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Oona Stern is a visual artist whose installations create a backdrop to daily experience - art into 
life - calling attention to the cultural habits that determine our environment, while generating a 
multifaceted dialog between drawing, architecture, and nature. She works with a range of materi-
als including advertising posters, carpeting, neon, drawing and photography to bridge the gap 
between nature and culture, bringing the outdoors, both organic and clichéd, to urban and private 
spaces. Her multimedia collaborative works with composer and sound artist Cheryl Leonard 
focus on the natural environment, o�ering a portal on characteristics of often remote regions. 

Stern has a BA from Cornell University and an MFA from the School of Visual Arts. Public 
installations include a carpet and sound piece, the sound of grass growing, at Bloomberg NY, 
and meander, a landscaped 'drawing' carved into lawns on both the East and West 
Coasts. deDomination, a poster project, was installed in the NYC subway. Stern's most recent 
solo show, the reluctant naturalist at Westchester Community College, presented a survey of 
her work based on Antarctica. She is the recipient of grants from The Pollock-Krasner Founda-
tion, NYFA, Artists' Space, and Manhattan Community Arts Fund. Residencies include the 
Edward Albee Foundation, Dieu Donné Papermill, the Lower Manhattan Cultural Council 
Workspace, and the Paul Drescher Ensemble Studio. A recipient of the NSF's Antarctic Artists 
and Writers Residency and the Arctic Circle residency, she has recent projects based on both 
polar environments. Oona lives and works in Brooklyn. oonastern.com

Cheryl E. Leonard is a composer, performer, and instrument builder. Over the last decade she 
has focused on investigating sounds, structures and objects from the natural world, creating 
works that express wild realms and our relationships to them. Leonard uses microphones to 
uncover the unusual voices hidden within natural materials such as rocks, feathers, sand, ice, 
wood and bones, and crafts musical works that reveal and highlight these unique sounds. Her 
projects often feature one-of-a-kind sculptural instruments that are played live onstage, as 
well as field recordings from remote locales. 

Leonard holds a BA from Hampshire College and an MA from Mills College. Her music has 
been performed worldwide, and her compositions for natural-object instruments have been 
featured on several television programs and in the video documentary Noisey People. She is 
the recipient of grants from the NSF’s Antarctic Artists and Writers Program, ASCAP, Ameri-
can Composers Forum, Meet the Composer, and the Eric Stokes Fund. Leonard’s commissions 
include works for Kronos Quartet, Illuminated Corridor, and Hope Mohr Dance Company's 
Bridge Project. She has been awarded residencies at Oberpfälzer Künstlerhaus, Djerassi, the 
Paul Dresher Ensemble Studio, Villa Montalvo, and Engine 27. Recordings of her music are 
available from NEXMAP, Unusual Animals, Ubuibi, Pax, Apraxia, 23 Five, The Lab, and Great 
Hoary Marmot Music. Cheryl lives and works in San Francisco. allwaysnorth.com



POLAR SOUNDSCAPES
Program Notes

1. Fluxes (2015)
Music by Cheryl Leonard. Video by Oona Stern.

“Fluxes” was inspired by the Southern Ocean, the body of water that encircles Antarctica. 
The Southern Ocean is home to some of the strongest winds and biggest waves on earth. 
It also hosts the world's largest ocean current, the Antarctic Circumpolar Current, which 
transports 100 times the flow of all the world's rivers. The circulation of waters in the 
Southern Ocean profoundly influences climate, sea level, nutrient cycles and biological 
productivity on regional and global scales. 

In December 2008 en route to Antarctica from Chile, after three days aboard the R/V 
Laurence M. Gould with little to see but waves and albatrosses, the artists were awed by 
the sudden profusion of life near the peninsula. Here, in the austral summer, the upwelling 
of cool, nutrient-rich, deep ocean waters fuel vast plankton blooms. Swarms of krill eat the 
plankton, and these small crustaceans, which have a biomass larger than any other animal 
on Earth, support the region's abundant populations of whales, seals, penguins, and 
seabirds.

The music for “Fluxes” is comprised of sounds played on rock slabs from Breaker Island, 
Antarctica, Antarctic limpet shells, sand, and clam shells, together with field recordings of 
water and brash ice in the Southern Ocean. Video was shot in the Drake Passage, with 
additional footage from Raudfjorden, Svalbard, and Buttermilk Channel, NY.

2. Ablation Zone (2014)
Music by Cheryl Leonard. Video by Oona Stern.

Palmer Station is built on a sliver of exposed rock at the edge of the Marr Ice Piedmont, a 
vast glacier that enshrouds Anvers Island. Like most glaciers in this part of the Antarctic 
Peninsula, the Marr is shrinking, its surface increasingly fractured by exposed crevasses 
and its periphery collapsing into the sea. Behind the station the ice has retreated more 
than 1500 feet over the last 50 years, dramatically transforming local landscapes and 
soundscapes.

The ablation zone of a glacier is the area below a certain elevation where there is a net loss 
of ice mass due to melting, evaporation, sublimation, calving, and wind scouring. Within the 
Marr's ablation zone Leonard collected field recordings of meltwater streams and crevasses 
teeming with icicles. In the ocean near the Marr’s terminal ice cli�s she recorded icebergs, 
brash ice, and bergy bits which had been jettisoned from the glacier. The Marr produced a 
beguiling array of sounds. Each rivulet bubbled, gurgled, or sputtered it’s own rhythms and 
melodies, often evoking mechanical or electronic noises. Icicles dripped intricate gamelan 
songs. Icebergs crackled and snapped like giant pop-rocks. To these kinetic voices are added 
sounds produced with Adélie penguin vertebrae and nesting stones. Longtime inhabitants of 
this region, the Adélies are now imperiled by the e�ects of climate change. The video 
montage of stills reflects the vast array of color, texture, and pattern found in the Marr 
Piedmont. These visual cues correspond to structural changes within the glacier’s melting ice, 
and are another set of metrics which can be used to monitor changes in the environment.

