imagining futures, rests on a sense of
the alien other that is separate from us, a
trope which is so familiar when thinking
of the natural world. And it’s that sense of
separation that lies at the foundation of
colonialism, racism and climate change.
I think that sound and listening has the
potential to reduce that sense of separation
and so is an act towards restoring our
consciousness towards the environment.
Our imagination is now easily replaced
by images of natural environments
through digital media. These environments
are mostly flattened and sanitized through
the digital viewing process, which often
allows us to maintain a sense of control
over them, so that we really have little
understanding about the vast biodiversity
in the world beyond representations on
a screen. The animal in us – the human
animal – will understand something
of these environments in a way that is

different from intellectual thought, that
includes intelligence of the body as well.
I think that conscious listening has the
ability to immerse us within situations and
places in a way that just looking at them
does not. We cannot distance ourselves so
easily from sounds. I’m working with the
intertwining of technological mediation
and the direct experience of environment,
where technology can augment our
understanding rather than replace it.
Melt Me Into The Ocean is really about
this kind of immersion – or immerging through listening while moving through
different spaces. It was originally created
to be encountered on the edge of the
Monterey Bay while hearing the multitude
of sounds from beneath the surface coming
from the deep ocean canyon. I’ve since
expanded this and taken these sounds
to distant places and environments,
including the desert and inner cities, so
that as you walk with the headphones the
sounds combine with the local place and
extend its presence in your imagination.
I was following a hunch that we might
listen in a different way and be present in
our locale differently. That we might pay
attention differently.
I think of creating a sense of ‘oceanic
consciousness’ which could come out of
this kind of listening, where again, that
separateness that comes from vision and
terrestrial concerns, melts as it encounters
the fluid qualities of the oceanic. I also
think that it’s important to question how
the imaginative is often considered as
8

Come posso camminare/nuotare/volare lontano con te?

something opposite to the factual. I know
from human experience that there are
very real layers of existence beyond the
everyday material fact, and my idea of
an oceanic consciousness acknowledges
this, working with it, rather than trying
to reason it away. For me, it’s really about
embracing a larger continuum of thought
and feeling. It seems to me to be to do with
how we orient ourselves.

I see, approaching and discovering
your projects there is a feeling of “being
situated” into the environment that
becomes both an imaginative and a
bodily experience. It is like stimulating
images that are inextricably linked with
us. The practice of listening is at the
same time an intimate and a collective
dimension. What is your approach in
creating an immersive participation?
There’s a mode of attention, a mind-state
if you like, that we can get into with the
help of sound. In my work I’m trying to
access this space, almost of the daydream,
an imaginative, immersive space that is at
the same time grounded in the here and
now. It’s reminiscent of the kind of mental
space that I visited when I was a young
child – it earned me family nicknames like
‘cloud nine’ and ‘cloud cuckoo land’ - and
in fact many young children (perhaps all?)
will fall into this imaginative daydream
sense of place quite easily (my adult self
was reminded of this when my daughter
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would unselfconsciously sing to the trees
at 2 years old). So my work is immersive,
while keeping peoples feet on the ground,
their bodies simultaneously oriented
and disoriented. I layer live sound and
displaced recorded sounds, and I create a
situation where the individual can explore
these sonic immersive spaces in their
own time and mind. I’m not interested in
telling people what to feel, or artificially
provoking mental states that they cannot
leave at will, or even controlling their
thought direction through narrative.
I try to create spaces, whether walks,
installations or performances, where
people can enter on their own terms and
self-reflect within them.
Sound and listening is essentially about
relationships, between parts of ourselves,
others and the world around us. I’ve been
interested in how the body holds trauma
within it, how anxiety is passed down
through generations, and how sound,
vibration and breath can help unblock
these held traumas. Our bodies are central
to our understanding of the world around
us, of our own wellbeing and interaction
with this world and others in it. My sense of
immersive participation is to include this
bodily knowledge, perception, orientation.
Perhaps my work will always be closer to
a sonic Augmented Reality than Virtual
Reality!.

