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OCEAN:
THE ART DIALOGUE

Isabel Capeloa Gil
UCP Dean

(---) our thoughts do not travel to what we

cannot see. The unseen for us does not exist.

Junichiro Tanizaki, In Praise of Shadows
(1933)

The ocean is, in many respects, a con-
summate artist. This assertion, famously
articulated by historian and self-proclaimed
scientific rhapsodist Jules Michelet in his
celebrated work La Mer (1861), finds
renewed resonance in artist Nuno da
Luz's sound and image project 'Poetry
as an echological survival'. Curated by
the School of the Arts at the Catholic
University of Portugal (UCP) for the
Portuguese Pavilion at the Osaka World
Exhibition, the project embodies the exhi-
bition's thematic focus: Ocean: The Blue
Dialogue. This theme underscores the
ocean’s vast potential to engage in inter-
disciplinary and multimodal exchanges that
connect diverse dimensions of life on our
blue planet. Art, in this context, emerges as
a boundless platform for creative dialogue.
This project, accompanied by a scien-
tific symposium organized in collaboration
with Sophia University in Japan, materi-
alizes UCP’s participation in the Osaka
exhibition. It reflects a vision of art as
a vital language—one that not only repre-
sents but critically engages with, raises
awareness of, and promotes solutions
to preserve the ocean’s biodiversity and
counteract the relentless exploitation of its
natural resources.
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Although the blue ocean surrounds
us, its capacities often remain hidden from
view. In 2017, the UN General Assembly
passed a resolution recognizing the ocean
as fundamental to the future of humanity.
Yet, the richness of its fish stocks and
the abundance of its natural resources
remain under threat—an urgency not read-
ily perceived amid the visual majesty of
expansive seascapes. Because the invisi-
ble often conceals the unknown, discourse
on the conservation of underwater ecosys-
tems or the mitigation of pollution must turn
to alternative media to reach the public
sphere. Herein lies the intersection of sci-
ence and art. We promote a space where
technological evidence renders the unseen
visible, and where an aesthetic interven-
tion occurs, rescuing what lies beneath
into the alternate world of art where the
possibility to ‘appear’ remains boundless.
Through this encounter with the radically
other—the sea—art gives form to what
is otherwise hidden.

In this ‘echological’ gesture of artistic
engagement with the sea—our ances-
tral oikos or home—Rachel Carson’s
evocative depiction of the ocean as
“the great mother of life” (Carson, 2008:3)
becomes particularly salient. In this meet-
ing between the boundlessness of creation
and the infinite blue of the ocean, the pro-
ject invites a renewed experience of the
marine world as a multimodal agent. Sound,
movement, and image converge to immerse
the viewer in a landscape both irretrieva-
ble and essential—a foundational template
for our survival as a species.

The ocean, the cradle of our ori-
gins, is not merely a static entity but a
dynamic becoming—an ecosystem that
is simultaneously biological, economic,
cultural, political, and historical. It is a fluid
system that negotiates its intrinsic plurality,
existing as a network of situated entities
that foster connectivity and dialogue.
While marked by tensions and conflict,
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the ocean also becomes a catalyst for
change and societal transformation.

A university in Portugal cannot do
without the sea. Anchored in a country
with an identity deeply marked by the
geography of oceans, UCP has adopted
a future-oriented, interdisciplinary
approach to ocean studies—one that
bridges scientific research on vital under-
water resources with investigations into
regulatory mechanisms aimed at preserving
biodiversity and resisting environmental
degradation. At the same time, the univer-
sity is invested in modes of representation
that reconceive the sea not simply as
a passive stage traversed by history and
culture, but as an active, vocal subject
—one that recalls our collective origins,
traces our developmental trajectories,
and gestures toward the conditions
of our continued survival.

