December 21, 2008
China Blue interview on new CD “Under Voices”

Interviewed by Andrea Polli

Andrea Polli-I’m so excited, I really love your work and to get a chance to hear more of the inside background of it and everything.

So I feel ready to start at anytime

China Blue-Sure lets go ahead and push the on button and we can go from there.

Johnny Farrow-Yes I have been recording this whole thing.

CB-Haha

AP-Haha So you are listening to Giant Ear))) via the webcast air waves via the phone lines because it is a blizzard out there and we are all snowed in and so were actually talking to our special guest China Blue via telephone. She is up in Rhode Island. There is also Johnny Farrow and myself Andrea Polli NYSAE member that are down here in New York doing the broadcast. 

JF-Hello.

AP-So China thank you so much for talking to us today.

CB-I am very excited to be here…haha.

AP-Over phone lines anyway. I was so thrilled when you agreed to do this interview because I have been a fan of your work for a long time and I have just been fascinated by your most recent CD. The “Under Voices” CD which takes seismic recordings of the Eiffel Tower I believe mixed with a bunch of other things. I believe it is an amazing work of art and I’d love to hear more how you created that piece. What was the process? How did you come up with the concept of doing the seismic recording of the Eiffel Tower?

CB-Well it was a simple yet exceedingly complex processes. You know I don’t know how it is with you but I came up with the idea and I thought you know it would be really cool to be able to record the Eiffel Tower and that’s where it began haha! Like a random fascination, like wouldn’t it be cool if…That began actually probably I guess maybe already two years ago or at least a year and a half ago I would say. I guess what sort of inspired it was in 2005 I was on top of the Eiffel Tower with my then boyfriend and then proposed to me.

AP-Wow!

CB-And so I have this very specific relationship and romantic relationship with the Eiffel Tower. It’s so funny because I have been to Paris many times and never to the top. On that particular trip I thought oh well let’s just go and be tourists. Let do something really different so we did!

AP-That was totally unexpected
CB-I know!

AP-Had he planned it or was it spontaneous?

CB-No he had planned it for a number of months.

AP-Wow!

CB-And he had told me that it was something he was extremely nervous about. He is not one to hold a secret you know. He is usually really ready to spew the information out at any second so he had to restrain himself until we got to the top.

AP-That is so romantic. So then you must have had a personal relationship with that place. You then wanted to somehow I guess create a monument or kind of memory for everyone about that. That is wonderful.

CB-Yeah exactly and that was sort of the beginning of the idea and actually recording and how people have their memories and there relationship to it. As well as there own experiences of it and a lot of the time those memories are specific to the people and very ephemeral. Like sound is ephemeral. 

AP-And the process of recording the Eiffel Tower?

CB-It was a complicated process for sure one of the things we had to do was get the authorization to be able to do it which I thought which I thought would be very difficult and it started to be but when I picked them up and called them and talked to them about the project they said sure why not.

AP- That is the city of Paris?

CB- Actually it is run by a private institution, so they said yeah its for your art why not and that’s the way the French are about art.

AP- What it takes technically to do this recording? Because this wasn’t a normal 
kind of thing.

CB-Right, well there was two processes involved. We had two styles of recording equipment that we took with us. One was the binaural microphones which  are basically microphones that record the ambient world as you hear it. So it is from the listener’s viewpoint that these microphones operate.  And we use those in conjunction with digital recorders. So those were pretty straightforward. They were autonomous systems. The other one’s that we used were the seismic sensors that are arranged in array form. Those were a custom design system I was able to put together. Basically that particular system was designed to actually pick up the vibrations of the structure. Now the way that was laid out. We had two connected to pick up the vibrations of two legs of an arch. Basically the way that it operates is that if you were to pick up the vibrations of these two legs, then I would be able to capture the whole full vibration from bottom to top because they sum up everything from the very top to the very bottom.

AP-So I am trying to picture the Eiffel Tower. It actually has four legs on the bottom?

CB-Yes it has four legs on the bottom. Exactly and the way the array was managed was one of the two microphones was placed at the base of each arch. So if you look at an arch you will see how it is the basic support that supports the complete structure that extends above it. On that particular arch is the sum of all the vibrations that occur above it.

