Alex Waterman
A Ballad of Accounting (2009)

for cello and the Brooklyn Queens Expressway
in 12 parts
was written in homage to the song of the same title written by
Ewan MacColl and recorded by MacColl together with the
singer Peggy Seeger in 1964. I was introduced to the song by my
good friend Will Holder, who sent it to me as part of a request to
participate in a project in London alongside 99 other buskers, who
would each compose and perform new versions of the song. After
reading through the lyrics and listening to the song on repeat for a
whole afternoon, I decided that I would relate the song to a series
of recordings and loose thoughts about a piece for the cello and the
BrooklynQueens Expressway that I had been thinking about for a
while.
The idea for a project about the BQE stems from the fact that
I live with the constant incidental noise of the highway, which
runs as an overpass through my neighborhood, Williamsburg. The
railroad apartment we lived in when we first moved to Brooklyn
looked directly out onto the highway, and as I would sit to record
and sketch out ideas, I found that no matter how hard I tried to avoid
it, the sound of the BQE would always leak into the microphones,
resulting in an unwilled duo between myself and the leviathan out
the window.
So when Will sent me the piece and I read through the proposal,
I thought about what form my busking would take. I wanted to set
it on the streets of my own neighborhood, to play it for the large
trucks and taxis going to the airport, with the highway and city
accompanying me. I wrote out a score for the piece which involved a
number of performances based on the number of individual stanzas
in the original song, then plotted these performances onto a map to
take place at different locations in Brooklyn. I wrote in the voices of
residents talking about the highway, assembled them in a score and
submitted it.
As I expected, the proposal was immediately disqualified for not
being set in London, I realised, in fact, that my entire approach
was contrary to the premise of the busking project. In her letter of
invitation, Ruth Ewan had written:
Everyday we hear music in public places, though we are often
barely aware of its presence. Music is pumped into cafes,
banks, shops and on the underground, playing gently with
our mood and our will. It has the ability to reach emotions
easily ahead of intellectual awareness. Hearing a song in a
particular setting gives the listening experience a different kind
of intensity. I propose to organise the performance of Ballad
of Accounting by buskers across public spaces in London.
In the region of 100 buskers and street musicians would be
employed to learn and perform the song over the course of a
working week in different sites across the city.
Sites would include London Underground and popular
commuter routes around and during rush hour, such as from
London Bridge to the City. Time would also be spent researching
the most popular routes and the movement of tourists around
central London in order to maximize the potential audience.
This would lead to chance encounters by members of the public,
perhaps they would hear the song in part once, perhaps twice
or perhaps several times, in various styles, as they move around
the city. The nature of the project allows the scale and location
to remain flexible, the more buskers the more likely it would
be for individuals to encounter the repetition of the song by a
different performing artist, increasing the intensity of the songs
impact for the viewer.
	Through controlling locality and repetition the song is able to
act as a modest, temporary form of propaganda. The audience
experience may be profound, of little consequence or even
slightly disturbing as the process of manipulation comes into
play upon the realisation of the controlled situation.

I was proposing, on the other hand, to play for an audience that
would most likely not hear or even notice me, certainly without the
immediate impact on passersby Ruth imagines. I decided to shelve

