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In summer 2014, Ben Fenton, of the ‘Love the Lea’ campaign run by London river conservation charity
Thames21, got in touch with Rob St John, a Lancastrian musician, artist and writer. Ben had an unusual
commission in mind: could Rob design a project drawing from both art and science to creatively explore
and document pollution along London’s River Lea!?

Almost a year later, and the project — Surface Tension — is finished, resulting in an album of new
music and field recordings taken along the Lea; a book of writing and photographs documenting
the Lea Valley and the creative processes in Surface Tension; and an exhibition of film photographs
from the project upstairs at Stour Space, Hackney Wick, London (E3 2PA) throughout April 2015.

In late summer, Rob walked most of the length of the Lea — one of Britain’s most polluted rivers —
wearing holes into the soles of his shoes as he made field recordings with binaural microphones (which
look like cheap headphones, but capture a 360 degree soundscape around your head), underwater
hydrophones and contact mics. At the same time, he took film photographs on both a vintage 120
camera and a 35mm pinhole camera made from a Lesney toy matchbox (the Lesney factory was on the
river at Hackney Wick).

Rob’s work has always had a foot in both art and science: working with sound, photography and natural
processes in ways that are both experimental and accessible. In 2011 he released a critically acclaimed LP
‘Weald’; in 2013 the Water of Life collaboration with Tommy Perman; in 2014 the Bastard Mountain LP;
and in 2015 Surface Tension and a sound installation ‘Concrete Antenna’ at Edinburgh Sculpture
Workshop.

The name Surface Tension comes from the variety of different ‘surfaces’ in the Lea Valley: the polluted
river surface overgrown with neon green weeds and gleaming with oil slicks, a thick boundary between
states; the rusting and crumbling brick and metal surfaces on old buildings which hint at concealed
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histories and are increasingly overwritten by development, not least in the Olympic Park’s neat and
sculpted landscape; and the layered, shape-shifting role of environmental sound in telling us about people,
places and the environment.

Over the autumn and winter, the recordings and photographs were processed in ways designed to echo
the water pollution of the Lea. Tape loops of field recordings and new music composed for the project
(recorded with Pete Harvey (King Creosote, The Leg) in Scotland, with Pete also playing cello and piano)
were soaked in tubs of polluted Lea river water — duckweed, decaying leaves, oil slicks and all —for a
month. When replayed, the loops slowly disintegrated, the river etching new channels and tributaries
onto the tape, which slowly peeled off and faded away. The negatives of the film photographs were given
the same river water treatment, with their prints developing odd new microscopic marks, layers and
flares.

Water pollution in the Lea provided more creative inspiration for Rob, through a technique known as
sonification. Here, different pollution readings — for phosphates, bacteria, nitrates, ammonia and so on —
can be mapped onto sonic parameters such as filters, reverb, delay and LFO to process an audio sample.
Using pollution readings made by Thames2| at seven points along the river, Rob created seven
sonifications, each of which are odd, fizzing and twinkling reshapings of a piano line, ‘played’ (in a way) by
the river.

Convolution reverb — where the sonic characteristics of a space are ‘mapped’ and applied to other
recordings — was used extensively in the production of the album. Mapped from recordings in the
historic House Mill building at the lower end of the river — once the site of numerous water wheels — the
convolution reverb technique provided another way of letting the river’s geography and architecture
shape the record.

But, after all of this experimental tinkering, what has been produced is an album that is intricate, layered
and accessible — shape-shifting between rolling guitar, piano and cello to submerged droning organ(ic)
oscillations and saturated kosmiche synthesiser excursions.

This is no literal soundmap or linear accompaniment to the river, instead an album inspired by the
tangled, always changing web of natural and urban environments in the Lea Valley; produced, deteriorated
and disintegrated by various river-led production techniques; and interwoven with the results of many
hours of diverse field recordings — bikes, boat propellers, football matches, photosynthesing pondweed,
parakeets, scrapyards, African church choirs, parties on the marshes, Olympic ceremonies, trains, lock
gates, dredgers — and the twinkling sonifications whirring up from the murk.

Surface Tension is released in April on limited edition CD, housed in a book of Rob’s photographs and
writing, designed by Tommy Perman.
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Rob St John live in March 2015:

20 March: Islington Mill, Manchester;
21 March: De La Warr Pavilion, Bexhill on Sea;
22 March: St John at Hackney, London
(all with Richard Skefton, commissioned by Art Assembly)

robstjohn.co.uk
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Thames2l | Love the Lea campaign:

East London’s rivers are some of the most polluted in Britain, running with high levels of e-coli sewage
bacteria, waste water from people’s homes and poisonous oils and chemicals from our roads. This
polluted water flows down the Lea Valley past the homes of thousands of people, reducing the quality of
the rivers they enjoy, killing fish and destroying ecosystems.

Thames21’s Love the Lea Campaign is working with local communities to improve the rivers of the
Lea Catchment:

¢ Free river education for schools across the catchment giving young people the knowledge to
help reduce pollution;

¢ Planting new reedbeds and caring for existing ones; to break down pollutants within the
rivers and providing habitats for wildlife;

¢ Introducing sustainable drainage solutions, to reduce pollution entering these rivers;

e Engaging the public in free festivals, talks, and volunteer opportunities.

Follow us on Twitter and Facebook to find out how you can get involved.

http://www.thames2 |.org.uk | http://www.thames2|.org.uk/project/lovethelea/

@fthisisyourriver | https://www.facebook.com/lovethelea
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