AP-So when you were doing these seismic recordings, were you going at certain times where there might be more or less activity to kind of get a range? What sort of time period were you recording?

CB-We started recording in the morning we had limited windows to work in. So we began in the morning and on that particular day there was a tremendous amount of wind blowing on that structure. So that really enhanced our capabilities of getting a wide range of the actual motion in the structure. 

AP-That’s funny because the wind is usually a problem when your recording. But in this case it was an advantage. 

CB-You know you’re right. We didn’t need to have our filters on.

AP-So it was just a one-day process that got all of the recordings?

CB- I had a team of seven people working with me because I had a very small window time and a large amount of surface to cover. We did these seismic recordings on I guess a total of four different levels. Not only that particular level, we worked in the sub basement and all the different levels above as you move up the Eiffel Tower. We had an enormous amount of surface to cover so I had a team of seven and we worked over a period of two days.

AP- Are there certain areas that you were able to gain access to that are not available to the public?

CB-Yeah that part was so exciting there were two areas that were not open to the public. One is the sub-basement, which they call the machine room. That is where all the equipment is stored and each leg has one of these bellow the base of the Eiffel Tower. There is an enormous array of equipment, there were things I have never seen before and I had no idea what they did.

AP-I must have been pretty historical. I imagine that these are things that have been running since the tower was built.

JF-You know, I heard the sub-basement is where they store all the cheese.

AP-Wine.

JF-Oh yeah, the wine and the cheese. Did they show you that part?

AP-And the snails.

JF-Oh right and the escargot…I’ll try not to interject to many things like that.

CB- Well it was kind of exciting because there was Seth Harowitz who was the head scientist on the team, who said it was sort of like ummpa loompa land. Because it was just a beautiful array of machinery that go back to the beginning of the Eiffel Tower and some of them are very recently built. Everything is beautifully painted in primary colors. Bright red gears, big blue pushing things, and there is this big yellow thing they call an accumulator. Which is about a ten foot wide round thing that moves up and down. It fills up with oil then it sets the oil so we have this spewing sound. Everything is moving vertically, horizontally and circles. It was just spectacular in terms of the acoustics we could get as well as the visuals. 

AP-Tell me more a little about this team, how did you manage to find these scientists that were willing to do this crazy art project?

CB-I realized early on it would be important to put together a team that would be willing to do the recordings. I could not do them all myself and it would be helpful to have a group of people working on a project. So Seth Horrowitts is a neuro-scientist from Brown University and he was the chief technical officer and advisor for all the recording equipment as well as the processes that we put into place. He also managed the team, his specialty is researching how humans hear and process hearing. And he studies that in relationship to frogs as well as humans.

AP-He was the person that gave you the feed back about creating this array? Or was that yet another scientist you were working with?

CB-No he was the one that headed advising technical aspects, the actual recording devices that would work as well as the processes.

AP-What were some of his reactions to the projects process and final results of the project?

CB-He thought it was a great idea fortunately for me. He came up with this recommendation for this seismic sensor array. Which was something that took a little bit of development on my part. It required a fair amount of soddering on my part and aligning of all the cabling. One thing I was anticipation was all the cabling I needed to take with me to Paris. I ended up taking three hundred and fifty feet of cable. One of the things I was concerned about was how do I get that through the airport?

AP-Did they say anything or think it was strange.

CB-What I did was when I packed everything up I put an instruction manual about a seismic senor in next to it. So if there to open the case and see 350 feet of cable and sensors and stuff. They look a little bit like stuff that would inspire them to open up the case. 

AP-Right because the seismic sensors themselves are like little metal discs or something? Is that what they look like?

CB-Basically they are round and tall. They are 3 to 4 inches in diameter and about 4 to 5 inches tall. I use the small ones out of metal. So if when it came up on the scan, they would pop up like “what the hell is this?” They come in brass cases so I had 6 of those, 350 feet of cable, back up duck tape, plastic electrical tape, pliers, you know haha.

AP-Wow it really looked like you were going to do something then.

CB-Yeah haha I didn’t want to get to the Eiffel Tower and say, “Oh damn I really need some pliers.” 

