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“What is essential is invisible to the eye.”


Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, The Little Prince





The closest I’ve come to an authentic holy rendezvous was on a gentle October afternoon more than half a century ago. I had gone alone to a small suburban park just north of San Francisco. My mission that day was nothing special. It was simply to record natural sounds for an album my late music partner, Paul Beaver, and I were creating for Warner Bros. The album, In a Wild Sanctuary, was to be the first of its kind dedicated to the theme of ecology, and also the first to incorporate entire soundscapes — urban and natural — mixed as components of the orchestration. That moment was also my first attempt to record sound outdoors.


As luck would have it, portable stereo tape recorders had just been introduced and Paul and I had been given one of the early models to experiment with. I knew nothing about recording outside and was, frankly, a bit unnerved about what dangers I might encounter, even in a carefully managed public park replete with well-marked trails and signage. All of my sound work to that moment had been from an interior perspective — studios or film sound stages — places mostly without windows or connections to the earthly world beyond. It had never crossed my mind that there was another domain that could offer so much gratification, so many thrilling encounters, so much splendor and, moreover, a remedy for my lifelong affliction with ADHD. These feelings, mostly unexpressed in the insulated childhood biome where I spent my early years and in the places I would later work as a young adult, were freighted at that instant of recognition with a measure of uncertainty and trepidation. But by midafternoon on that fall day, the trajectory of my life had already changed.


In the late sixties, most fall off-season weekdays in the park drew very few visitors. There were certainly none in sight where I had set up to record. I was alone with no distractions. Standing by a small stream in the dappled shade of the redwood trees, listening to the soundscape through my earphones, I was immediately struck by an overwhelming impression of sanctity so unexpected and emotionally powerful that it almost brought me to tears. It wasn’t completely quiet — true silence (or no sound) in the living world is rarely, if ever, encountered. A slight autumn breeze wafting through the forest canopy from the ocean just to the west combined with the soft trickle of water from a nearby stream made me feel calm for the first time that day. A pair of ravens passed overhead, the edge tones of their wingbeats marking a course through the sky above as the birds soared off into the distance. Every acoustic element enhanced the vast illusion of space transmitted through my new headphones. There certainly was sound. But what was it about those particular resonances that caused such an intense effect unknown to me before? For one thing, the noises that always made me feel on edge and wary in the city were nearly inaudible except for remote traces of park construction off in the distance. Mostly, though, I had found for myself a measure of tranquility — the kind that set in motion a direction and appeal I would follow for the rest of my time on this planet.


Before that event, the noise in my life had been a constant din of acoustic distraction, an unhealthy condition magnified by my ADHD and consequential hypersensitivity to noise of any kind. Yet, I was drawn to noise, like a moth to a flame, for the same reason any of us are seduced — because it creates the allure of action, curiosity, competition, and pursuit of the tenuous that I, and too many of us, cannot seem to live without.


Because of poor eyesight, my life has always been primarily informed by what I hear. From the time I first saw a picture of a recording studio when I was four or five, my goal was to become a professional musician. I had a violin in my hands by the time I was three and a half. At four, my violin teacher introduced me to composition. By thirteen, although I showed some promise, I became bored and switched to guitar, learning all styles thinking I would be able to study at college level. Then I got the first of many big life surprises: When I applied to Juilliard, Eastman School of Music, and the music department of the University of Michigan in 1955, I was informed that the guitar was not a musical instrument.* After earning a degree in Latin American history, I went east and began to work in the early 1960s folk music scene around Boston. At one point, I was invited to audition for the tenor position in the well-known folk group the Weavers, the spot originated by the late Pete Seeger. I joined them for their last year together in 1963. After the Weavers broke up, I came to California to audit electronic music classes at Mills College in Oakland with Pauline Oliveros as my mentor, and attended lectures given by Karlheinz Stockhausen. There, I was introduced to Paul Beaver and together we formed the synth team Beaver & Krause. In 1967, we introduced the synthesizer to pop music and film, first at the Monterey Pop Festival, and then during a weekly series of workshops at Paul’s studio in Los Angeles. We made five albums together; one of them charted. Until Paul’s death we worked, individually or together, on more than a hundred major feature films, including Rosemary’s Baby, A Man Called


Horse, The Illustrated Man, Love Story, Performance, Castaway, and Apocalypse Now. Artists we worked with included Mick Jagger, George Harrison, Van Morrison, the Doors, David Byrne, the Beach Boys, Linda Ronstadt, Brian Eno, and many others. In my role as a professional musician, it was, at first, fun to play endless sessions for major feature films and with influential artists and groups. Ego gratification is built on a foundation of noise, and, in the end, it came at a high price, ultimately making me sick. On my last major film session, after being fired more than half a dozen times while working on Apocalypse Now, where my task had been to generate the helicopter sounds and to program settings for about a third of the synthesized score, I quit music, went back to school, earned a PhD in creative sound arts with an internship in marine bioacoustics, and never looked back. I’ve spent the past half century capturing wild soundscapes in some of the most remote places on Earth, wherever life-affirming environments still thrived. In the process I have drawn on those blissful moments to learn the value of serenity, how to avoid the serious physical and emotional consequences of noise, and how to discover the acoustic environments that have a palliative effect on stress and anxiety. Our bodies know when things are right.


