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Abstract

Water Stories: Visual Poetics and Collective Voices is a two-part project that bringstogether multiple points of view from local youth, community, and poets in Alaska to sharewhat water means in their life. Visual Poetics combines a live poetry reading by Alaskanpoets and interactive video in which the poets’ voices trigger generative visualelements. Collective Voices is a sound work featuring excerpts of community voicessharing water-based memories against a backdrop of processed environmental sounds ofAlaskan waterways. Water Stories is part of a year-longartist residency (2021-2022) withthe Anchorage Museum culminating in a series of listening sessions broadcast at theAnchorage Museum and Out North Radio, live interactive poetry readings at themuseum,and video projections on the museum façade from November 2022 throughJanuary 2023.
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Figure 1. Videostill of Ruckle’s poem “Ferry” in audio-reactiveprojection

Introduction

Alaska’s climate is projected to warm several degrees bythe end of the century, more than twice the warmingcompared to the rest of the country. The record-breaking temperatures experienced by Alaskacommunities have resulted in thawing permafrost,thinning sea ice, and more wildfires. The Water Stories:Visual Poetics and Collective Voices project engages theAlaskan public to consider how climate change alterstheir experiences of the land, and to consider the role ofwater in their lives.
Background

Water Stories is the most recent artistic collaborationbetween the authors, and is part of aseries of worksfocused on climate change and the environment.Reading the Wrack Lines (2021),an outdoor audio videoprojection on a lighthouse, featured community-sourcedtextual reflections on climate change. Open Waters(2020) was a multiple-media installation exhibited atmuseums in Rhode Island, and New York, connecting thefive-hundred-year imaginative history of the open polarsea and northwest passage with current geopolitics andarctic climate change. Another previous audiovisualcollaboration, Ice Core Modulations: Performative DigitalPoetics (2017) included generative imagery and poetictexts controlled via historical CO2 data taken from icecore samples made available from the National Snowand Ice Data Center (NSIDC). All three of these workshave been presented at past ISEA Conferences.
These collaborations have sought to create engagingworks that address complex environmental issuesthrough a plurality of artistic, poetic, and scientificperspectives. The collaborators have brought to bearindividual expertise in audiovisual generative computerprogramming, visual art media, poetry, andelectroacoustic sound composition to synergisticallycreate works unified by shared source materials thatinclude place-based personal narratives, historicalsource material, raw scientific data, local audiovisualmedia collected on site, and original poetic texts.
Goals, Objectives and Artistic

Dimensions

Water Stories seeks to amplify voices of Alaskaresidents through storytelling, poetry, and locallandscape imagery. The overarching project goals andobjectives include:
– Collaborating with local community partners.– Revealing evidence of a changing climate in livedspaces through creative voices and artistic media.– Using narrative storytelling as a way to bear witness toour changing environment through personal experience.– Seeking to draw out the poetic from connectionsbetween visual arts, language arts,science/technology.– Presenting community voices via innovative multi-sensory formats.– Creating a reflective and engaging digital poeticsexperience thematically focused on environmentalchange and disappearance of place.

– Collective Voices is an audio composition thatamplifies voices of Alaskan youth and communitythrough stories of what water means in their life.– Visual Poetics is a dynamic audiovisual work (Figure 1)developed with Processingsoftware in which poeticfragments, background photography and abstract visualelements interact in response to a live poetry reading.

The artistic dimensions of Water Stories are framed bycommunity storytelling and creative writing that focuson the local water and environment in Alaska. Based onthese objectives, Water Stories resulted in two distinctworks showcasing community voices from Alaska:

Ecosystems of Collaboration

There are two synergistic types of collaboration takingplace within the WaterStories work. In the first, thecollaboration between the creators of the work allowsartists to bring their own unique perspectives and
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Figure 2. Poetry Live Reading Performance

Figure 3. Video still of Hollowell's poem “Choreographic” in audio-reactive projection.