AP-Exactly. Now did those seismic sensors get recorded onto a digital recorder like you were doing with the bin orals. 

CB-I did have to hack them because they are not designed to go on to any sort of recording device directly. So I attached jacks to them and basically I’m working with the Zoom H4 digital recorders. So what I did was actually use them in a series of two’s, I was able to attach to them the Zoom and be able to record on two simultaneous tracks. So I was able to get two sources and inherently separated.  So that I could be able to listen to their individual re-recordings but be able to get the full range of the motion of the wind against the surface as basically a stereo track.

AP-So you already have these incredible binaural recordings. I am assuming your doing the in-ear binaurals?

CB-Yes

AP- So your getting these intense stereo images of the ambient sound around and at the same time also have the stereo image of the seismic vibrations. So you’re almost experiencing what it feels like to be the Eiffel Tower if your listening to this on headphones, in a way. That is so fascinating.

CB-Yes it is interesting because the fact that when you walk through the normal world these are usually the sounds you would filter out. Sounds of people talking around you, random conversation, lots of different languages, children laughing and running from left to right, all the various things that happen in public spaces. When you record them, oh my gosh it’s just a rich, rich acoustic environment that your constantly present in. Also what was fascinating was you don’t hear the actual sounds of the structure. Those were sub sonic, the fact that we could record them is due to the fact they do exist. Just because you can hear it does not mean it’s something you would normally be in tune too. So what we were able to do was raise the volume that a normal ear can hear. So you can have the actual the hidden sounds of the structure in conjunction with the binaural recordings.

AP-The results are so beautiful. And maybe we can play this first piece, which is the title track of the CD called “Under Voices”, and take a little listen

(Track Plays)

AP-Well that was amazing that is the title track of China Blue’s “Under Voices”. China that is so resonant, that’s so incredible. Was that purely the seismic vibrations of the tower?

CB-Yes it is.

AP-I’m speechless I can’t even believe it. There is almost this kind of harmony happening between the visual beauty and elegance of that structure and the vibrations that are happening. Is that what you think is going on with that.

CB-Well…I guess you put it more eloquently than I could have. It is certainly amazing when I’m in the depths of the technical aspects to think about it in that way is certainly a step outside of my little box. It was astonishing how much richness and fullness that was existent in the wind moving against the structure.

AP-It almost makes you think that being in that place that somehow those vibrations are also influencing your experience. Even though that you can’t consciously hear them, it makes you think that is somehow also apart of the experience in a subliminal level.

CB-Yes

AP-Now some of the tracks on this are some of a mixing going on with the seismic sounds as well as the other sounds. So here is the second track called “Crypto Keys”.

(Track 2 Plays)

Now what are we listening to there, it sounds almost like telephone keys?

CB-DTMF tones they are telephone tones when you dial a telephone. Especially on a cell phone you will hear different sounds associated with different tones. The focus of this particular piece is a little about the history of the Eiffel Tower as it was used as a communications source and a counter espionage source.

AP-Really? Tell me a little about that.

CB-One of the little know aspects of the Eiffel Tower Gustavo Estelle made the first radio tower at the very top of the Eiffel Tower and it happens to be the tallest in the world. So during the war, it was used as a way to infiltrate some of the espionage information that was being passed amongst spies. The recordings that you heard such as the “Quack Quack”, I forget how it all goes but that’s an original spy message.

AP-This is something you got from the Smithsonian or got from the historical achieves.

CB-These were short wave messages that was a way during the war to pass on information. No one knows how to translate them. Often time’s women were used as the carriers of this information. That was used in conjunction with the Dtmf tones, which were derived from statistics of the Eiffel tower. It was a other way to bead information into the piece. So I used basic statistics about the Eiffel tower how many pieces of iron were used, how many rivets, how tall it is you know just some basic architectural aspects of it that are known and converted them into these DTMF tones and used those as another resource of information.

AP-That is really fascinating. I wanted to ask you something about Eiffel, now when the tower was originally built was Eiffel planning on this building to be a radio tower?

CB-Eiffel was a classic scientist. He was always experimenting and creating new pieces of equipment and one of those things were a radio antenna. And he decided on putting it on the Eiffel Tower and see what he could pick up.