Yes, the process of augmenting
reality is closer to the idea of accessing
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something that already exists. It sounds
to me more like “amplifying chances to
get in touch with” then making proposals
for alternative narrations. It is more
connected with the idea of exploring
and discovering. This description of
what you call mind-state reminds me
the interconnections between sounds
and memories you were discussing
before. I was also thinking that on the
occasion of some group-walks you were
collecting feedbacks from participants.
On one side this approach reinforces
engagement and participation. Are you
interested in archiving or working on
this type of data as well?
Yes, absolutely. Often the most
interesting conversations and ideas come
up with participants after experiencing
one of my sound walks. In Sun Run Sun:
Satellite Sounders, the navigation work
I mentioned earlier, I created a sound
piece that incorporated the responses of
many participants because they were so
spontaneous and unselfconscious, they
had a kind of lightness and life to them
that came out of wonder. I like that.
Another example is the Displaced Sound
Walk Workshop. I have participants walk
a route of their choice while recording
sound and then retrace that same route
a few minutes later while listening to the
recording. The displacement of the sound
provokes all sorts of reactions as the
perception of what they hear, see and feel
are slightly out of sync. I call these events
a workshop because they build on both

the individual participation and the group
conversations afterwards.
With Melt Me Into The Ocean I have been
inviting individuals or very small groups
to walk out to the lighthouse in Santa
Cruz while listening to the underwater
sounds. Since the pandemic I have been
having people participate online, where I
act as their eyes and local ears, extending
their place into this distant place even
further, embedding and layering places
and environments on top of each other.
Afterwards, we share any conversation
that might arise and there have been so
many interesting thoughts, all provoked
by the experience. Surprisingly, people
have consistently shared very personal
stories, not ones that I would record or
archive afterwards, but rather, signs of a
transformative experience. Realizing this
quality of the work, I was invited to share
it at a women’s trauma healing retreat and
it became one of the key experiences for
them. I am really interested in allowing
my work to have a life of it’s own and lead
the way out of the art world and into other
situations like this.