3. Thresholds (2015)
Music by Cheryl Leonard. Video by Genevieve Swifte.

Shot in Upernavik, Greenland, Swifte’s lens peers through a window at wind-driven snow 
and an agitated sea. Leonard’s music merges sounds from glass beakers, limpet shells, 
driftwood, kelp, and feathers, with field recordings of Arctic wind and the Pacific Ocean. 
Together, sound and image evoke tensions between inner and outer, domestic and wild, 
the human world and the natural world. 
For more info on Genevieve Swifte's artworks visit www.genevieveswifte.com

4. Mo�en (2014)
Music by Cheryl Leonard. Video by Oona Stern.

At the northernmost point in their travels around Svalbard, Stern and Leonard neared 
the small sandy island of Mo�en, an important haul-out area for walruses. Curious 
juveniles swam out in small pods to investigate the artists’ ship. They rolled playfully 
in water too rough for landing, and winds too frigid for human comfort. The harsh 
conditions prevented Leonard from recording the animals' sounds., so instead she 
researched the wide-ranging vocalizations of the walruses, and invited reed-player 
Phillip Greenlief to imitate their sounds using Kelpinets (tubular pieces of dried kelp 
with saxophone mouthpieces attached to one end). To these intonations Leonard 
added sounds produced with clam shells (clams are a favorite walrus food) and field 
recordings of the Arctic Ocean. A brief video from the site captures the playful walrus 
spirit. In the installation version of “Mo�en” a second projection shows footage of 
older male walruses in orderly procession, ‘marching’ to join the youngsters at sea, 
regal and una�ected by driving snow and pummelling winds.

5. Glugge (2014)
Music by Cheryl Leonard. Video by Oona Stern.

“Glugge” is the Norwegian word for window or porthole. Created in response to the 
threat of increasing industrialization in the Arctic Ocean, “Glugge” is an elegy for the 
Arctic icecap and the ecosystem it supports. As sea ice in the region continues to 
shrink, shipping routes across the Arctic Ocean are becoming increasingly viable, and 
nations are eager to exploit newly accessible natural resources. These kinds of invasive 
human activities are likely to further disrupt the already struggling Arctic ecosystem. 
“Glugge” also references the history of European explorations of the Arctic and the 
many failed quests to reach the North Pole or discover a Northwest Passage.

In the music, field recordings of the barkentine Antigua sailing and motoring in the 
Arctic Ocean are combined with sounds played on sand, glass, kelp flutes, water, limpet 
shells, saw blades, and rocks from Trygghamna, Svalbard. Video footage was shot on 
location in Forlundsundet, Raudfjorden, and Woodfjorden, Svalbard.

6. White on White (2012)
Music by Cheryl Leonard.

"White on White" is the only one of Leonard’s Antarctic compositions that does not
incorporate field recordings. Instead, all sounds are produced by playing bones and 
rocks from Antarctica. The title invokes snow falling on penguin bones and references 
the catastrophic decline of Adélie penguin colonies near Palmer Station.

Over the last 30 or so years the Western Antarctic Peninsula has warmed dramati-
cally, it's once polar ecosystem morphing into a more sub-antarctic one. Rising 
temperatures are causing changes that, in less than 10 years, will almost certainly 
result in the elimination of Adélie penguins from the northern portions of the 
peninsula. The amount of sea ice developing each winter has decreased by over 20 
percent. This reduces the availability of the Adélies' favorite foods - silverfish and krill - 
and deprives them of important feeding and resting platforms near their winter 
grounds. In addition, as the previously cold and dry climate has become warmer and 
wetter, snowfall has increased. Because Adélies build their nests out of stones, more 
snow shortens the window of time available to raise their young, and ill-timed storms 
can bury or drown eggs and chicks.

"White on White" is envisioned to be set several years in the future, after all the Adélie 
penguin rookeries on the islands around Palmer Station have expired. Instead of the 
raucous kazooing that once filled the air, among the piles of polished stones that 
comprise abandoned colony sites we hear only wind, snow, and the ghosts of Adélie 
vocalizations.

Cheryl Leonard and Oona Stern traveled to the Antarctic Peninsula in the austral 
summer of 2008-2009. They lived and worked at Palmer Research Station on 
individual grants from the National Science Foundation’s Antarctic Artists and Writers 
Program. Leonard searched out and recorded natural soundscapes featuring ice, 
animals, weather, and the sea. She also collected stones, shells, and penguin bones to 
use as musical instruments. From these elements she has developed “Antarctica: 
Music from the Ice,” a set of compositions about the peninsula's environments and 
ecosystems. Stern conducted a study of structure and pattern in Antarctic ice, which 
became a foundation for drawings, photographs, sculptures, and installations. 

The pair also travelled north in 2011 to the Svalbard archipelago in the High Arctic 
above mainland Norway. Their continuing collaboration “Adfreeze Project” is a series 
of multimedia pieces which portray the diverse locales they explored while sailing on a 
Barkentine vessel with the Arctic Circle residency program. These works collectively 
form a portrait of this wild, remote, and increasingly endangered region.
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