AP-And is it still used for communications transmission? Is there cell phone stuff on the tower now?

CB-There are cell phone things on the tower but they’re traditional ones that will recognize. I don’t know if they still continue using the antenna. But it is still considered the tallest in the world. So there is some use for it.

AP-That is fascinating. The next piece on this disc we are listening to China Blue who is here with us via telephone on Giant Ear. We are listening to selections from Under Voices the recordings of the Eiffel Tower and the next piece is called “The Wind and the Accordionist.”

(Track plays)

So this piece we just heard “The Wind and the Accordionist” what are we listening to?
CB-The resource material is of course the wind against the Eiffel Tower the basic recordings we were just discussing earlier. I wanted to give it a little bit more of a social environment to give it a sense of presence in Pairs. One of the classical sounds of Paris is the accordion sound. This actually is some bits and pieces of Edith Piaf who is a French icon. And I wanted to have this kind of juxtaposition so you have again the structure components as with the cultural components operating in conjunction.

AP-This I notice there are two “The Wind and Accordionist” pieces on this CD. The second piece is also the same kind of combination of sounds.

CB-Yes it is. It is a reprieve so I just put it a little bit later so there would be a lot more variety in the CD. But it is a continuation of the same combination of sounds operating in a slightly different relationship to each other.

AP- So lets play that, this is track five on Under Voices The Wind and the Accordianist Reprieve” by China Blue

(Track Plays)

So the fourth piece on this CD is called “Memory Strain” so lets listen to that piece.

(Track Plays)

That was “Memory Strain” by China Blue from Under Voices. Now this piece seems now to be mixing with other voices. Were those voices you recorded with the binaurals on the tower?  Or are these other types of voices as well?

CB-Yes actually that particular one, “holy crum!” is indeed from one of the binaural recordings and we were at the very top of the tower. There was this big group of kids that came to the top and I happened to be standing at the stair well. Which goes from the internal aspects of the Eiffel tower to the external ones where you can get out onto walking areas to the outside. Kids came spewing out and as they came out there was all these comments like, “Holy crum”, “Were really here”, “oh my gosh”, “It’s so beautiful”, “it’s incredible”. And it was so cute to hear these little kids come running out. 

AP-Yeah. So why the title “memory strain” what were you thinking about when you were making this?

CB-What I was thinking about was the viewpoint of the elevator operators. As the elevators move up and down the tower. Throughout the day the operators are there day in and day out listening to the conversation of the people as they come in, as they stand in the elevators, as they anticipate arrival, or after their experiences of being on the top and leaving. There is a combination of elements that go into place in the viewpoint of the operator which is that particular acoustic viewpoint. As well as their sense of memory as time goes by because that is their job they do day in and day out. For them that is their focal point. In addition to that there are additional acoustic fragments of historical pieces that pan in a vertical motion to mimic the elevator going up and down. 

AP-What were the historical pieces you used in that?

CB-I used works again by Edith Piaf and Marisa Chevalier and other artists who are identified with classic French music.

AP-That is so wonderful. The next piece is track 6 from “under voices” by China Blue and it is called “iron rhythm”.

(Track plays)

That was Iron Rhythm by China Blue and we are here talking to the artist over the phone lines. What are those rhythms we are hearing?

CB-They are based off the machine room as we discussed earlier. This particular piece is based off all the recordings that we had done in the sub basement. I think it is a very quirky kind of piece. The rhythms are kind of bizarre in their mechanical sense.

AP-Although it does not sound like machines necessarily to me I was sort of thinking about the people you see on the sub way playing the trashcans and the buckets. That’s kind of made me think about in the rhythm. It doesn’t sound machine like it sounds almost human.

CB-Right, I can see how you could think that. Well I tried to give it a rhythmic aspect without deviating to far from the mechanical aspects. What we did was we were able to capture the sound of the chariots, which is a big machine that moves horizontally from left to right and it makes this loud slamming sound and moves back again. And then some of the other sounds in the machine room where the humming and motors constantly moving in the background. That was the focus of this particular piece to just be able to capture all of this that goes on in the under belly of the Eiffel Tower. It’s just an enormous physical effort that supports this very airy structure.