Your recent project “From a Whale’s
Back” (2020), that explores the visual
and sonic underwater world inhabited
by whales of different species from
Antarctica to the north eastern Pacific,
is based on one question: what might it
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mean to be oceanic? The first-personshot brings the viewer into this up
and down movement through water,
creating an immersive approach to
images. At the same time submarine
sounds land inside the viewers’ body.
Talking with Gabriela Galati (IPERCUBO
Gallery Director) we figured out this
chance that you give everyone to
experience a non-human point of view
without creating a juxtaposition or
a replacement. We should talk about
resonance and coexistence… How did
you start working on this project?
What might it be to be oceanic? I think of
this often. I stumbled on an enormous male
elephant seal the other day on a remote
beach up the coast from Santa Cruz. There
was only me and him. The next day I went
back with my daughter and we set out to
find him in the rain. He was still there and
she immediately fell into that mental space
I was talking about, and they sat with each
other quietly for a very long time. He was
resting after breeding season and before
going back to the remote ocean for the
majority of the year, where he will dive on
one breath for as long as 80 minutes at a
time and never land ashore. His oceanic
world and our terrestrial world met for
this moment at the edge, the small strip of
rocky coastline, immersed in rain and the
sound of waves.
I think this chance encounter is important
in what it reveals about our ability to
imagine beyond the everyday, and the
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importance of trying to imagine what it
might be to be oceanic in all its complexity.
So yes, resonance and coexistence are part
of this project, reaching for that sense of an
‘oceanic consciousness’ that I mentioned
earlier.
Although I’ve always been close to the
ocean, I started working specifically with
underwater sounds around 2007, and it
has been central to my practice ever since.
I created an immersive installation on
underwater noise pollution called Pink
Noise in 2009, worked with the sounds
of a robotic data-collecting sea-glider off
the North Pacific coast in Listening to the
Distance: Eagle in 2015, created a sound
walk on the whaling history of Dundee
using sounds from under the Arctic ice
in 2017 (both thanks to UW scientist Kate
Stafford), and Melt Me Into The Ocean in
2018 (thanks to John Ryan from MBARI2) .
I was interested in exploring sounds from
the perspective of a moving hydrophone,
building off what I’d experienced with
the sea-glider, so I started looking further
into tagging whales. I discovered that one
of the leading experts was at the same
university as me, Ari Friedlaender at UC
2 For further information about their research: Kate Stafford, Oceanographer at University
of Washington, How human noise affects ocean habits, TEDxCERN, November 2016 https://
www.ted.com/talks/kate_stafford_how_human_
noise_affects_ocean_habitats;
John Ryan, Researcher at Monterey Bay Aquarium Research Institute (MBARI)
https://www.mbari.org/technology/solving-challenges/persistent-presence/mars-hydrophone/.
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Santa Cruz, and so I contacted him and
began the conversation3. In this case I
was particularly interested in the video –
the view from these tags – in combination
with the sound. I wondered what would
happen if we could see their world at least
somewhat from their perspective, if we
could literally hitch a ride on their backs.
The team of scientists work with strict
permits and use small tags that attach by
suction cup and pop off within 24 hours
without hurting the whale. They do need
to follow the whale in a small boat to place
the tag when it surfaces and then retrieve
the tag from the ocean. With the help of
Ari’s lab, I sifted through hours of material
and chose parts that show other animals
in the field of view – whales, sealions,
jelly-fish - and changes in environment
like ice fields or deep dives. Watching the
scientists’ video documentation there is
this strange moment when the tag leaves
the pole and moves off with the whale –
our technological extension set out into
the world. So how do we look at this
material? What kind of image is it? Who’s
eyes? What privileged viewpoint do we
see from?
We are not seeing the whale’s perception
of its environment, but simply looking
through a small camera, hydrophone and
sensors, moving at high speed through
3 For further information on Ari Friedlaender’s
research: Ari Friedlaender, Marine Sciences,
University of California Santa Cruz, Bio-Telemetry and Behavioral Ecology Laboratory https://
btbel.pbsci.ucsc.edu/

the ocean carried by the whale. There
is something literally breath-taking
watching the videos as the whale breaks
through the surface to breathe, where we
catch a glimpse of our air-bound world
before plunging under again – I think
that watching it our own bodies start to
resonate with this breath and fluid motion
underwater. The work all comes back to
that same question: what might it mean to
be oceanic?

