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not only tourists? It is only through dissent in the form of 
a commons that the Public Art Machine can be interrupted 
and the development of public art in New York evened out. 
This is what the Public Utteraton Machines aimed to do as a 
straying point, a gesture in the form of an artwork, not an 
academic paper.

If public art serves other interests that are economic, par-
tisan or political, it ceases to be public art. As Yates McKee 
noted in his recent volume, the act of occupying involves 
the creation of a commons as an activity that brings people 
together, a “reactivation of . . . space through the antago-
nistic invention of new forms of communal life . . . outside 
the relations of property” [10]. He describes, as does Patricia 
Phillips [11], how the commons is rooted in a form of dis-
sent. By reviving the idea of the commons as dissent and a 
way of thinking about evenly distributed space for public art, 
public art can become as exciting and conceptually engag-
ing as other gallery art is in New York. The Public Utteraton 
Machines therefore, through their very locations and their 
concept, aim to redistribute, or at least point to the uneven 
development in, public art [12]. If artists are allowed to make 
the choice of location part of the concept of the work in-
stead of working with a predetermined location chosen by 
an agency, then they can make work that engages the city in a 
sociopolitical and cultural manner. As Palmer aptly noted in 
2016, “Public art has depoliticized to such a degree, that pub-
lic art has become, in many instances, individual aesthetic 
insertions that are not considered a substantial component 
of the social, cultural, political and economic fabric of the 
urban environment” [13].
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LISTENING TO WETLAND SOUNDSCAPES

Felipe Otondo

 ABSTRACT  The author introduces a soundscape project involving 
wetland field recordings and an original sound time-lapse method used 
as the basis for the design and implementation of a sound installation.

In recent years, increased access to affordable recording 
equipment has allowed researchers and artists from various 
backgrounds to investigate the temporal features of urban, 
rural and wildlife sonic environments [1]. On the one hand, 
field recordings have become useful temporal and spatial 
monitoring tools in soundscape ecology studies of wildlife 
species conservation, global warming and noise pollution. 
On the other hand, in recent decades composers and sonic 
artists have explored the perceived temporal evolution of 
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soundscapes by carefully assembling samples of field re-
cordings carried out over days and weeks. Inspired by these 
developments and recently published wetland preservation 
regulations, an original sonic time-lapse tool was designed 
and implemented to study and highlight the cultural heritage 
of three distinctive wetlands of the city of Valdivia [2].

Wetlands Soundscapes

Wetlands play an important role in the southern Chilean city 
of Valdivia, forming an intricate network of river channels, 
lagoons, swamps and other fluvial manifestations. In recent 
decades the rapid urban expansion of the city linked to hous-
ing developments has damaged and seriously constrained 
these natural areas. While there have been some projects in-
volving wetland stewardship in the last decade, there is still a 
significant lack of awareness among Valdivia’s citizens of the 
environmental relevance of urban wetlands [3]. Inspired by 
this issue, I carried out 24-hour continuous field recordings 
of wetlands located in three distinctive areas of Valdivia. The 
first chosen location was the Miraflores wetland, located in a 
predominantly industrial area that includes two major wood-
chipping factories working 24 hours a day, six days a week. 
The second chosen location was the Huachocopihue-Parque 
Urbano wetland, situated in a densely populated urban zone. 
The last chosen site was a wetland located at the confluence of 
the Cruces and Cau Cau rivers. This area is distinctive for its 
unique wildlife activity, which in 2003 was seriously affected 
by toxic substances released near the riverbed of the Cruces 
River by a pulp and paper factory [4]. 

Sonic Time-Lapse

I implemented a simple and straightforward sampling 
method in order to obtain short sound samples for each re-
corded hour at each of the three wetlands [5]. Ten-second 
samples were randomly selected for each recorded hour of 

the day and modified by creating a 2-second fade-in and 
fade-out dynamic transition to each sample. A time-lapse 
track was then assembled by adding in chronological order 
the 24 recorded samples for each chosen location (Fig. 1). The 
resulting montage provided a naturally compressed 4-minute 
time-lapse montage sequence related to the original 24-hour 
continuous field recording. Figure 2 shows compared spec-
trograms of the Miraflores wetland soundscape. The top part 
of the figure shows the original 24-hour recording spectro-
gram, while the bottom figure shows the time-lapse mon-
tage track created by adding the 24 short recorded samples 
mentioned above. 

Fig. 2. Comparison of spectrograms of 24-hour continuous field recording and 
a 4-minute time-lapse montage of the Miraflores wetland. (© Felipe Otondo)

Fig. 3. A listener inside the installation space. (© Felipe Otondo)Fig. 1. Diagram of the time-lapse montage method. (© Felipe Otondo)
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Sound Installation

As a way of exploring practical applications of the time-lapse 
application, I devised and implemented a sound installation 
in collaboration with the architects Roberto Burgos and 
Carolina Ihle at the Architecture School of Universidad 
Católica in Santiago. The main purpose of the installation 
was to create an immersive listening space where partici-
pants could freely explore the sonic time-lapse of each of the 
three wetlands mentioned above. White hanging straps were 
used to create three individual listening spaces inspired by 
the shapes of inverted wetland plants. Each listening space 
was provided with a pair of headphones hanging from the 
ceiling, playing one of three wetland time-lapse mixes in a 
continuous loop (Fig. 3). The installation ran for three weeks 
and was visited by more than 200 people who provided very 
positive feedback.

The sonic time-lapse method presented in this article pro-
vides an original approach to the study and stewardship of 
the natural sonic heritage of urban wetlands. The time-lapse 
capsules of each wetland provided a simple but straightfor-
ward way of engaging installation participants with wetland 
wildlife activity as well as a potential tool to measure the 
impact of anthropogenic generated noise on natural habitats. 
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