Figure 4. Video still from Stever’s poem “Swan Lake Fire” on theAnchorage Museum façade from November 2022-January 2023.

disciplinary skill sets together. As the collaborators havepreviously worked together on site-based workexploring themes of climate change, several methodsalready developed to facilitate this collaboration wereleveraged for this effort, in particular the use of originalpoetic phrases to provide asemantic glue unifyingdifferent visual, sonic, and textual elements. In this case,the performative nature of the collaboration wasunderscored by having a live poetry reading be a centralelement of the work. With the poet present, hearingtheir words while seeing the work respond to theirspeech connected the underlying collaborative synergybetween text and image on the surface, and at a deeperlevel, with the connections implicit in the semanticconnotations and subject matter of the poetry itself.
The second level of collaboration in the work connectsthe audience and creative producers,capturingcommunity narratives through interviews and recordedreflections. CollectiveVoices empowers individual voicesthrough community collaboration, allowing them tointerplay and be heard in a public creative context,fostering a reflective audio-based ecosystem throughwhich the listener experiences a plurality of narrativeand poetic perspectives. Through its use of intertwinedrecorded personal reflections, the work bridges theprivate/public gap, and was shared publicly viabroadcast on radio, internet, and as part of an outdooraudio installation at the Anchorage Museum.

Visual Poetics

Alaskan poets Erin Coughlin Hollowell and Jen Stevereach composed ten poems as part of this collaboration.Framed by her Iñupiaq culture and history, Stever’spoems focus on the local environment, family, and thechanging climate. Hollowell’s poems explore carefulobservations of the coastline and reflections of visuallanguage and form. Distinct phrases from each poemwere incorporated into the Processing software inseveral different visual representations. Randomlyselected phrases fade in and subsequently fade outwithin the audiovisual work, with some phrasescoalescing from and dispersing into granulated pixels.

During several trips to Alaska, photographic and videosource materials were collected and used asbackground imagery within the work (Figure 2). Addingto the text and shifting background imagery, differentvisual elements and behaviors were developed inProcessing for each poem, using a vocabulary of movinggenerative forms include triangular networks, shards,and ellipses, each with distinctive color palettes tied tothe background imagery (Figure 3). A reactive audiosystem was developed to listen to the poet’s voice,using amplitude and frequency to trigger and modulatethe generative forms, with different behaviors for eachpoem.
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Two versions of the work were developed. The firstversion was a live performance in which both poetswere present reading their works, accompanied by theaudio reactive Processing software running in real-timeto generate visuals projected behind the poet. Thesecond version (Figure 4) was made to project nightlyon the façade of the Anchorage Museum for severalmonths, and was made by recording a performance ofthe work as a video file. The two versions thus exhibitdifferences of scale, accessibility, and connection to thespoken voice.
Collective Voices

To create the eight-minute audio composition CollectiveVoices, several recording sessions took place at theAnchorage Museum and OutNorth Radio in whichcommunity participants shared personal narrativesabout place and local waterways. The authors would liketo gratefully acknowledge community partners IndraArriaga Delgado and OutNorth, a progressive artsorganization with a mission to advance contemporaryart in Anchorage, support underrepresented voices, andpromote cultural dialogue by amplifying the alternativevoice. In order to promote a diversity of voices, manydifferent community groups were invited to participateincluding high school students enrolled in the AnchorageMuseum’s afterschool Teen Climate Communicatorsprogram and members of the general public invited torecord their stories at the recording session venues.Selected excerpts from these narratives were edited intoan audio work using Logic software and combined withmultiple layers of local processed environmental soundsfrom the Anchorage Museum’s audio collection.Collective Voices was presented at a listening station atthe Anchorage Museum during their November FirstFriday community event, broadcast on Out North Radio,and made available for internet listening via SoundCloud.
Conclusion

Water Stories: Visual Poetics and Collective Voicesengages multiple points of view from local youth,community, and poets in Alaska to share what watermeans in their life. Grounded in a year-long artistresidency at the Anchorage Museum, thisinterdisciplinary project explores the changingenvironment through place-based ecosystems ofcollaboration.
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