Distance is a word I would love to
explore with you starting from an
information that I found extremely
beautiful
regarding
animals’
communication:
humpbacks
can
court each other using sounds up to
a distance of 400 kilometres. When
I read this information, I couldn’t
stop thinking about how we have
been experiencing the condition of
separation (and silence) since the very
last year and I felt fascinated by this
idea of communicating and “fall in
love” despite the distance. Beside this
romantic view, submarine species and
underwater environments are altered
by humans’ habits also in terms of noise
pollution: there is a significant impact
of anthropogenic sound on marine
life. We rarely perceive ourselves as
sound makers. Sounds and noises we
produce are part of and not separated
from
an
environmental
pattern.
Interdependency is a way of thinking
and acting, of being situated into the
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world, that we all must start practicing.
How do you explore the concept of
distance?
Well one of the qualities of these
videos in From a Whale’s Back is that we
cannot see into the distance, the ocean
is murky and even though the animals
are moving at high speed, the distance
is very short. So, they must heavily rely
on other forms of sensing such as sound
to move through this environment. And
as we know, sound can travel enormous
distances through layers of the ocean. In
Listening to the Distance: Eagle, I worked
specifically with this difference between
looking into the distance, using multiple
lenses that draw a detail of the view closer
through magnification, and listening to
the distance which is a far more expansive
mode, where the microphone doesn’t focus
in on a detail but takes in more and more
vagueness and overlay of distant sounds.
I combined the images of the eagles, with
their incredible vision, with the sounds of
the distant sea-glider combing the ocean
for months at a time.
From this point on I have been
fascinated by distance. For example, how
technology can bring distant places closer
to us, how sounds and environments can
be displaced across distances and placed
into other situations, and how we can have
a psychic ability to connect across distance
– on some level there is no distance. I think
we’ve all experienced these contradicting
feelings during the pandemic in various
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ways – a feeling of being both very present
and very distant at the same time. I became
acutely aware of this when, during the
pandemic, my mother died the other side
of the world from me and I could not be
physically present. But I realize that I was
able to be very present on some level, a
sense of connection that was not created
by, but amplified by the communication
technology. So, what does this do to our
experience of place itself? I am fascinated
by the sensation that we can experience
and be present in multiple places at once.
And this actually gives me hope for the
environmental movement and the ideas
of presence that we discussed at the
beginning.
Anthropogenic noise pollution in the
ocean is an enormous problem for ocean
life. And again, because we can’t hear it
ourselves, we are generally unaware of its
magnitude. However, we also experience
and understand stress and this relates
to a new project that I’m following with
the same group of scientists. They are
monitoring changes in whale stress
hormone levels in relation to the sudden
drop in human-noise in the ocean during
the first weeks of the pandemic and
comparing it to usual current levels of
noise. Does the quietening of human life,
the stilling of human ‘doing’, enable us
to witness our unhealthy impact on the
environment? I’m hoping that this pause
- sometimes called the anthropause – can
cast light on this issue and make us change
our habits. Which brings us back to the
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beginning of our conversation about giving
presence. How can we understand such a
‘distant’ problem without being witness to
it in some way? I think that it is crucial that
the upcoming generations understand and
are exposed to these problems early on,
as distance is also temporal and not only
spatial, and climate change is a multigenerational problem. My current project,
Children of the Ocean, explores these
ideas, considering the interconnections
of young generations of multiple species
including humans. I would like us to ask
each other and our fellow multi-species
inhabitants of this planet, “how can I walk/
swim/fly to the distance with you”?
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Whale (Dundee), 2017, sound walk at Dundee
Harbor, Scotland.
Photo courtesy of NEoN Digital Arts Dundee

Whale (Dundee), 2017, sound walk at Dundee
Harbor on historic ship RRS Discovery, Scotland.
Photo courtesy of NEoN Digital Arts Dundee
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Whale-walk Headphones.
Photo: Yolande Harris

Listening to the Distance: Eagle, 2015,
video still, Yolande Harris
Courtesy dell'artista e di galleria IPERCUBO

Listening to the Distance: Eagle, 2015,
video still, Yolande Harris
Courtesy dell'artista e di galleria IPERCUBO
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From a Whale’s Back, 2020,
installation view with the artist,
Radius Gallery, Santa Cruz, California.
Photo: RR Jones

From a Whale’s Back, 2020, installation view,
Radius Gallery, Santa Cruz, California.
Photo: RR Jones

Melt Me Into The Ocean, 2018,
sound walk at Santa Cruz Harbor,
looking out at the Monterey Bay, California.
Photo: Madison Heying

From a Whale’s Back, 2020, video still,
Radius Gallery, Santa Cruz, California.
Photo: Yolande Harris
Courtesy dell'artista e di galleria IPERCUBO

17

Yolande Harris

From a Whale’s Back, 2020, video still,
Radius Gallery, Santa Cruz, California.
Photo: Yolande Harris

From a Whale’s Back, 2020, installation view,
Radius Gallery, Santa Cruz, California.
Photo: RR Jones

Melt Me Into The Ocean, 2018,
sound walk at Santa Cruz Harbor,
looking out at the Monterey Bay, California.
Photo: Yolande Harris
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