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S Y N O P S I S

Two women spend a weekend together at the North Sea. 

Walks on the beach, fish buns at a snack stand, mobile 

weather forecasts. Sky, horizon, water. One of them will 

soon return to her family in Argentina, whereas the other 

one will try to come a step closer to the ocean. She travels 

to the Caribbean and the unknown makes her vulnerab-

le. Then, the land gets out of sight. On a sailing vessel she 

crosses the Atlantic Ocean. One wave follows the other, 

they never resemble. Thoughts go astray, time leaves the 

beaten track and the swell lulls to deep sleep. The sea 

takes over the narration. And when she reappears, the 

wind is still in her hair while the ground beneath her feet is 

solid. She returns and the other one could ask: „Have you 

changed?“
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D I R E C T O R ‘ S  S T A T E M E N T

With DRIFT I have tried to translate our own motivations 

and experiences into a cinematic form. We actually have 

lived the stories we are telling. It was painful to watch 

Josefina pack her belongings while the camera was rolling. 

We were aware that she would leave soon after, while 

the sounds and images would remain. Today, the Atlantic 

Ocean lies between us. We lived this film with everything 

we have. It is about states of being, spaces, emotions and 

movements. But all of these are complex subjects in them-

selves. Trying to approach these subjects by choosing to 

face an abstract entity like the sea, seems actually pretty 

delirious. In the best sense of the word. For sure, the sub-

lime of the ocean cannot be denied. Something will always 

stay beyond our means of understanding and grasping in 

whole. I think that is quiet reassuring.



S E N S U A L  T O P O G R A P H I E S 

by Birgit Glombitza

It’s out there somewhere. Beyond the bed, the window, 

the balcony. As yet there is no horizon in the picture. The 

sky and the sea are still a whole, a diffuse, dull white. Two 

women take seats on a balcony, gaze into the distance 

over the gabled roofs of the vacation houses on Sylt. They 

smoke, they talk. Later, in a beach-front café, one of the 

women – Theresa, a field researcher, with whom the film 

will remain until the end – tells of the cosmic crocodile, 

which pedals earth and water to a primordial mari time 

soup. A mythical hunter appears, slays the animal and 

stops its movement. The waters calm, the particles of soil 

sink. Land emerges. Continents. Islands. The only thing 

missing is earthly presence. But regardless of which me-

ta-history, creation myth or evolutionary theory human 

beings try to make sense of the world, in DRIFT, which 

leaves any plot, no matter how vague, behind, everything 

appears mythical. Until the film glides further and further 

into its own abstraction, and eventually seems to be only 

surface, movement, and space.

The other woman, Josefina, travels to Buenos Aires. 

The Atlantic becomes the threshold of their friendship. 

 Theresa, whom we sometimes see working against back-

drops of shells and seascapes, sets out for the Caribbean. 

She finally finds herself in the belly of a ship; she lingers, 

falls silent, she shifts. She will eventually return to her 

home, Hamburg; as a hybrid being of transported body, 

passing time, and ephemeral fluidity.

DRIFT is the story of a transformation. Halfway through 

the film, the texture of the sea itself takes over, and the 

film surrenders its narration to the matter. Theresa, 

the researcher, isolated and objectified in the picture, 

becomes one of many parts. Time and again she is seen 

in front of and behind glass, as if she herself were on a 

microscope slide. Inside a car, in the belly of the ship, in 

the shower, under waves of bedclothes. Driving, sitting, 

lying down. She no longer speaks. Whether on deck or in 

the cabin, she ceases movement. She is moved, swayed, 

rocked to sleep. The sea is the actor now. The heroine, if 

you like. And with its dark intransparency and increasingly 

magical charge, it is also the drama.

And it is simply stunning how the camera finds, again and 

again, new images of the waves’ topographies and their 

reflections. The clear structure of the story contrasts 

these delicate surface explorations. Add to that the sub-

tle soundscape, which impels DRIFT into a hard-to-grasp 

and, at the same time, immensely sensual wake. At first, 

the sea is only hinted at. It is foreshadowed in a glass of 
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water, in a rivulet, in the traces left on sand by wind and 

water. It sends its vanguard to the island as soft waves. In 

their eternal ebb and flow they take more and more of 

the land, becoming more and more creature-like, licking 

at the shore with their bubble-ringed tongues. Later the 

Atlantic looms and begins to dominate the picture, beco-

ming a projection surface for all first and final questions. 

Of the origin of species, or – in a close-up on the human 

phenotype – of the embryonic shelter, of the shroud for 

everything that has been.