And in this confluence of science
and art, a dialogue emerges—a call to take
to the sea, to see again, and ultimately,
to see more clearly.
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NUNO DA LUZ
AND NUNO CRESPO
IN CONVERSATION

NdL  To start off our conversation, I'd

like to go back to the article from
The New York Times you sent me about
underwater noise pollution. The article
immediately reminded me of a conversation
at the School of Arts in 2019 with Captain
Pires Barroqueiro (a researcher at the
Portuguese Hydrographic Institute). I've
been conscious of the extreme importance
of projects such as the one the Captain
has presented ever since, where the Navy
aims to monitor the whole Portuguese
coast via hydrophones. It amazes me that
the Hydrographic Institute - part of the
portuguese Navy, a military-scientific body,
strategic at political and administrative
levels - oversees such an evidently multi-
disciplinary project, which in many other
places would seem reserved for the field
of acoustic ecology: to monitor underwater
anthropogenic noise. It demonstrates a
degree of multi-scalar and multi-temporal
sensitivity to the impact of human activity
on biodiversity, and how even forms of
sound pollution that are difficult to quantify
or register (such as the effect of sound
pressure on different species) can give rise
to new forms of understanding or perceiv-
ing the other species we share this planet
with. And yet, what ends does this project
serve for the state and its economic and
administrative apparatus?

NC I'm glad The New York Times article
was of use to you! | was shocked and
dismayed to learn about how destructive
noise pollution is and about how there is
a total lack of control of the issue. | had no
idea it interfered with the orientation of so
many animal species that live in the ocean,
let alone the huge effect of uncontrolled
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human activity on marine geography. | was
really surprised to learn how devastating
anthropogenic sound, i.e. the sound pro-
duced by our way of life, is to marine life.
And this leads me to think about two
things: first, about how marine acoustic
density goes far beyond that which is often
reported as mere curiosities, for example,
how dolphins emit differentiated sounds
that function more or less like names, or
whale songs; and secondly, about how our
exceedingly visual culture has stopped
recognising sound as an important element
in the construction of the world and our
landscapes. Which leads me to ask, do
you think that the contemporary interest
in soundscapes is a result of this almost
visual dictatorship we live in?

NdL  No doubt sound allows us to evade,
to a certain extent, the primacy of
the visual and the constant bombardment
of images we are exposed to every day.
But | feel that what you call an ‘interest’
in soundscapes (a term which is extremely
problematic because it positions us as
spectators of the environments surround-
ing us, and not as the active participants
we actually are, whether we like it or not)
is unavoidably linked to the increasing
disappearance of these same so-called
‘soundscapes’. Like in environmental
conservation and preservation work,
we only devote attention to a particular
environment, place or soundscape after a
long process of damage, loss or extinction.
Brazilian filmmaker Ana Vaz (companion
in life and in countless co-elaborations)
expresses this better in reference to the
wild animal rescues she has followed in
Brasilia: ‘rescue’ implies a prior condition
of ecological destitution. In most cases,
the habitats of these animals have already
disappeared or are disappearing due to the
exponential expansion of cities, increasing
urbanisation of rural areas, deforest-
ation and the expansion of intensive

ETY. ZZTEMTID. BRICBEVWTYIUR
AT —=TA\OBEOHEE>TVBDIE. ZDESK
[REDOHE | NORBERADIENTEBTL
&OH?

LA
EoLxBBEYUTY, HFlid. MBI EEICKES
h. BARLFE2EEDHKD S HDHEERND
FBRERVET. LHL. YTV RRAT—TAD
D] EVWSEEAMKIC. PLEEERLZDT
. EWDDH. 20 D] 1. FFBZERD
RIED [EHE] ELTHBDWTLEV. BAE
EHEDRED [FEEHNAIEKRE] ThdlezR
FHEZSEBDPETY ., RIEODREPREERLL.
=BIHBRPEROBHKICER L THHT. H2
BEPFICEEZATRESICRYET, e
TIVNORBEETH)RED/N\— N F—THDH
B7T TR TPV TTIT>TWETEEY
OYHEBZBLTIIE>TVET, [ [Fitl
EWDTEBERD. £RZDST TICEBRICHEL TL
BIEZAIRELTVWADTY ] . Z2<DHAE. 7
NEDEHHHIDOTEDS LTVWEEMIE. #m1k
PHEMEI. BEOAFELICE>TI Tlckbh
TWEY, ZLTEOSDPRBNEHFE. HIEPEF
ELRWVLWDTY, £/, BADDOHSHEDELIC
BN [FONPTOBER] 2R T5E0VD1T5
28, EIPBIENBRRBRESDEEEVETY, Zh
TH. IO LR RIIREDRE. BEAZDORA
X, ZLTRBREHPVE TS ICREISEITL T
BIEBERT. BOTEERIASICRDDTY,

