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Lindsey french’s “non attach-
ment to the ground” was in-
stalled, broadcast, and re-
corded live on Sunday, May 1,
2016 at 5:30 am CST at the Uni-
versity of Illinois at Chica-
go (UIC) Greenhouse and Plant
Research Laboratory. The event
was conducted in partner-
ship with Uptool (a program-
ming series at UIC that hosts
events engaging with anthro-
pology, ecology, and the arts)
and SoundCamp/REVEIL (a 24-hour program that
tracks live broadcasts created at sunrise
by artists around the globe). The recording
of Lindsey french’s “non attachment to the
ground” (01:11:07) is available to audition at
http://theradius.us/episode73.

Within “non attachment to the ground” the art-
ist drew inspiration from the existence of
plants, such as orchids and ferns, that (like
the nomadic radials of Radius’s ground-plane
antenna) are not buried within the ground, but
rather grow on the surface of plants or other
matter—their roots either cling to their host
or extend through the air.

Audience members were invited to join Lindsey
french in the Greenhouse for the event. Upon
arrival, participates found that the whole
place had been tapped with a variety of spe-
cialized microphones that picked up a variety
of signals, sounds, and vibrations that ex-
ist beyond our range of hearing and feeling.
Her broadcast amplified and transmitted these
unperceivable phenomena, effectively enabling
us to expand our sensitivities and extend our
own connections with the abundance of nonhu-
man life prevailing beyond the limits of our
empirical experiences.

In my conversation with Lindsey french, she
alludes to the idea that “non attachment to
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the ground” has provided us with the capabil-

ity to listen like an aerophyte, within an to
environment that was specially designed for

plants, within a city that has been designed

for humans. As Douglas Kahn describes in Earth (-I'

Sound Signal, radio is a natural phenomenon;
Environmental energy could be heard resonating
throughout the planet long before the concept
of radio as a telecommunication technology was
invented. “Nature was broadcasting globally
before there was a globe. Radio was heard be-
fore it was invented, and radio, before it was
heard, was.” We listen, but can we decipher
its meanings? Does the translation enhance
the plants’ agency or subjectivity? Perhaps
translation is not the point; Perhaps partic-
ipation is.

ay

Tapping into the prehistory of radio trans-
mission, Lindsey french’s performance prompts
questions regarding who the real guests here
are: humans or plants? While talking with her,
I couldn’t help but contemplate the political
advantage that humans have assumed over the
entirety of Earth and the living species. I grou nd
hear the soft echo of posthuman philosopher

Michel Serres, who writes in his Biogea of
trying to connect with a river: “To think
like her, I first listen to her voice, the
way I heard the floods and the substratum.”
Indeed, Lindsey french’s broadcast is steeped
in a practice that resonates with contemporary
ecological concerns, the ability of technology
to raise our awareness of life external to
humans, and the transient nature of our resi-
dence on this planet.
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Radius: Can you describe what we are listening
to within the recording of “non attachment to
the ground?”

Lindsey french: In this live recording, we are
listening to audio from three sources that are
recording the ground, the sky, and the air.

The first source is a geophone, which I placed
on the greenhouse infrastructure. A geophone
is a device typically used by geologists to
record seismic activity in the ground. The
lower, louder, more rumbling sounds in this
recording are through
the geophone; It am-
plifies sounds from the
ground that are slightly
below our range of hear-
ing.

A second source is a
condenser mic that was
placed inside of a he-
lium balloon floating at
the greenhouse ceiling.
The sounds from this
source are a bit sub-
tler, but from it you
can hear soft sounds of
rain hitting the glass
roof, some breezy ambi-
ence, and a hiss that is
likely from the length
of audio cable.

The most recognizable




source is a simple microphone that was set
up in one room of the greenhouse in order to
record the ambience. Through this source, we
can hear the recognizable sounds of footsteps
or talking, as people move about the space and
experience the piece.

Radius: “non attachment to
the ground” was simultane-
ously broadcast on site—at
the University of Illinois

at Chicago’s Greenhouse and
Plant Research Laboratory—by
Radius and globally (through
the internet) by SoundCamp’s
REVEIL. Did REVEIL’s pre-
scription that the broadcast
occur at sunrise mediate your
work at all?

