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THE MUSIC OF
EVERYTHING

sing to elephants. It’s what [ do. I sing because [ like

to, and because I believe my elephant neighbours are

comfortable in my singing presence. 1 sing all the
time, and it's when [ sing that 1 know more precisely
how 1 feel. My own speech never does justice to my
thoughts and emotions: always a little clumsy and coarse,
somehow inadequate, and inexpressive.

It's different when I sing. My utterances are more in
tune with my intentions.

I'm no elephant whisperer, nor do I claim to have
complex exchanges with them by moonlight, but the
reverse is true: when they come by, | am whispered out
of my den by their calls and cries, by their trumpets,
rumbles and whooshing sighs. When elephants arrive in
the valley, I scoot out of my sheets at night.

[ also sing to the langur across the river, and the
whistling thrush when he graces this ridge where 1 live.
I sing to treefrogs in the monsoon. I sing to hornbills
when they swoop by, matching their cackles and caws, so
they swing their heavy-beaked heads to look at me. I sing
to hill mynahs all through the winter, my favourite of
all musical pleasures. I sing to crows several times a day.
As they increase in number in this once crowless place,
signifying changes both local and global, the crows here
hold lessons in ecology, as well as in musical discovery.
As do the macaques, with their so-called commonplace
behaviours, and commonplace sounds.

[ am typing this on a sunny monsoon morning in a
little garden in this forest in the mountains of southern
India, amidst a symphony of our own making, all of us
here: a racket-tailed drongo, two tree pies, a barbet, a
flock of loud hill mynahs, two scimitar babblers, two
coucals, a red spur fowl, three sunbirds, two vellow-
browed bulbuls, some red-whiskered bulbuls, a wood
pigeon, a couple of crows, a nilgiri langur, a quiet
chittering troop of bonnet macaques, a number of small
undiscernible birds, and me.

My vocal cords get a good workout. Hooting, cawing,
cackling, trilling, whistling, squealing, croaking and
humming between headvoice, chestvoice and bellyvoice.
I learn about fine-tuning, resonance, thick sound and
thin sound, staccato and slides. 1 learn riffs and runs
too, along intervals thar defy our usual human scales. My
vocal range grows and strengthens through years of daily
practice. I am able to sing in ways today that I could only
have fantasized about before.

Of course, I sing to my nonhuman neighbours
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because they sing so sweetly to me all the time. It is their
generosity that 1 aspire to match, such music calls forth a
response. Back and forth, So easy, so lovely, so perfectly
tuned to the mood of the moment.

ot

To live for long years in a place works the body, the
vocal chords and the mind in a specific and exact way.
Epigenetics is real. We are shaped by our environment,
by everything and everyone we touch and are touched by,
as well as all the stories and messages passing through.
The body receives, remembers and transmits, evokes
meaning through its very receptivity and eagerness
to relate. The jungle tomtom beats daily, not as the
stereotype of a dark man beating a drum to warn
other humans of portentous events, but in the million
messages, prompts and invitations that pack any column
of air or ground. The land, the forest, this community are
all abuzz with vibrations: little sonic ripples, and dances
of molecules. The art of listening is to be open to these,
to become aware and conscious of the effect of them on
your supremely conscious body. For life (tissues, cells,
organs, bodies and minds) is suggestible, And moreover,
it suggests. Not just now and then, but continually,
through touch, movement, speech and song, wave and
particle. It is a fact that all living beings are tuned in.

o

Singing is also my direct announcement to others in the
forest: I am here. 1 walk alone. 1 come in peace, I am
happy, I am sad, I'm looking for jamuns, bombax flowers,
crinkled seeds of todayan, otterspoor, for rustlings in the
gloaming. 1 know they hear me whether I sing or not, for
they hear so much more than I do; but I sing, in part,
because I believe that singing transmits much more than
mere presence: it carries through tone, beat, volume,
phrase and melody, something about the state of my body,
the state of my emotion, and my intention. They can of
course, choose to stay or to leave; they are not alarmed,
and they know it's me, it’s the singing woman from
that hill. They know me from my voice, from my body’s
resonances and reverberations, from the particular notes
and melodies I emit. They know me from my habits, the
way | walk, where and when [ walk, perhaps even why.

