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What people usually call "coral" is the
dead part of a symbiotic entity which
1s the combination of an animal
(Polyp) and an algae (Zooxanthella).
The white solid skeleton has been
produced by the polyp. But at a larger
level, corals form a whole habitat for
immeasurable number of lifeforms.
The white debris we find sometimes
on the beaches, the attractive
structures that were collected and sold
to tourtsts 1s only what remains when
the coral is dying.
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Take a piano. Gently strike the keyboard
with your clenched fists. The notes
appear as a cluster, an uncharted
constellation of sounds. They are
challenging our listening habit, there 1s
no map known to appreciate their
musical configuration, the listener has to
draw it.

Umwelt as proposed by Jakob Von
Uexkill are the percetved worlds in
which animals live. A sea urchin, a fish
or a living particle of zooplankton, all
have different perception organs and
cognition processes and they have
different representations of the physical
the world that surrounds them. The
Umwelt of different animal species are
sometimes interacting or overlapping.

Can we call a coral reef a
"Cluster of Umwelt" ?
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In Penghu archipelago, in the last
centuries, people were building coral
houses. They would dive and pick up
blocks of coral, let them dry on the
shores, cut them 1n the shape of
bricks. The microstructure of the
coral skeleton contains a lot of tiny
empty spaces, making it an 1deal
material for construction and
insolation. Too many to inhabit these
traditional houses, too many to agree
to sell them, the heirs simply abandon
the remaining ones.

Quuckly, plants grow inside the
courtyard, trees break the roof and
the house like one would open an
oyster.
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The tide goes down, revealing the tip
of coral branches, not unlike the roofs
of a submerged city.

Inhabitants of the villages nearby
would travel through paths among the
reef, picking animals which will
become thetr food, being careful of
not being caught by the rise of the
tide.

Physical spaces and time durations
between the tides allow humans to
easily enter the wotlds of marine
animals.

At the end of the last century, this
opportunity was destroyed by mass
tourism. The business of ignorance
encouraged visitors to break parts of
corals, step on them, and eventually
destroying this ecosystem, creating
large brownish areas between islands.
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Swimming down into the remaining
reefs, in Spring, one might be
immersed in the semen of coral
polyps, only perceptible by its smell
or taste. Floating in a sea of plankton,
surrounded by the spawn of marine
life, among clouds of organic
particles.

In a human body there are ten times
mote bacteria than human cells.
Ninety percent of our body is
non-human. We are symbiotic
entities, colonies of lifeforms and we
share this status with the coral.
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If the polyps of corals don't produce
sound, the coral as a habitat creates a
myriad of sounds. One of the main
component 1s produced by snapping
shrimps, crustaceans which emit loud
clicking sounds to stun their prey. Some
fishes are also chirping, knocking, groaning
or purring in order to defend themselves,
claim a territory or attract a mating partner.
Some other fish species feed on coral,
crushing it with their teeth. Sea urchins rub
their spikes on the rocks and molluscs scrap
algae. Some sea weeds produce little
bubbles when doing photosynthests.

All these tiny particles of sounds, that we
can barely hear because of the ineffictency
of human ears in the water, make a
sonorous environment. But the sound of
corals 1s being listened by some of its
habitants : if an animal can communicate
with sound, it can often hear the other
sounds. Larvae of different animals (part
of the plankton) swimming in open sea
would detect those sounds and chose their
living habitat according to this sonic
animation. The sound of healthy coral is a
sign of life, of a safe shelter, promise of

food.
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In Winter 2008, caused by global climate
change, a cold water stream crossed Penghu
archipelago from the North to the South,
decreasing the temperature of the water
and killing the largest part of coral environ-
ments. The bleaching of corals happening
especially 1n 2009 also affected this area.
"South Penghu Marine National Park" was
recently established in order to spare a part
of the archipelago from overfishing. But
the general health of the marine ecosys-
tems in the whole world is worrying, coral
reefs being especially under threat, with
some alerting conditions such as the Great
Barrier in Australia.

This sound installation is based on
underwater recordings (made with
hydrophone) realised 1n April and May 2017
in Penghu archipelago, at the following
locations : Sat Gong Da (Black Islet in the
Inner Sea), Suogang, Jingan, Mudou Island,
Qimet Island, Dongji Island.

Thanks to the biologists, divers, volunteers
and friends from Penghu Citizen Ocean
Foundation and Penghu Marine Biology
Research Center.
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Life 1s a sign exchange process.

The Polyps of corals are engaged into
an 1nner dialogue with the
Zooxanthellae. They exchange
through chemicals in order to
preserve their mutual benefits. But
corals are also communicating with
other lifeforms. Releasing chemical
informations, exhibiting colours and
fluorescence to attract hosts such as
shrimps, fishes, to invite them to eat
some unwanted algae. Nearby,
numerous animals are exhibiting
visual signals, such as the colours of
the Clownfish who recently became a
favourite among human children, or
some less known Damselfishes which
perform courtship dances.

The coral reef 1s a vivid tapestry of
informations, a whole network of
interactions and interpretations.