7 VAN
ZFhTlE. BRERICHTS [HEOEAMME] &0
SHBICDONTIE. ESHEATIH?

LA
BEPBOBRELVEHOMRMEZ DTS E
WO DIE. FFICEFENLRMERICEZRERDO XS
ICBRWET., ZhICImT BICIE. FEBIEERED
BR. DEYPDEOMNMIICH D [EERE] I
EOEFERZMITBIBENHDHERNVET, f2&
A&, FAORBEEE TSI ET. fhbld [R
2] EWDITBEFOHDEIBRL. FZREEDH]
BEMZRAC ZEDTEDDTY ., IWDEKEZFEH
FTWB0DIE. /ED [ER] ® (Al TEREZ
B L. tOBREED [MEER] ZEAHT AHE
TY, IUZLLT7AT4vVEVNDIT—T 4R



monocultural plantations. There is nowhere
left for these ‘refugees’ of economic and
industrial development to ‘return to’ or

‘be re-inserted in’. There is also something
perverse in recording so-called pristine
environments right around the corner from
territories that are seriously threatened and
rapidly disappearing. And yet such record-
ings can provide very important testimony
on the loss of diverse environments and

of the intensity of noise pollution accom-
panying it. They offer irrefutable proof that
climate change is rapidly taking place now.

NC What about the question of the visual
domain in today's world?

NdL  The centrality of the visual over other
senses - which seems to me to be
much more acute in so-called Western socie-
ties - can only be countered with redoubled
attention to the ‘infra’, to that which lies
outside the focus of our fovea (the central
point of our retina). Even the act of looking
out the corner of our eye and activating our
peripheral vision can expand our senses and
allow us to ‘see’ in new ways. Something
that has always interested me is thinking
about how to ‘interact with” or provoke
sensory responses at the periphery or at
the threshold of the visible. | learned from
the artist Myriam Lefkowitz (who for more
than ten years has been creating ephemeral
works that deal exclusively with non-verbal
sensory encounters) a common exercise in
dance that might help explain what | mean.
Besides constantly asking us to ‘see with our
eyes closed,” Myriam repeatedly asks us to
move, walk and dance with one of our arms
stretched out in front of us, palm open, block-
ing our view. Instead of moving along the
path of our forward vision - looking where
we are going - this visual interference acts
as a guide: our hand becomes our eyes, inso-
far as these are constantly moving with it.
This also activates our peripheral vision
and engages other senses such as sound,
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smell, touch. We become engaged in other
ways of understanding the movement of
and between our bodies in space.

NC Also in that same New York Times
article there was a poetic expression
that delighted me: ‘the soundtrack of home.’
As someone so interested in sound, do you
think we are able to recognise our maternal
home in some sounds? Or even our identity?

NdL  While that expression has a huge
poetic connotation, the notion of
‘the soundtrack of home' may incur in the
same misunderstanding as other practices
around soundscapes do: the crystalisation
of a timestamped recording as an immutable
portrait of a place that is actually dynamic,
condemning it to its own obsolescence.
In other words, the so-called ‘soundtrack’
idea can invalidate other experiences that
are less standardised, less media-friendly,
less easy to understand or translate. For
me, ‘the soundtrack of home’ should not
so much be this idea of listening to/creating
an aesthetic object of something beyond
us, like a ‘soundscape’ we experience as
if from the outside, but something that is
totally emboddied. For me, it is not so much
that the home is a kind of sound, but rather
that sound is a kind of home. In other words,
the etymological confusion | found in Alvaro
Lapa's ‘echological’, where ‘eco-’ is trans-
formed into ‘echo-’, displacing the Greek
oikos (house) with échos (sound), made me
aware that the practice of acoustic ecol-
ogy involves not only what we hear - the
so-called ‘soundtrack’ of our common home
- but how we hear. Understanding sound
as a continuous vibration of fluid media that
affect us physically and sensorily. A home in
constant flux.

