
Description
Sonic Pond begins when serendipitous participants are enticed to follow verbal cues as they pass 
through Cathedral Park, located in Buffalo NY.  Cathedral Park is a triangular space bordered by Main 
Street to the North East, Pearl Street to the South West, Pearl Avenue to the South East, and St. Paul’s 
Cathedral to the North West.  The park measures 310 feet from Main Street to Pearl Street, and 45 feet 
from Pearl Avenue to St. Paul’s Cathedral. The park is a well used lunch spot and busy pedestrian 
pathway linking the arterials of Main and Pearl Streets, which are central hubs servicing the public 
transportation bus and light rail systems. Built in benches and tables provide nooks and crannies for rest 
and leisure.  Thirty-eight Maple trees create a forested feeling within the city.  I have identified eighteen 
trees centered within the stand of Maples for Sonic Pond.  A 180-degree sensor held within a small birds 
nest securely fastened to the trees, transmits serial data via a radio modem interfaced as a wireless link 
to a nearby building.  Three locations for wireless connection have been identified within two buildings 
immediately adjacent to Cathedral Park. The serial data contains distance information, i.e. how far away a 
person is.  The sensor sends out a value of 0% to the micro controller when no person is within 13 ft.  
When the sensor detects a change in reading, such as when a person is within the 13 ft. radius, the 
proximity sensing values change.  The interfaced micro controller would then transmit the message via 
the wifi signal “Hey, come closer” through a 2 inch speaker located in the birds nest. The sonic entry 
point uses languages of the regions populations including Seneca, English, French, Italian, Polish, Irish, 
Somali, Spanish, and Chinese. The message continues to loop through the languages, as the micro 
controller makes changes in volume proportional to the distance measured, by decreasing in volume, as 
the person gets closer to the tree and the corresponding birds nest. When the person is approximately 3 
ft. from the tree, the message changes to music composed of looped recordings from subterranean, and 
underwater environments.  Through proximity to the tree, the person eventually causes the reading to 
reach 100% remaining at a consistent volume. When the readings get lower again, the micro controller 
interprets this as the person leaving and returns to its original multilingual message of “Hey, come closer”.  
Each Maple tree has its own bird’s nest containing a micro controller, wireless interface and speaker, and 
behaves independent of the other trees, while responding to the closest person within its own range.  As 
a person walks through the park, they trigger one sensor at a time as the sensors behave independent of 
each other, creating an affect like ripples in a pond.  Plaques, placed at the edges of the park or at the 
base of the trees containing graphical language, point to the Sonic Pond URL where the participants may 
pin their experiences and thoughts to the project location as a feedback loop.  The URL will provide links 
to relevant organizations and will serve as a place for further dialogue engagements and call to action 
resources.
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Context
Pervasive computing and locative media technologies used to enhance our daily 
experiences also help us to better understand the places we occupy; both the unseen and 
seen.  Augé defines place as relational, historical and concerned with identity, and as 
something that never exists in pure form, but that always reconstitutes itself. Sonic Pond, 
an audio derive of unfamiliar places transmitted through sonic recordings, is at its core, a 
representation of reconstituting environments. While we inherently understand our location 
from street noises, signs, buildings and the people who surround us, our sense of location 
is less acute when the cues are originated 20 feet underground, or 20 miles off shore.  We 
are often acquainted with these distant places in the abstract through our water bills 
describing the infrastructure of our cities, in regard to subterranean experiences; or through 
advertisements convincing us to take advantage of an aqua tour / fishing vessel cruise for 
an afternoon of pleasure.  Pigeon Blog by Beatriz da Costa measures the poor air quality of 
Southern California and records the data using pigeons as spectacle.  Like Pigeon Blog, I 
am interested in sparking people’s imaginations about environmental issues such as 
hydrofracking, by focusing attention to the earth under our feet and the resources of Lake 
Erie, through sonic records of these unfamiliar territories.  Our natural resources are treated 
as commodities and as unconnected parts of ourselves. With subterranean and 
underwater recordings, I intend to present a context to frame thinking about our place 
within nature, hydrofracking and how Buffalo NY is directly linked.  The use of multilingual 
recordings will present for the listener of Sonic Pond, a reference to their location, 
reminding the listener that we live and share our one earth and our resource of water with 
many unseen people.  On February 9 2011, a ban went into effect prohibiting the Buffalo 
Sewer Authority to have hydrofracking water treated in the same plant as normal drinking 
water. The Common Council also banned any form of natural gas extraction in Buffalo. 