AP-It’s so fascinating and amazing you were able to get into these lesser known areas. So we can play the last piece on “under voices” and this is called “The woeful tale of jack the snail”

(Track Plays)

That was “the woeful tale of jack the snail” from China Blue’s “Under Voices”. Now that piece is pretty different than the other pieces on the CD. What’s going on there?

CB-Oh it is so completely different that’s because this piece is not by me. What I did was give some of the raw files to this friend of mine Lance Massey who is the creator of the t-mobile ring tone. And I said you know I want people to play with these files. I want to have other people do stuff with it besides just myself. And I would encourage people to just play with it, you wanna do that? And he said sure I’ll make a piece. And he made this sort of Tom Waits in some style in some cases. He wrote this story about jack the snail and what happens to him.  It’s a very dark story and it has a women who is speaking some of the parts that was translated in French so it would have the French characteristic. And it’s just a really great pop piece because he is sort of a pop kind of guy. 

AP-Right and So the sounds he heard of the tower inspired him to write this whole lyric and kind of pop piece of music is amazing.

CB-Well you can hear it in the very beginning as the piece starts up that is some of the basic raw material that he incorporated and the he added on everything else on top of that but he used that as the under structure of the work.

AP-How much raw material did you end up with? You had seven people recording for all day basically.

CB-Actually we had 4 recording devices and numbers of hours. Hundreds of hours, when we were actually recording I would say we have at least ten hours of recording material.

AP-Well I can’t say enough about how wonderful this piece is. How can people obtain this? From your website?

CB-Yeah from 
AP-And have you gotten a response for people remixing some of these files.

CB-Well we already have Lance Massy and a number of other people who are experimenting. Everyone is enjoying the fact they have this material available. 

AP-Your still open that some of the listeners to Giant Ear))) might be inspired and get a thumb drive and try it and submit some mixes to you as well.

CB-I would love them to. It would be really exciting.

AP-I think it is really inspiring and is there certain guidelines that you would like people to go by like any certain length? Or just keeping it open to whatever people are inspired?

CB- I am just going to keep it open to whatever the people want to do. I think just based on the practical limits of the CD you know a long piece may not work as well. But other than that, whatever anybody wants to do is exciting to me. I would like to share this material with everybody. It’s unique and interesting and I’m excited to hear what other people would like to do with it. 

AP-Cool. You know talking to you about this project, there is something that has been in the back of my head. And a lot of people involved in photography and acoustic ecology. Not in a struggle but we think what is it we are actually doing? I was curious do you define yourself as a composer? How do you define what it is that you do? Your kind of a conceptual artist. How do you like to describe that? Because that is always a problem.

CB-Well I always resolve that problem by trying not to deal with it. For your listeners’ information I come to this work from a viewpoint of a visual artist. And I have backed into an arena that I didn’t know existed until I started doing this kind of work. But I guess one could say I am approaching this from a viewpoint as a conceptual artist. But what kept me riveted on this particular project besides all the other aspects that are so exciting about it was how to resolve this particular aspect of combining the social and the physical sonic characteristics.  It made me realize these things are operating in conjunction and operating simultaneously in the world we live in. I just realize it creates a new phenomenon that is the sum of these two elements and somehow it sums up the physical, the social, psycho-acoustics and it extends how we perceive the world around us. And it gave me a new way of looking at my world. So I find it is from a perceptual viewpoint behind the issues of the technical and the social is it gives us another way of seeing the world. Which I think is really fascinating.

AP-I think this idea of the combining of the social and physical aspects of the sonic world is really fascinating. Do you think there is a relationship between the things that have been happening in technology specifically media technology and communications technology and our and others artist’s ability to express this idea or observe this phenomenon? Do you think technology plays a role?

CB-Well it certainly did with my work. To have a portable digital deck with me that was within a financial range that was very recent, like within the last few years. Being able to combine the scientific aspects to wire them up and assemble everything in the right manner was basically a technical feet. But in terms of new technology the Zoom’s really helped enormously. In the past we could have gone with a dat system but until recently they have been rather expensive. And when you buy four of them that can become pretty costly. On the recording side it is bring them into a computer so having computers available in order to mix them. Which certainly has enabled me to work a lot more fluidly than if I were to work in an analog system and to manage all of this particular material it would have taken a lot longer to work on an analog method.