NC | have a lot of comments and thoughts
about what you've written. First of all,

| am very interested in how the artistic prac-

tices we call ‘'sound art’ draw our attention
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to the enormous imbalance in the use of
our senses, in the attention we pay to the
different forms of information (sensations)
that each sense transmits to us. Especially
because this inattention leads to an enor-
mous impoverishment of our experience

of the world. In a critical text about the
development of technology and the loss of
aura, Walter Benjamin speaks of the poverty
of modern human experiences (‘poverty’

is part of the title of the text, dated 1933)
and shows that this loss of shareable
experiences leads communities to a new
form of barbarism. Near the end of the text,
he writes: ‘We have become impoverished.
We have given up one portion of the human
heritage after another, and have often left
it at the pawnbroker’s for a hundredth

of its true value, in exchange for the small
change of “the contemporary.”” Never
before has this poverty seemed so evident
to me. | think we’ve almost completely lost
our ability to listen.

But I'd like to return to the question
of the possibility of constituting (poetically?)
a soundtrack of our home. Because the
comment | wrote to you was related to the
possibility of a soundtrack not only of our
home, but also of our identity. And I'm not
talking about a list of the music we love and
which makes us happy, but the possibility
of sounds that constitute us as individuals.

NdL  I'm glad you're returning to the ques-
tion, but I don't know if | can answer it.
There is so much to say about the concept
of ‘identity’. To begin with, whose identity?
Where? And differentiated from which
‘other’? The weight of this differentiation
between ‘us’ and this ‘other’ to which we
do not belong, is extremely important. After
all, what may be noise for some can mean
communication for others. I'm thinking here
especially of the parakeets I've recorded in
Europe, whose vocalisations are considered
unpleasant and noisy to some people on this
continent, but not in other latitudes where
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they are endemic. To return to an expres-
sion | used earlier, | strive to understand
how sound can act as a ‘shared home’: a
manifestation of mutual affection between
beings and entities that contribute to its
sonic conception. In that sense, | think we
are in constant vibration, either by emitting
or receiving waves, or being traversed by
vibrations that resonate within us sympa-
thetically: be it the hairs, the eardrums, the
throat or the whole body. In other words,
commonality is resonance.

NC  In relation to Alvaro Lapa and the
expression you used as a title for
the project you developed at the School of
Arts, ‘Poetry as an echological survival’, |
was quite surprised by Lapa’s use of ecol-
ogy and also by your interest in his work.
Can you explain how you discovered Lapa
and how his work, which is predominantly
visual, interests you as a sound artist?

NdL  While I've known some of Alvaro
Lapa’s work for a long time, | had
only read the book Barulheira. The title
alone suggests we share several interests
in some way. The text where Lapa cites
this expression - itself taken (and modi-
fied) from an essay by American poet and
environmentalist Gary Snyder - appears
as a short note, almost an aside, in Lapa’'s
book Raso como o chdo. There, he makes
it clear how the work of art is constituted
as part of an ‘ecology’, part of a web of
intra- and inter-relationships between the
work and other works or series of works.
Only then is Gary Snyder’s expression
mentioned, as an aside. After reading it first
in the retrospective exhibition at Serralves
in 2018 - as an excerpt taken from a 1977
catalogue - | was able to see the original
manuscript from 1972 in the retrospective
at Culturgest in 2020. And it gets even
messier: this text was originally written in a
notebook around a drawing that resembles
the edge of a knife or a monolith, which
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‘cuts’ the text in half, with several words
hyphenated by the drawing itself. Even
‘echo-" and “-logical’ are split by the draw-
ing! The attention to an inseparable triad
between language, form and thought, to the
thought-form of language, to text-as-painting
or painting-as-text - not only to be seen

but to be read - are important processes in
Lapa's work. The interweaving and dissipa-
tion of barriers between verbal and visual
languages, between philosophy, poetry,
painting and assemblage, are not directly
related to my work as a sound artist, but to
the expansion of disciplinary boundaries that
sound enables, and to the condensation of
disparate languages that I've searched for.

NC Can you expand on how you came to
sound as a subject for your artwork?