While no known deposits of Marcellus Shale underlie Buffalo, in 2010 Pennsylvania drilled 
1,386 Marcellus Shale wells.  Water does not respect legislative boundaries, and the 
negative environmental repercussion that may happen in Pennsylvania or Central New York 
because of hydrofracking, will be felt in Buffalo.  Lake Erie is the fourth largest of the five 
great lakes, and as the shallowest and shortest lake in the system; it is renewed from 
upstream sources every three years.  An important water resource, the Great Lakes region 
can be considered the Saudi Arabia of fresh water.  Hydrofracking has the potential of 
polluting our fresh water resource with the toxic waste it produces.  Moreover, while Buffalo 
has banned this practice, Cleveland Ohio, which resides on the banks of Lake Erie has not.  
Marc Böhlen’s presentation of Micro Public Places reminds us that each technical 
invention, invents in turn, its corresponding accident.  Following this logic and looking to 
the recent environmental failures of hydrofracking, we may assume that a toxic disaster 
awaits us.  Ultimately, Sonic Pond asks what reconstitution can be in the face of a 
challenging economy knowing that we are collectively responsible to the planet, and finally 
to each other.



Audience
The audience of Sonic Pond includes, but is not limited to any person 
who happens to pass by the 18 Maple trees, or any of the three plaques 
located in the park. The audience will also include those who engage 
with the Sonic Pond web site.  Sonic Pond is fully accessible regardless 
of socioeconomics, language, or age. The Sonic Pond URL will be 
linked to other arts, cultural, educational, environmental and activist 
organizations, and will be regularly updated with audience feedback and 
project documentation.  Artist talkbacks will be conducted in the park.  
Presentations of Sonic Pond will be offered in the K – 12 Buffalo School 
Systems, and the organizations that may support Sonic Pond, or are in 
proximal distance to the installation.  These organizations may include 
St. Paul’s Cathedral, Big Orbit Sound Lab, and Middle Early College 
High School among others. Press releases will be submitted to local 
and national newspapers about Sonic Pond,  as well as public service 
announcements to the local radio stations.  Artists will be invited to 
contribute sonic recordings as a way to engage other geographies using 
the project as a link.  Sonic Pond will be submitted to conferences and 
exhibitions, and to other communities in the US for public installation.



Impact
Sonic Pond is an installation that blends with the aesthetics 
of the park.  The recorded, multilingual voices are soft 
spoken, and inviting.  The environmental sonic recordings 
are also subtle and discreet to encourage close contact with 
nature, in essence creating “tree huggers” out of the 
audience.  The accompanying navigational plaques and the 
Sonic Pond web site will conform to this aesthetic.  
Perceived as a fun engagement, Sonic Pond’s deeper 
message is about a different awareness regarding the health 
of our planet.  The feed back loop process within the infra 
structure of the installation, and the many outreach and 
audience development activities will provide entry points for 
dialogue about our planet and how we are all collective 
stewards. Conferences and exhibitions will provide a 
platform for intellectual engagements. These activities will 
be indicated on the Sonic Pond web site as a way to engage 
divergent populations as a larger community. Since artist 
contributors will be invited to participate by providing sonic 
recordings, they too will be impacted as they investigate the 
deeper environments within their own locations.  As the 
generative artist my personal development and growth will 
be impacted by the challenges this project will present, and 
the subsequent directions this project will propel me toward.
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