The edges of light and foam blend like the fasciae of a 

giant musculature. Sometimes the sea arches in great 

swells, and sparkles in licorice black. Sometimes it lolls 

under a circle of light, which may be an underlit sun or an 

overlit moon, and liquefies our time continuum against 

all sense of space. Without time and space, reason has 

little to hold on to. From time eternal, that is the moment 

of myth. At the end of the journey a cut catapults us 

onto foggy land. Cows stare wide-eyed into the camera. 

A strange lifeform has invaded their territory. Theresa 

sits in a tree. Like a primate, attempting to hide from the 

stares of zoo-goers, she has her back turned to us. She 

is calm and smokes, inhaling her own fog. Nothing more is 

needed to explain her mutation. 

Emblematically, as in a silent film, DRIFT slowly but per-

sistently disintegrates our explanation of the world and 

of subjects, and dissolves the separation between agents 

and structure, between objects and beings. It happens 

so quietly, delicately, and subcutaneously, and without 

any sticky spirituality, that you’ll want to rub your eyes and 

look again to see if there may not be, after all, something 

that can help put things straight again. 

And when we are transported across the Elbe river by 

the public train, together with Theresa on her way home; 

both she and the faraway places beyond the window 

are not what they were before. The ending belongs to a 

perforated reality, one that can no longer mean anything 

cohesive or interdependently motivating. Rather, it is a 

coexistence of parts, beings and images. 

DRIFT is a multiple surface journey. Its depth and its 

dissonances develop in our heads simply by watching it. 

It is one of those films that, if you surrender yourself to 

it, becomes greater and greater. As such, it is a bit like its 

protagonist, the sea. The pure projection, mute, quietly 

powerful, and of such beauty that it is a gift for cinema.
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T O  I N S I G H T  O N  T H E  W A V E S  O F 

 Y E A R N I N G

An Interview with Helena Wittmann, Theresa George & 

Nika Breithaupt by Olaf Möller

OM: What was your idea when you began with the film?

At the outset, we just wanted to think and speak about 

the sea, to experience it. It was about putting the sea 

in relation to its representations, or rather to compare 

it to them. Would we learn to see something different, 

something special? We kept diaries, made entries like this 

one from November 2014 when we were on Sylt: On the 

first walk on the beach, through a reedy dune landscape 

(fur-covered mountains). Only the horizon of the beach-

grass roots keeps the sand mass together. On the surface 

of the water, at first just the usual: a beautiful, loud sea, 

fairly high waves, clear skies, a little flotsam from the 

depths. But hardly any algae, hardly any smell. We had 

brought shells from Brazil, we throw them into the water 

and think happily about the idea that global circulation 

will take them back there. The wind sweeps and grows 

stronger and falls asleep again. The sea water washes, en-

dures, layers sediments, it is, above all, also heavy matter. 

The light spreads, scatters, reflections sparkle. Clouds 

transform, fade, grow, tear, sink and rise. This is how time 

diffuses. Today entries like these seem like first wobbly 

steps, like vocabulary training or positioning. We had no 

choice but to understand the one (the sea) by means of 

the other (the land). At the coast we wanted to find out 

what yearning it is that drives us out there and what it is 

that has driven all the sea-travelers in the past. After all, 

they all started from a coast, and the lucky ones eventu-

ally shouted, „Land ho!“.

OM: Who is the character Theresa, and what is her re-

lationship to Theresa George, whom she represents and 

who has worked on the project?

When we started, Theresa was more of a test person, 

since we lacked other bodies. In the following months 

a character named Theresa developed, who we put 

down on paper for a grant application. And although at 

that point we were still assuming we would be making a 

documentary film, we invented a grandfather who was 

lost at sea. It was uncomplicated, because there was a 

grandfather, whom Theresa had never met and about 

whom the family hardly spoke. So we could fill a gap. As a 

result of our work, Theresa began to ask her father about 

her real grandfather. His name was Wolfgang Lange. We 

found out that he had given up his post as head editor 

at a renowned East German publishing house, and had 

embarked on a long sea voyage to Cuba on a merchant 

ship. After that he wrote simple adventure stories. They 
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were published in small magazines with colorful covers 

and sold at low prices. One had the title „The Safe on the 

Seabed“. Our fictional story was in danger!