NdL | was in different bands in my late
teens and that continued during my
degree at Lisbon School of Fine Arts. During
those years | shifted from acoustic instru-
ments to digital and electronics, and with
it came a rejection of the sounds available
in software packages and sound banks. |
started recording my own samples to use
in songs, and then songs mutated into this
other kind of practice. The desire to interact
and produce from that which surrounds us,
from this fluid, physical sensory charge,
has remained to this day. And this was all
further cemented by exposure to a panoply
of experimentation and the history of the
twentieth-century avant-garde during my
Communication Design studies: a multidis-
ciplinary space where we discussed John
Cage, Buckminster Fuller, Black Mountain
College, Experiments in Art and Technology,
Gordon Matta-Clark and Food, Fluxus, Nam
June Paik, Phill Niblock, Laurie Anderson,
as well as more recent experiments around
glitch, electronic music, and free improv-
isation in programming environments like
Max/MSP, Pure Data, etc. Even if there
was a lack of perspectives from outside the
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canonical US/European axis, there was a
serious basis for thinking and experimenting
with so-called interdisciplinary practices.

At the same time, Ricardo Jacinto was
developing Pargque (2001-2007) - sound
sculptures, non-traditional instruments and
performances that problematised the place
of musicians and audience - and | would go
to all the concerts | could, mainly at Galeria
Zé dos Bois, where most of the underground
and experimental music circuit from the US/
Europe would play. Collaborations between
musicians from different ensembles, from
Lisbon and elsewhere, were pretty much
obligatory. It was all part of a restlessness
to not let anything settle but rather to con-
stantly test and experiment.

NC Is there anything that remains from
these initial formative experiences?

NdL Improvisation’s localised, specific,
and unrepeatable character is still
extremely important to me today, if not the
core point of continuing to work with noise
and sound: to pursue something without
any visible container, without contours,
which blends with the air itself, fleeting,
ephemeral, intrinsically impermanent.
And yet still extremely rooted, present in
the here and now, communicating between
bodies, filling spaces, occupying the vol-
umes and times we live in. We never bathe
in the same river twice, right?

NC In your previous answer you make a
very broad and comprehensive map
of the whole ‘sound’ thing, but | noted a
strange absence of conceptual artists for
whom concepts like ambience and atmos-
phere are also important. I'm thinking of
Lawrence Weiner and his spatialised words
and, in particular, a quote of his, much used
by Delfim Sardo: ‘ambience is in fact a mate-
rial reality’. For so-called conceptual artists
like Weiner, the qualities of immateriality,
invisibility to the human eye, etc., are very
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important because they allow them to shift
the focus of attention from the question of
art as object to the artwork as an idea or,
as in the case of that quote, of a certain
ambience. Would you like to comment?

NdL There's a lot more missing in that
answer than the contrary, which is
always a risk when trying to establish a
story, especially a linear one. But I'll leave
it as it is, focused on music, because it helps
me better situate some of the experiments
| do. All the references | quote flirt with the
visual arts in one way or another. Lawrence
Weiner is a tutelary figure for many of the
people mentioned above, and certainly is for
me. | necessarily included important figures
involved in the dematerialisation of art (in
the sense that they sought to understand
and embrace sensory expressions arising
from direct encounter and lived experience).
That is what ambience is for me, even if
we're talking about a single sentence or
record that remains after an event. It is not
transmissible or measurable; we can only
point to it, refer to it without fully capturing
it. And a lot of so-called conceptual work
is about this kind of ‘pointing’ - in the dual
sense of ‘directing attention to’ and ‘taking
aim at’, without necessarily hitting a target.
That contingent aspect comes extremely
close to the inconstancy of the very
elements we inhabit, the way these are inex-
tricable from what we call practice or, in the
words of Lawrence Weiner, from ‘material
reality’. By the way, did you know Allan
Kaprow developed a series of happenings
named Echo-Logy in a creek in New Jersey
in 1975, where one of the actions involved
gathering water in a bucket and passing it
from bucket to bucket upstream to a point
it had already passed, making it possible
to bathe in the same river twice?

NC This doesn’t change what you
mean, but allow me to correct that
phrase (whose meaning is much disputed):
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we never bathe in the same water twice.
But you mentioning Heraclitus and his very
famous saying is interesting and, at least
to me, makes me think of the metaphorical
proximity between the elements of water
and sound, insofar as they share similar
conditions of near immateriality, invisibility
and instability. Would you like to comment?