Lindsey french: The collab-
oration with Soundcamp pro-
vided a clear framework for
the piece. It was structural
in its gesture—asking for
broadcasts of dawn as the
sun moved across the spinning
planet. I found a poetics in
the way that this framework
related a singular event to
the larger positions of ce-
lestial bodies, and also in
how it invited a possibility
for intimacy—it is a small
group of people who would at-
tend an event at dawn.

I wanted to work in a way that was compatible
with both the possibilities for intimacy and
the connection through something structural,
so I organized the piece to attend to the two
different experiences—an experience of being
present, and an experience of being displaced
from the source of the broadcast.
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The greenhouse at dawn was itself already a
charged sensorial situation, considering the
changing light, and the climate-controlled en-
vironment that was designed for the plants.
Presence in the room offered a slow experi-
ence, where changes were subtle. The acoustic
space was not interrupted by speakers, ampli-
fication, or other programmed sounds—instead
participants could wear headphones to listen
to the broadcast. In this way the amplified
experience was more readily experienced as
mediated. Visitors could connect with things
happening in the present that were not oth-
erwise accessible to their senses. Yet, by
removing their head-
phones, visitors
could return to a
more familiar acous-
tic experience.

I was interested in
how the broadcast
might reveal things
that were outside
of a typical human
sensorial experi-
ence—in this case,
the vibrations of
the infrastructure
and ground and the
air at the top of the
greenhouse. I was
also interested in
how those present in the space would expe-
rience something not available by broadcast
and of course, this is generally true—the
sensorial experience shared by those present
could not be recorded or broadcast in any
complete way. My interest in amplifying the
sensorial experience is what motivated me to
create an additional broadcast of scent—scent
molecules could be released as a kind of media
and received only by those present.

Radius: When you talk or write about your



work, you have a fluency in establishing a
connection between technological, architec-
tural, biological, and ecological terms. How
do you use plants as a material and subject?
Why 1is technology, and radio technology in
particular, a useful medium for you with which
to approach plants?

Lindsey french: I work with plants as indi-
viduals, and I try to do so in a way that
acknowledges the active agency of a plant.
Plants so often recede into the background—
they are the background or the setting for
human events to occur, or the surface upon
which we project human values. I’m interested
in reversing this inclination, in becoming the
object to a plant’s subjectivity. This often
involves orienting away from expectations of
what is possible in a human experience and
towards a possibility of a radically different
time scale.

Technology comes into my work primarily as
a mediator. Not neutrally, but by actively
establishing a relationship between plants
and receptive visitors. If we think of this
type of connection as a conversation, I am
wondering, How can we position ourselves as
listeners? For “non attachment to the ground,
I use technologies of amplification to estab-
lish that possibility. The geophone amplifies
vibration, so that we can experience low rum-
blings as something that happens within our
bodies. The microphone in the balloon also
amplifies very sensitive sounds, and its ex-
tension from a long wire allows us to collapse
multiple-audio experiences into the same mo-
ment. The human listeners are now in a posi-
tion to listen to sounds that were previously
unavailable to them. Perhaps these sounds are
unfamiliar or unrecognizable, or undecipher-
able, but I aim for this experience because it
can momentarily unsettle a sense that we have
control over a situation. This experience can
cause pleasure, such that we wonder if we need
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to have control. I think there is something
really valuable in momentarily releasing con-
trol—to put ourselves in a vulnerable posi-
tion, to place ourselves as listeners, to risk
not understanding—these are the practices of
reparative work.

Radius: Can you talk a little more about your

interest in epiphytes, and how your research

on their root systems affected your approach
to Radius’s theme for Ground?

Lindsey french: We commonly
think of root systems as ei-

SOmethlng ther branching networks or, more

° radically, as dense rhizomat-
Stl].]. be ic networks that connect trees

and plants beneath the surface

I"adlca]. of the soil. But epiphytes (a

. . type of plant that grows on the
if it

surface of another plant) need
not be rooted to the ground to

18 nOt thrive, and so those tried and

true metaphors of radicality and

rooted rootedness (“radical” as we know

shares the linguistic root as

ln the “root”) could be reconfigured.