When we boarded the plane to Antigua, our story of the 

missing grandfather was already history. The figure „The-

resa“ still had something “documentary” about her: she 

was still an anthropologist, who was conducting research 

in the context of the subject of our film. On the third 

day on the Caribbean island, Theresa told us she was 

uncomfortable about that. The relationship of Theresa 

as a figure to her real-life position as a co-author of the 

film, and her expectations for the film and for herself as 

an anthropologist were unclear. Uncertainties developed, 

which were eventually reflected in the material. Together 

we decided to give up the idea of making a documentary, 

and changed the format entirely to fiction, which also 

made our positions in the filming clear.

OM: And Josefina?

Josefina is real. She lived in Hamburg for five years before 

she decided to leave the city and return to Buenos Aires. 

She told us on a sunny day, the air was still cool. She 

cried, but she beamed. For us, a fear became a certainty. 

All of this happened after we had already shot several 

scenes of Josefina and Theresa as friends. Shortly before 

she left, five suitcases were almost fully packed and two 

had already been sent on their way as harbingers. We 

set up the camera in her room, which was nearly bare, 

and shot some subdued conversations between her and 

Theresa. It hurt to see Josefina packing while the came-

ra was rolling. We knew the images and sounds would 

remain, but she would soon be gone. Today the Atlantic 

lies between us.

OM: The title is ambiguous. Drift can mean either a 

steady movement (of the sea, or of wind), or it can 

mean being blown off course when sailing...

The title determined our course very early. We think it 

fits, both in terms of the drift, by wind or current, you 

can experience when sailing, and for the narrative form 

of the film. Again and again our course changed slightly, 

and we welcomed these changes. Before one can percei-

ve drift at all, one has to have a clear course. I think this 

describes the way we work very accurately.

OM: In light of the narrative of the cosmic crocodile, 

which keeps things moving, the question arises: What 

kind of sea literature did you read to prepare, or maybe 

you watched movies about the sea?

We read and watched all kinds of things. As far as lite-

rature goes, we read classics like Conrads, Maupassant, 

Melville, Traven, etc., and some culture theory works. 

Theresa read a lot of social science and humanities 
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 publications – from classical ethnographies with regard 

to the role of ocean views and journeys at sea (e.g. Franz 

Boas, Theodor Koch-Grünberg, Claude Lévi-Strauss, 

Michel Leiris) to critical studies of ethnographic (field) re-

search and theory formation (e.g. James Clifford, Michael 

Taussig). She also researched studies on the relationship 

between culture and nature (including Philippe Descola, 

Eduardo Viveiros de Castro, Bruno Latour), the history of 

the sea (e.g. Paul Gilroy) and, of course, studies pertaining 

explicitly to maritime space. The essay "Nature/Culture/

Seawater" (2011) by the anthropologist Stefan Helmreich 

inspired all three of us, because it helped us pull together 

many aspects that were floating around in our heads, but 

that we had not been able to organize until then. After 

reading that essay, we read and discussed some of his 

other publications ("Alien Ocean" (2009), "Sounding the 

Limits of Life" (2016), and others).

We also watched several films early on. From films by 

Peter Hutton to "Description of an Island" (1979, Cynth-

ia Beatt & Rudolf Thome), "Man of Aran" (1934, Robert 

Joseph Flaherty), “Leviathan” (2012, Lucien Castaing-Tay-

lor & Véréna Paravel), “Agatha ou les lectures illimitées" 

(1983, Marguerite Duras), to “The Forgotten Space” (2012, 

Allan Sekula & Noël Burch) and many more which we 

can’t recall in detail. Watching the films made us realize 

we wanted to try and avoid metaphorical references and 

maritime sociologies, just because there were already so 

many of those.

OM: How did you approach DRIFT – more as a search, 

filming particular things to see where it led, or did you 

know from the beginning how you wanted the film to 

look?

None of us had ever been to any of the three places 

we filmed – Antigua, where the voyage began, the open 

ocean, or the Azores, where we landed at the end. So we 

were faced with the challenge of having to pay careful 

attention in order to quickly find the scenes, sounds, and 

situations that we thought would be of value to our work. 

And in these kinds of situations, something remarkable 

happens again and again. This totally focused perception 

leads to moments of intimacy in the midst of what is, in 

and of itself fully unknown. The precise look and attentive 

listening are the first steps in coming closer. As if gently 

touching the surface made familiarity possible, which 

in turn is necessary to penetrate into the hidden layers 

of what we can see, hear, and experience. By captu-

ring images, sounds and thoughts – with camera, sound 

recorder and notebook – we take the second step to a 

committed relationship. One could also speak of appro-

priation. It sounds brutal, but it shouldn’t be ignored: We 

also took something away in these far-away places. And 

creating moments of intimacy was helpful.