NdL | adore misunderstandings, misquotes,
or apocryphal sayings, so the cor-
rection you make is not only extremely
valuable, but also helps to expand the ver-
sion | had and gives it much more autonomy.
| think the dual sense of the agquatic as both
medium and fluid - as a state of matter in
movement - is definitely shared by the world
of sound. That is, they are simultaneously
context and action, figure and ground. If we
understand them as immaterial or invisible,
that’s only in contrast to what we under-
stand as perennial and stationary, where the
distinction between figure and ground has
been conventionalised, figuratively ‘emp-
tying’ the air of charges and immanences,
be they spiritual, religious or otherwise;
stripping space of what determined it as
an agent, consigning it to the background.
Art is among the few disciplinary fields
where the word ‘ether’ has not only survived
but enjoyed increasing popularity. It's an
expression that helps us point to matters in
flux, that are difficult to discern or describe,
to give something contours, as if there were
a flaw in language’s capacity to do so.

NC On the elusiveness of language,

I don’t know if you knew, but
Heraclitus had two epithets: ‘he who
speaks in riddles’ and ‘the oblique’, which
in the late Latin tradition became ‘the
obscure’. And it seems to me that language
is permanently in this condition of enigma
and obscurity whenever it tries to deal
with nature, which is fundamentally move-
ment, dynamism and becoming. | believe
language becomes ‘elusive’ through the
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confrontation between logos and physis;
that is, between speech/reason and nature,
words, as we use them, are impotent

(I hasten to add that this understanding of
physis, which for the ancients meant the
origin of everything that is, is a modern
concept). | believe that when we try to talk
about sound, its materiality, existence and
experience, we begin to feel that words
are more of a hindrance than a help. In this
confrontation, logos must be transformed
into the poetic word (the Greeks would

say into mythos) because only the latter
has the plasticity needed to approach that
immateriality of sound. Does this idea of the
poetic word as power of expression and
thought make sense to you?

NdL  Definitely! This genealogy you

trace and its inherent, irresolvable
tensions engage me every day - in the
sense of effort but also in the sense of
personal growth; a search for a deeper
understanding which seems consistently
circular or spiraling, rather than linear.
That is something Gary Snyder tries to
expose in the essay quoted by Alvaro Lapa.
Snyder understands poetry as founded on
the border between the Palaeolithic and
the Neolithic. That before the formation of
collective consciousnesses founded on a
unified version of history, one that raised
monuments - the earliest city-states and the
creation of economy through cereal agri-
culture - we humans had a relationship with
the cosmos. Not only physical but as part of
an established continuum of consciousness
that runs through everything living, that
connects all organic and even inorganic tis-
sue, everything that exists. Snyder saw this
plastic quality in poetry that evades inscrip-
tion as law or rule. In his words: ‘Poetry is
the song that goes with the ritual dance’.
The difference between this and the con-
cept of organised religion stems from the
capacity of poetic language to accept and
deal with the chaos of the cosmos, since its
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inherent mythological structure is flexible,
malleable and adaptable, and resists the
imposition of an external, transcendental
order. By juxtaposing poetry, song, dance
and ritual in the same sentence, Snyder also
seems to point towards an eminently sonic
relationship with the world.

NC This vision of nature as permanent

movement, becoming and transfor-
mation - something which is hard to fit
within our Western concepts - makes it
impossible to find stable equivalents in
common language (so-called concepts) and
prevents the transformation of nature into
a resource ready to be consumed. And, in
this sense, it seems to me to be a very eco-
logical concept. What do you think?

NdL  We find ourselves at a moment of
such extreme urgency globally on
so many different scales that | see no
other way out of this dilemma than through
this very same dilemma: starting by ques-
tioning the language underlying the very
vision of the world which has brought us
to where we are and deconstructing it,
seeking new forms and transforming old
ones. If we continue to see ourselves and
everything that makes up the world we
inhabit exclusively through an economic
prism (seeing everything as a resource or
raw material), we are just going to repeat
the same story. Only faster, given the cur-
rent unbridled consumption of these same
so-called ‘resources’. The elusive quality
of language we were talking about earlier,
and the metamorphic capacity alluded to by
Snyder, are the only few powers we are left
with, in a certain way, with which to realise
such a change of paradigm, of perspective:
to open space to understand languages
that have been constantly ‘silenced’ by
the reduction of every dimension of the
living and non-living to the condition of
a resource to be consumed.
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