The Power of Tranquility in a Very Noisy World revisits that journey. Bit by bit we will discover what each one of us can do to realize the healing powers of positive acoustic encounters while, at the same time, reducing or eliminating the effects of the toxic sonic habitats that most of us find ourselves surrounded by. I’ll explore with you the difference between harmful noise and the signals that make us feel good, between noise as a stressor and soundscapes that serve as an emotional and physiological naturopath and productivity stimulator. By book’s end you will have been introduced to techniques for eliminating unhealthy sounds in favor of restorative signals to be found primarily in natural world settings, ancient protosymphonies that are being revisited for their healing properties — some in your own neighborhoods — in effect, yoga for the ear.


But first, it’s important to unravel the distinctions between noise, and therapeutic resonance. We’ll do that through short forays into the environments where we all live. Follow these easy suggestions and you’ll discover what a wide variety of sound signatures represent; which ones you like, which ones you don’t, and why. Think of the first chapters as a kind of ear-arousal, a form of sonic Rosetta Stone on the one hand, and acoustic sanitizing exercises to help you reengage as we were originally meant to listen to the world on the other. Then, I’ll explain the toxic effects of noise in our environments, what produces them, and what, individually and collectively, we can do about it. Finally, we’ll embrace the kinds of acoustic decisions that transform our lives into nourishing, vibrant adventures.


People often ask, “If I want that more tranquil life you speak of, what can I do?” It’s not what we have to do to reach this state of tranquility. It’s what we don’t do.









CHAPTER 1


Sound vs. Noise:


Clarity, at last.


[image: image]




“I doubt we will ever be able to ‘listen’ to our enemies or cause them to listen to us until we can hear our own noise with their ears.”


Garret Keizer, The Unwanted


Sound of Everything We Want:


A Book About Noise





To paraphrase the late David Bowie, “The future belongs to those who can hear it coming.” To hear it coming, though, we’ll need to make some changes in the ways we listen. If I were to create a generalized acoustic portrait of myself and our younger friends and family, it might go something like this: We’re everywhere. And so is all the sound that we manage to generate. In more normal times, we drift down city streets, over school grounds, parks, malls, and clubs. We rock earbuds or headphones, our noses buried in our smartphones, no notice paid to others or what else exists in the rich surroundings through which we pass. We seldom glance up. What for? We’re held in thrall by the sounds of our e-world distractions, which, as of this writing include Spotify, Pandora, TuneIn, ringtones, Bandcamp, and gaming sounds, expanding exponentially in a Möbius strip mix list of constant reinvention. Our sonic ecosystem is crammed with hip-hop, country, rock, jazz. Lil Nas X, Mahler, Nicki Minaj, AC/DC. Music is everywhere and loud, mixed in and competing with everything else. We tune to whatever we think we want to listen to. But how much of it do we really hear?


When we don’t have earbuds jammed into our ears, we’re inundated with other noises. Older subways in our large cities produce an aggressive range of ear-splitting sound as metal grinds upon metal. The wrathful fury of straight-piping muscle cars and snarling motorcycles as they tear through our neighborhoods startle and frighten, precisely as they’re meant to do. A TV program in another room adds to the acoustic mind clutter with lots of unintelligible acoustic debris. The din in restaurants where we eat and the streets we walk makes it difficult to enjoy our hard-earned nights out in peace, assuming we can go out at all in the midst of a pandemic. During an average weekday, jackhammers and the unrestrained jangle of construction sites make it impossible to relax, each sound-generating implement destined to distract and unsettle us physically and emotionally.


For the past two-and-a-half centuries, our lives have been increasingly beset by human noise. Yet, this distinctive class of sound has become so much of a part of our everyday experience that we’ve become oblivious to the damage it does to our hearing, our physical well-being, and our emotional health. During the early years of Airbnb my dear wife Kat and I rented out our Wild Sanctuary guesthouse. Located in Northern California on ten acres of an extended wildlife corridor, it served as an occasional bed-and-breakfast. One late summer weekend, a young couple from New York checked in for three nights. The morning after their arrival, when I left the house for my usual dawn run, the two of them were at the bottom of the stairs loading luggage into the trunk of their rental car. When I asked what was wrong, they said that the nighttime cricket sounds from the woods surrounding our place were terrifying and that they had decided to move into a downtown San Francisco hotel where they could hear the familiar sounds of the city. Young as they were, it was too late: The urban damage had already occurred.