OM: Helena, what material did you use to shoot the sce-

nes? Before you started filming did you try out different 

cameras, etc., to find out what worked best for this 

particular subject?

The film is digital. I would have liked to shoot on film, pre-

ferably on 35mm. In particular because a chemical pro-

cess seems much more appropriate for our subject than 

a linguistic process, which digital is. We couldn’t do that 

for two reasons. The first is completely mundane: a fine 

arts travel grant and the sponsorship by Sailing Classics, 

which offers trips on sailing yachts, financed the trip, but 

other than that we had no funding. So we simply couldn’t 

afford shooting on film. The second reason: since I had 

no prior experience with shooting on the open sea, I 

decided to keep the equipment as small and light as pos-

sible. It also proved very useful during the filming to be 

able to watch what we’d shot whenever we needed to, in 

order to make further decisions. We didn’t have a script, 

but we had a direction we wanted to go that had de-

veloped out of our research and the field studies we had 

done beforehand. Moreover, for me, the close viewing of 

the material is one of the most crucial moments before 

the montage of the film, and it’s more complicated than 

it might sound. The material has to be evaluated for what 

it is. Regardless of the idea that was behind it and of the 

situation in which it was created.

OM: Helena, how did you find the locations, for example 

the completely white hotel room, that would fulfill your 

preference for projection-screen-like, spartan sets?

The vacation apartment on Sylt that you’re talking about 

– from the opening scene – I scouted on the internet. We 

not only shot there, we lived there, too. As well as in the 

house on Antigua. When I was looking for locations I kept 

an eye open for cinematic potential. This is very import-

ant to me, because, as you know, spaces are my venue. 

The rooms in the ship, on the other hand, we had no 

influence on, and they were a stroke of luck. In Hamburg, 

we shot in Theresa‘s and Josefina‘s apartments, as I really 
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like how comfortably the two of them moved in them, 

and how animated spaces contribute to the narrative. 

Then there were the means of transport: the bicycle, 

the car, the ship, the subway train. Spaces that focus 

much more on their surroundings. Of course, the effects 

of time of day and weather conditions on the locations 

played a important role.

OM: You’ve created, among other things, an installati-

on from the material for DRIFT. How did that happen? 

Helena, what kind of materials did you use, and has it 

given you new insights into these materials? Have you 

learned to look at them differently?

There are several DRIFT satellite projects. The most 

important event took place at Westwerk in Hamburg in 

October 2016: „The Wildness of Waves“. Stefan Helm-

reich gave a lecture on rogue waves, followed by a video 

sound installation by Nika and me and finally a discussion 

between Theresa and Stefan. There we concentrated 

on waves - sea waves, light waves, sound waves and 

social waves. After that the DRIFT project was invited to 

symposia at the University of Hamburg, at the Nature-

CulturesLab in Bremen and at Johns Hopkins University 

in Baltimore. In January 2017 I developed a two-channel 

video installation for the exhibition „Tender Noise / Emp-

findliches Rauschen“. The focus lay on the sensation of 

movement on the ocean.

All of these satellite projects have given me new expe-

riences in working on the film. As I work faster and with 

fewer restrictions on an installation, for instance, I found 

new ways of editing. Each of us could strengthen our 

expertise in our respective fields – Theresa, her work in 

anthropology, Nika in sound, and me in film. We enrich 

each other.

OM: Many of the images were shot at night…

The same location is a different place in the day and at 

night, without anything about it being hidden. At night, 

for example, it was possible to capture images of the ship 

without slipping into the maritime imagery of tropical 

wood, pure white, and shiny chrome. We loved the nights 

and the oily black that surrounded us. Even thought, 

which had become detached from any chronology, and 

the fragments in which we could communicate it, see-

med to be best expressed in half-sleep and darkness. It 

was a state that opened up a lot of space for tales and 

stories.

OM: Was working with sound something that you, Nika 

and Helena, wanted from the start, or did that develop 

out of the material?

The interplay of sound and image is close to our hearts, 

and working with sound plays an important role during 
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the development of a film. Because we’ve already worked 

together on many projects, we each know how the other 

work and we trust each other. One special thing about 

our collaboration is being able to have a constant dialo-

gue during the editing process. On the one hand, this is 

very demanding and challenging, but on the other hand it 

enables us to communicate and consider the images and 

sounds together, which we couldn’t do with the “normal” 

process of scoring after picture lock.