It is evident to anyone studying nonhumans that
they, the nonhumans, have categories of their own,
and recognize exceptions to those categories. Pattern
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recognition is not unique to humans, nor is categorization.
It is evident to me that my walking alone, or walking with
one dog or two dogs, or with small dogs or big boisterous
ones, hunting dogs, or near blind dogs, or with another
human or several, is not only discernible - all this is
actually discerned by different creatures in the forest. It
is evident to R that the resident bonnet macaques clearly
recognize him. It is evident to L that the plants she tends
recognize her, It is evident to me that the energetic state
of a person walking in a forest matters more than the
person. It is as if we become different persons in our
different emotional states. To not recognize me, whether
[ am at peace or fuming, is the difference between life and
death perhaps, or song and shout, or care and callousness,
or the enriched possibilities of play and capture. When
your energetic state alters through your emotion and
your intention, and your movement, nonhumans gather
around you in conviviality and peace - or perhaps move
away. If you are habitual in certain set ways, if you are
always aggressive and insensitive, they learn that too,
and remain distant, make other routes, or attack, or just
become subject to your ways.

o~

My intention to sing, as well as how [ sing, elicits different
responses all the rime.

Come walk with me, or better still, walk alone in a
forest, and sing, and see whar happens. Listen.

This singing (song: a soundline of expressive, melodic
utterances, with intentional phrases in or out of thythm,
the whole a movement to convey meaning) is what [ offer
to the forest, in response to the beautiful sounds and
songs it offers me.

Only by walking, participating, unfolding into the
musical present, repeating, practicing, responding,
syncopating, or swelling out with my own song, and
noticing all the time how they respond, have I this hunch
(and this over many years of practice) that different
nonhumans not only recognize me, they also listen.

o~

Today, 1 observe the mynahs from under a giant fern
frond. [ listen for several minutes in silence, unmoving,
and I note that their every note inscribes a melodic
interval into my thinking mind, or my singing mind, and
affects my intention to join in. I wait, I listen, [ make
a small sounded circle in the mist with my voice and
breath, a gentle caw trailing away into silence, listening
to how the mist and the silence (silence is only all that
ensounds beyond my specific hearing ability) and the
immediate audioscape parts, receives me.

If a sonograph can be hooked to my voice, if this
audiomachine in my hand can pick up, receive, record,
and emit, why not the organs and tissues and cells in the
forest. Why can’t the mynahs, or the mist, or the plant
leaves ducking with my outbreath, also vibrate, quite
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simply, not mystically, just physically. If so, why would
this physical wave, this frequency, this pitch, this note
not make an impression that is received, transcribed,
recorded, and stored, to be held in another’s body, to
be recalled as appropriate, when necessary, or in joy, in
beauty.

I spend most dusk hours and, when [ wake up after
I've slept enough, most dawn hours, listening. 1 like
twilight hours. 1 don't get distracted by my eyes, and
my ears funnel out into the trees, and into the land.
Sometimes [ lie down, and pick up little movements and
sounds. When I put my ear to the ground, the earth is
sometimes muted and sometimes thunderous, and my
heart can be heard too, and then 1 sing.

I walk, and a mouse skitters away. | thump on the
ground, and a snake rushes into the leaflitter, 1 think,
and a toe moves. [ holler and the yellow-browed bulbuls
disappear. [ sing, and they stay near.

[ use the word sing deliberately, and not the word
call, 1 refrain from saying 1 called to the elephant, It is
truer to my intention to say that [ sang to the elephant.
Did she sing to me, or speak to another, her baby and
sister perhaps, or was that ‘just one of a range of elephant
sounds’ Did she actually respond to me, or was she
about to vocalize anyway, and this is a mere coincidence’
How will I know! Besides, if I know, how will I prove it!
Moreover, is proof the point! What matters most to me
is that she accepted my presence, she was not afraid, and
neither was [: we were two animals in a forest, listening to
each other; and we did so, dare [ say, happily.

This is most definitely a musical engagement for me,
whether or not it is for them, and 1 wait and listen day
after day to just tune in, and sing. I do believe song and
speech are shades of meaning blended in the natural
world, not as separate as we make them out to be. The
solicitations and promptings, the calls and responses, the
cries and murmurings are uttered, performed, and shared
in an amphitheatre that is inhabited as it is sung into
being every moment. Where modern humans box music
into concert halls, into perfectly designed acoustic spaces
which exclude the outside from the inside, or package
music into machine-transmitted, play-atwill recordings,
each time exactly repeated - the song of nature is never
exclusive, and it is always new.

I've heard of humans elsewhere singing or playing
insttuments to nonhumans; I've even heard of bird
ensembles conducted by humans - but this is quite
different. The ensemble 1 patticipate in is being
conducted by somebody else, an elemental somebody
else perhaps: light, wind, rain, earthy abundance. Why
this crescendo now, why this fullhearted celebration
now! Why this hush? Why this quiet refrain, now these
crickets, now those crickets, now those, there on that
tree, now a nightjar, now the loris. I am but one member
of a fabulous jungle orchestra. It is more about my tuning
in, using every part of my body and voice, than about
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