If your ears are ringing after leaving a concert or a party because of the loud environment, the likelihood is that you’ve physically damaged your hearing. If the exposure has been for too long a period, some loss may be permanent. And for millennials, this is particularly notable: According to a 2017 article in The Lancet, one of the oldest and most reliable peer-reviewed publications on medical issues, hearing loss of the kind I’ve described is also “the largest modifiable risk factor for developing dementia, exceeding that of smoking, high blood pressure, lack of exercise and social isolation.”*


At the same time, all too many of us have become oblivious to the nurturing sounds that these signals have supplanted. That’s not surprising, because more and more, we’re starved of them. Sounds like the rustle of leaves from a whisper of wind in the canopy of the trees above, a spring dawn or evening chorus, the gentle cooing of a mourning dove, or the amazing expressive range of crow vocalizations. Crashing waves at the ocean shore, the pulsing edge tones of a bird’s wings as it navigates the airspace above us, the burst of hundreds of starlings taking off all at once and diving in great murmurations over a winter wheat field all complement our sense of sonic wonder.


Some found the sudden fall in the clamor resulting from the COVID-19 virus isolation mandates disturbing. If that was the case for you, it might be an indication of just how much you’ve become habituated to noise. For me, that moment served as a respite from the intruding din that constantly distracts us.


From the accounts in this book, I hope you’ll come to realize that we’re not only missing so much of what’s happening beyond the AirPods in our ears, but also the visual screen noise coming from your digital device puts you at a higher risk of getting hurt, thwacked by a car, running into others or a tree because we’re so addicted and otherwise preoccupied at the same time. We’re screwing up our ears and lives with all kinds of noise. So, what can we do about this problem?


At this point, let’s revisit some old terms that have been misunderstood. As an exercise, several of my colleagues and I recently began to reevaluate soundscapes to see if they might contain important pieces of information we’d missed upon first hearing. To parse out those pieces, we began with the most obvious question: What’s the difference between sound and noise?


Typically, the question has been answered this way: All sound is noise and all noise is sound. The late John Cage classified noise as undifferentiated sound. Question is, undifferentiated to whom? My coworkers and I have found that each type of sonic vibration has a different effect on us as well as on other living organisms. Music that you love elicits one kind of response. But the music you love might come across as “undifferentiated” to your partner or neighbor. Does that make it “noise”? A low-flying helicopter passing over your house on an otherwise quiet summer’s night waking you from a deep, restful sleep contains no useful information to you. It’s not quite undifferentiated sound, either, because you recognize the source. But it’s still a type of noise that has an effect. Once you become conscious of what those effects are, you’ll be able to decide which sources are useful and which ones you’ll want to eliminate.


If we want healthy outcomes from our soundscapes, we must all learn to listen to the ways in which sound is organized — or not. Each of us thinks we’re good listeners, and we get offended when someone tells us we’re not listening to them. But in that case, we’re not listening for meaning: we’re listening for meaningfulness, or importance. A sound is important to us if it stimulates awareness or enjoyment. That makes it useful.


Psychologically, each of us can readily distinguish between the two types of signal that sound conveys. To be fair, noise is, indeed, made up of vibrations that comprise sound. And some sound is noise. In some quarters, noise has been defined as unwanted sound. That is certainly true. But there are some simple ways to clear up this otherwise noisy issue if we identify what we’re actively listening for.


Beneficial sound vibrations contain valuable information. These I categorize as coherent sounds that carry messages most of us will want to pay some attention to. Language and music of the types we’re familiar with fit into this category. So do the narratives coming from the stage in a theater, broadcasts from various media, a podcast of interest, or even announcements at an airport.


Then there are my favorite types of sound, those that spring bioacoustically from relatively undisturbed wild habitats. They include all the non-domestic organisms that express themselves in the wild land-and seascapes of the world — the sounds produced by insects, reptiles, amphibians, birds, fishes, and mammals, among others. To those of us who have learned to listen, the knowledge contained in those narratives of place reveals just how dynamic a habitat can be. I think of these expressions as the earliest epic poems, in this case those of the natural world.


Then there are those random signals that to our ears are chaotic or incoherent; they contain no useful information at the time they’re transmitted. They’re distracting. I place these signals in the category of noise. I also think of noise as any disrupting sound that, in a given context, contains irrelevant or distorted transmissions coming mostly from human-made sources, usually from electronic or mechanical technologies. Think of static from a distant radio station, the whirr of the compressor in your fridge when it switches on, or the background hum of a CPU on the floor underneath the desk where your computer keyboard is located.


Typically, the noise I’m referring to doesn’t need to be particularly loud; it’s simply made of acoustic vibrations that distract us or make us uncomfortable. It could be a drone aircraft flying low over your living or working space. The drone may not be loud but the nature of its sound may distract you or cause alarm. A muscle car with windows rolled down and bass speakers booming as it passes by your home on an otherwise quiet summer night could be equally disturbing for different reasons. A neighbor’s sound system tuned to a sporting event and cranked so loud that you can’t sleep with your bedroom windows open or closed. Maybe the noise comes from a backyard party down the street. Doesn’t matter; lose a few good nights’ sleep because of noise and you’ll be at risk for all kinds of adverse physical and psychological consequences.
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