OM: Nika, what kind of sounds did you work with or ge-

nerate? Did you use natural sounds as a reference? 

As the person responsible for sound while shooting, I was 

able to create and develop the sound for the film while 

we were searching for and capturing particular sounds 

and tones – especially on our long journey. Equipped with 

MS microphone, contact microphones and hydrophones, 

I was able to record the sound waves of the water in its 

many facets, movements and states. Each wave had its 

own rhythm, and they came together in new and different 

melodies every time. I also climbed all around the sailing 

ship, which is itself a huge floating resonance chamber, to 

find and sample sounds. Later, when I was designing the 

sound and composing, the sound archive that developed 

during shooting served as a unique orchestra, which I 

could weave together with synthetic sounds.

OM: After a while on the open ocean the sound beco-

mes quite abstract, the waves seem to roll more slowly. 

During that time, is Theresa more alert than ever?

The sound becomes abstract, as does the image. That 

is the threshold where the sea takes over the narrative. 

At that point, what happens with Theresa becomes less 

important. Hopefully it is us, the viewers, who become 

more alert than ever, more sensorily perceptive.

The feeling of the swell slowing down may have something 

to do with the time shift that we experienced, and which 

comes through in the film. The longer we were on the 

open sea, the more relative time became – and that 

on a ship called „Chronos“. The time-shift was not only 

perceived, we were also sailing through time zones. To 

make sure we were synchronized when we arrived in 

Horta, we set the time ahead by an hour three times (or 

was it four?) during the trip. The captain decided when 

to change the clocks. Only he and the pilot had internet 

access, for navigational purposes and for a regular social 

network feed. Every school of dolphins, every whale fin, 

was sent to the cloud as a promise to potential passen-

gers and as a memory for those who had already expe-

rienced the journey. At some point the clocks on our 

devices all displayed completely different times.

OM: When did you know that DRIFT was becoming a love 

story?

While we were at sea we came up with the phrase „in-

timate distance“. At first it seems like a contradiction, 

whether you take ‘distance’ as personal separation or as 

a measure of actual space. You associate intimacy with 

proximity and concentration, and with emotional close-

ness and warmth. But there is something that seems to 

banish this contradiction. This peculiar phenomenon, 

that at first sight of the ocean, you quickly enter into a 

relationship with it. You revel in it, you understand with-

out words, you surrender yourself. At the latest, when 

you dive into the surf. And no matter how many people 

are around you and are having a relationship with the 

same partner: it feels unique. No matter how loud it is, it 

becomes quiet.
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O N  D R I F T

by Stefan Helmreich

What does it mean to drift? Helena Wittmann’s affec-

ting film, written with Theresa George, fastens together 

an assemblage of moving still lives about the sea, mo-

ving pictures matched in mood and motivation by Nika 

Breithaupt’s transfixing sound design and music. These 

are still lives about two people called to travel across the 

ocean — to family, to uncertain futures, to, by detours, 

one another. These are still lives, too, about the sea and 

our senses of it: about the ocean’s coastal clamor, about 

the mythic murmur and rumble of the maritime, about 

the rise and fall of waves unfurling at frequencies long 

and short. In DRIFT, people, water, and waves all emerge 

as diffracting patterns.

In DRIFT’s mesmerizing middle segment, the screen 

frames a succession of sea-sawing seascapes — daytime, 

nighttime, and night-for day — no land in sight. Viewers 

see the horizon tilt and sway, marking the vertiginous 

line between sky and sea — a swelling and scattering sea 

colored, in turns, blue-grey, Prussian blue, violet blue, 

cerulean, ultramarine, indigo, and iris. Just naming the 

colors summons up stories of travel. Prussian blue, recall, 

traveled from Europe to Japan to color Hokusai’s famous 

woodcut prints of the Great Wave; ultramarine moved 

from Afghanistan to Europe; indigo from India to Genoa…

The waves we see, meanwhile, waver across forms: large 

billowing swells, cat’s paws, whitecaps, spider-web foam 

networks that coalesce and decoalesce like taffy. At night, 

waves reveal themselves as patterns of moonlight glitter 

on an ink-black sea. One can almost imagine this raven 

black sea as a well of spilled ink — perhaps the squid ink 

that, Vilém Flusser (2011) reminds us, is a kind of non-in-

scriptive medium (cf. Jue 2014). The ink-sea of DRIFT is 

cinematographic — motion writing — a midnight movie 

that is also a kind of calligraphy or painting. This black sea 

is an alien sea, like outer space made liquid.