AP-And now to be able to share these raw files through the Internet is another kind of huge change.

CB-And on a thumb drive, It is such a little tiny thing.

AP-So you just closed an exhibition in New York called the Aqua Alta. Can you tell me about that project?

CB-Lets see if I can backtrack a little tiny bit. The Aqua Alta piece was the piece that I did when I was invited to participate in the Venice festival called Open Eleven that was held in San Sa Volo which is one of the islands in Venice over the summer time. And this was in conjunction with the architecture Be En All Ain Venice. I was invited to do a piece of Venice from the viewpoint of the gondolas. So I used actually a similar system to what we just discussed to create this piece. I recorded from where the gondola would be floating down through the canals. I was recording both from a bin oral viewpoint as well as with the subsonic recording devices. 

AP-These were attached to the sides of the gondolas?

CB-yes they were attached to the floor of the gondola.

AP-Venice is now completely under water right now I think

CB-It’s so tragic, in some areas the last I paid attention to it in some areas it was up to your neck in height.

AP-Was there a lot of concern about that when you were out there recording?

CB-Well it is an ongoing concern ever since Venice was built but more recently it has become more of a problem due to the ecology issues and more often now Venice is being flooded now more frequently about this time of year. But this particular year it was exceedingly high.

AP-I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s amazing.

CB-It’s frightening and that’s why I wanted to do Aqua Alta. I wanted to point to the issues that were occurring in Venice and with Venice it’s totally surrounded in water. And water is the focus of Venice, it’s every day and night you hear the sound of water splashing onto the stairs, or lapping into the doorways. If your in the gondola you hear the water against the gunnels of the gondola. And wherever you go all you hear is the water, which is kind of like a background noise that is constantly there. It is really beautiful and it makes you feel at peace because it is so calming. And yet you have that oppositional aspect which is also a source of really serious problems there.

AP-It is basically eroding away all the architecture there.

CB-Yes and the art too.

AP-So how was Aqua Alta presented then in the gallery settings it has been shown in.

CB-I presented it in Open Eleven in summer time and I was excited about presenting again in New York. What I did was show it at a 5.1 surround sound acoustic experience. The basic ideal was to give the listener an impression of being completely enveloped in water. So again I combined the same sound sources with the sources of the water as well as the recordings from the gondolas as well as the bin oral recordings. And the really interesting part was with the sub sonic recordings. They acted as little antennas and so every once and a while I’d pick up a radio station. So I’d have little bits of radio songs or a radio chatter that would pop in then pop out.

AP-Transmitted somehow through the water?

CB-Through the lines.

AP-And this is a selection by China Blue

(Track Plays)

Your listening to Giant Ear and that was Aqua Alta by China Blue one of her most recent recordings. China will this be available to people in a CD form?

CB-I hope to have it very soon available. Watch my website!

AP-www.chinablueart.com. You know what is really hard for me to believe it was just a really just a two year process because what has come out of it. I mean just getting the permissions and the mixes are so beautiful with the archival historical research you did.

CB-Well thank you but actually it was less than that. 

AP-Wow because you came up with the idea and it became just a matter of figuring it out. That’s an intense process.

CB-We recorded on September of 2007 and I got the authorization I think in the springtime. So I spent the summer trying to figure out all the equipment. And when I would go and then going that’s when it began to became really intensive. But I did the body of the mixes were done in probably within 3 or 4 months to do them. 

AP-Knowing exactly what you wanted?

CB-No that was very difficult because I’ve done anything like this on this sort of scale with the goal of having a number of pieces and the idea of having a cohesive CD. And my approach in the past is to not do as much mixing and keeping it a lot more raw. So in terms of creating pieces I wanted them to have content to them and have a conceptual underpinning. So that was critical for me to make more than one. If you have just one thing and you say ok this is it, that’s easier than creating something like “Crypto Keys”. Creating this conceptual underpinning and then trying to develop a kind of acoustic piece that articulates it.

AP-There are so many perspectives and angles on this fantastic historical and international landmark it is known around the world. So there are so many elements that you have to address it in a number of different perspectives.

CB-I agree with you completely. 