Can something still be radi-

”
ground? cal if it is not rooted in the

ground?

Again, it is difficult to think of plants as
something other than a metaphor or a projec-
tion surface. The idea of a plant is different
from a plant itself; When our ideas of plants
become rigid, we can forget that there are
plants that fall outside of these categories.
A nonnormative plant such as an epiphyte is
not attached to the ground, even as it relates
to the ground. And thus the idea of ground can
be reconfigured altogether, as epiphytes grow
on the surfaces of other plants. An epiphytic
relationship is not parasitic, nor is it sym-
biotic. And this type of relationship, this
type of attachment, remains radical. So we can



consider not only the epiphyte but also the
role of the host in this type of attachment.

When I was thinking about Ground, I found
myself interested in what it means to be radi-
cal, what it means to be radically unattached
to the ground.

The piece was organized from this position
of an epiphyte. I wanted to acoustically po-
sition listeners not only sensually within
their own bodies (which were themselves inside
of the greenhouse) but also (via microphoned
broadcast) into the air at the top of the
greenhouse, and into the ground through the
greenhouse’s infrastructure.

Radius: How did the specific site of the Uni-
versity of Illinois at Chicago’s Greenhouse
influence or change the work?

Lindsey french: I was so thrilled to be work-
ing in a greenhouse, primarily because it was
a space designed specifically for plants. The
air and atmosphere in a greenhouse is cal-
ibrated for plants, not for humans. Within
simply entering a greenhouse, we are already
reorientating ourselves; Our presence there is
only ever as visitors.

The Greenhouse’s location in Chicago also af-
fected the work. I considered the city’s lon-
ger geographic history, as a glacial swamp
with bedrock located deep below the surface.
When the city erected the world’s first sky-
scrapers, the bedrock was too far to reach
with available machinery, and so the earli-
est skyscrapers floated on top of this swampy
landscape. They were not attached to the
ground.

Radius: Your installation at the Greenhouse
also included releasing scents into the air.
The relationship between sound and perfume
strikes me with a poetic that is similar to
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how you play with words throughout your own
writings and reminds me of a story that the
sound artist Lou Mallozzi told me once, where
he asked someone to translate “radio” into
an ancient language and what he received in
return was the phrase “sound perfume.” What
was this scent, and how does “non attachment
to the ground” change with it (during the in-
stallation) and without it (in the recording)?

Lindsey french: That translation is amazing,
and a fascinating way to think about media—
both as transmission, but also reception.

The radio transmis-
sion contained audio
that was not avail-
able from any direct
sensorial experience
within the room. It
amplified the ground
and the air, and it
went straight to the
broadcast and re-
cording. The  only
way a visitor could
hear those elements
was through the ra-
dio broadcast. So, in
this way, the record-
ing contains some-
thing not available
to those present.

The scent broadcast
was based on a three-
part score, developed
in collaboration with
the scent designer
Joey Asal. The first
part was the sub-
tlest—based on the normative plant, a hydro-
distillation made from plant materials with
green, woody notes. As a hydrodistillation,
the volatile molecules were suspended in wa-
ter and required someone to be close in order
to receive its subtle tones. In other words,
its range of reception was small. The second
part of the scent was based on the idea of
the Midwest city. It had an alcohol base,
with synthetic scents and animal musks. When
it was released, this part of the scent trav-
eled quickly and lingered. The final part was




derived from the epiphyte. Its base was oil,
with notes of orchids and vanilla. The scent
broadcast was distributed to guests in small
manila packets. Through this small storage,
the release was slow, containing within it the
potential to travel greater distances over
time.

The release of scents into the air for this
piece was meant as a kind of local broadcast,
to amplify the sensorial experience
of those present. It is unavailable
in the recording. In a way it is
meant to underscore the sensorial
experience of being present—and the
possibility of sensual communica-
tion with one another, but also with
plants. Biological communication
allows us to understand communica-
tion more readily as an exchange of
materials, and plant communication
in some forms relies on the release
of airborne chemicals. Communication
of this nature depends completely on
presence.(Y
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