With one fleeting exception, we see no swimming marine 

life in the many hued blue and black seas of DRIFT. This is 

an alien ocean thin on life. The seas of DRIFT are surfaces, 

their depths only inferred, left, in their mystery, to the 

viewers’ imagination. In a way, the seas we see are seas 

of physics, not biology or ecology. We see not, say, the 

carnage of Lucien Castaing-Taylor and Verena Paravel’s 

Leviathan (2012), a kind of horror movie about fishing 

that looks, with its fish-eye GoPro views, as though it was 

made by fish for fish  (Chris Boebel, personal communi-

cation). Neither does DRIFT intersect with the vast empti-

ness and fullness of the commodity ocean recorded in 

The Forgotten Space, Allan Sekula and Noël Burch’s 2012 
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film about the container ships that cross-hatch today’s 

globalized sea. And neither is this the trash ocean, the 

sullied sea of Angela Sun’s 2013 Plastic Paradise: The Gre-

at Pacific Garbage Patch. It is, still, however, and perhaps 

in ways more subtle, still a human, an all-too-human 

ocean…

Watching the waves in this film, just fresh from intervie-

wing wave scientists about their work, I started to see 

some of the patterns about which I’d been learning. I saw 

parasitic capillary waves — tiny surface tension-y waves 

crawling up the backs of swells — signs of something that 

wave scientists call the Benjamin-Feir instability (Benjamin 

and Feir 1967). I saw ripped-apart Langmuir circulations, 

ocean surface vortices that align with wind direction. 

I also noticed waves that can be read as signatures of 

human presence — waves made by the wake of the ship 

from which much of DRIFT was filmed. There are two 

sorts of such waves, “divergent waves which start at the 

bow and stern, and angle aft” and “transverse waves … 

originally perpendicular to the ship‘s line of motion,” but 

farther away from the ship more aftly angled (http://

www.steelnavy.com/WavePatterns.htm). These last waves 

make it clear that DRIFT is a film made by an observer 

— an embodied, technologically enabled (by ship, ca-

mera, and editing suite) person. If mythic readings of 

waves often had them gendered as women — as dan-

gerous seductresses or as wild and protective mothers 

— or imagined as horses or dolphins (see Rodgers 2016, 

Helmreich 2017), these are, perhaps, ungendered (trans-

gendered?) waves of physics — though still very much 

waves of culture. And it is precisely because these waves 

are patterns of culture that they invite reverie. Is this the 

timeless ocean of deep ecology? Is this the silent surface 

grave of the drowned — of, since this is the Atlantic, the 

Middle Passage? Is this the lifeless sea of an Anthropo-

cene present and future? Is the wake of the ship from 

which DRIFT is filmed a sign that we should be holding a 

wake for the sea?

The incredible sound work of Nika Son buoys the images 

in the most affecting way. Sometimes, the sound work 

also brilliantly interferes with how we are to understand 

the waves we see. We hear, sometimes, wind — a do-

cumentary sound. But at other moments, particularly 

underneath the images of nighttime seas, we become 

aware of a deep sine wave — the bowed hum of an elec-

tronic undulation. That deep vibration offers an abstract 

auditory double of the visual wave — inhuman electronics 

turn out to be the sign of human hearing and thinking 

and meditating. The slow swerve of that wave is at one 

point interrupted by something that sounds like a river 

going through and under metal, sounds like the speaking 

tongues of fishes (maybe a moment when Leviathan is 

playing in the next theatre over?). And then there are the 

sounds of waves breaking — the falling apart of cohe-
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rent sound and the falling apart of ocean waves. Literary 

theorist John Melillo (2016) reminds us of a passage from 

Leibniz’s New Essays on Human Understanding, from 

1704, which reflects on the sound of crashing waves this 

way:

 

To hear this noise as we do, we must hear the parts which 

make up this whole, that is the noise of each wave, al-

though each of these little noises makes itself known only 

when combined confusedly with all the others, and would 

not be noticed if the wave which made it were by itself.

Wave scientists have lately taken to listening to the sound 

of breaking to determine how waves fall apart (Lamarre 

and Melville 1994). Nika Son has tuned into this, too — we 

can hear the soundtrack as, in this way, an essay on hu-

man understanding.

And DRIFT, too: a set of passages on how some humans 

see and hear the seas now, a spectrum of passages that 

resonate with all the many other seas that today crowd 

the planet: empty, full, mesmerizing, terrifying, pristine, 

polluted, dead, living, distracted, present. Drifting into an 

uncertain future.
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