the idea for the time being, though remained inspired by the project
and song, and am grateful to Ruth and Will for introducing it.
My version of A Ballad of Accounting evolved from those
original sketches and studies into its present state very slowly over
the next four years. I spent many hours walking under the BQE,
recording the sound using binaural microphones to capture the
experience of an ordinary pedestrian walking and sitting close to
the highway. Binaural microphones fit inside the ears, like inear
headphones and record a stereo image that is essentially peripheral
and extends from the sides of the heads outwards. When played back
through speakers, there is usually a hole in the stereo image, but on
headphones such a recording can be the most realistic of auditory
experiences, bringing the listener directly to the phonographer's
original position. Listening back to these tapes, I would notice the
differences in noise spectrums throughout the day, and the way the
highway seemed to tune and retune itself over the course of 24
hours.
I made a long sketch and performance in 2005 for Cinema Zero,
an occasional event organized by Amy Granat, at the Sculpture
Center in Queens. I decided to record a walk from my house to the
Sculpture Center, then perform live with my cello alongside the
recording. I titled the piece Circles after a Ralph Waldo Emerson
essay of the same title. The beginning of his essay reads:
The eye is the first circle; the horizon which it forms is the
second; and throughout nature this primary picture is repeated
without end. It is the highest emblem in the cipher of the world.
St. Augustine described the nature of God as a circle whose
centre was everywhere and its circumference nowhere …
Another analogy we shall now trace, that every action admits
of being outdone. Our life is an apprenticeship to the truth
that around every circle another can be drawn; that there is
no end in nature, but every end is a beginning; that there is
always another dawn risen on mid-noon, and under every deep
a lower deep opens.

Looking at a map of New York, the BQE forms a ring around
Brooklyn that almost forms a complete circle. Three of Emerson's
phrases ring out:
its circumference nowhere
every action admits of being outdone
around every circle another can be drawn …

When I moved from Europe to New York in 2004, I read every
book on the city that I could get my hands on. Anyone who knows
anything about New York knows that the mid20th century urban
planner Robert Moses left one of the more significant visible
signatures on the city. In conversations with New Yorkers about this
legacy, emotions tend to fluctuate between admiration and vitriol.
Moses was a selfmade man who, for the majority of his career, was
the person pulling the strings of each of the mayors that he worked
for. In the words of one Brooklynite, Robert Moses was City Hall.
Moses' projects included a list of modern wonders that included
the massive Triborough bridge, the CrossBronx Expressway (the
first highway to tear through a crowded urban environment), scores
of highrise project buildings along the east river, and countless
city parks and beaches. Several of the more monumental examples
were grafted onto the borough of Brooklyn and its appendage Long
Island, including the aweinspiring engineering feat, Jones Beach.
Jones Beach is a 10mile long, manmade beach with synthetic
dunes. Every inch of the sand was dredged from the ocean bringing
the formerly swampy, easily flooded lands 12 feet above sea level.
The beach grass that covers the dunes was all planted by hand,
helping to fend off the strong winds that would otherwise blow the
sand back into the water.
Moses' control of nature was an enormous display of prowess
and superego. He carved out urban landscapes like he sculpted
socalled natural landscapesrouting traffic circulation right
through the hearts of highly diverse and densely populated
residential areas such as the South Bronx and Brooklyn. His plans
took prevailing ecological and social conditions and battered away
at them until they fit into his design and scheme for redevelopment.

Robert Moses

Circulation was the key to visualizing capitalist production for
Moses. The massive roadways and bridges were visual metaphors
for blood coursing through the arteries and veins of the capital of
commerce. He pumped his projected desires and ambitions into
those veins. In the world of Robert Moses, all that was imagined
liquid and moving could be constructed in solid form, an ironic
inversion of Marx's famous maxim: in Moses' world, all that melts
into air (can once again become) solid.
This metaphorical reversal of deliquescence into ossification is
perhaps one reason why, from the moment they were opened to the
public, these concrete forms have suffered from dire congestion.
A Ballad of Accounting 2009 is set under a stretch
of sixlane elevated highway between the Williamsburg and
Kosciuszko bridges. This section of the highway was opened to
traffic in 1950, and is suspended over a long straight section of
Meeker Avenue, which was improved and widened just prior to
World War II and connected to the existing 1939 BrooklynQueens
Connecting Highway to the north. In the following excerpt from the
biography The Power Broker, Robert A. Caro describes how
Moses lorded over the construction of his highway:
During construction of the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway, Moses
rented the penthouse floor of the Marguerite Hotel—an old,
sedate establishment right next to the expressway—and used it
as an office. It had two advantages: only very few people knew
of its existence, so he was interrupted by few telephone calls,
and he could look down on the construction as he worked. And
he spent a lot of time looking down at it, watching the cranes
and derricks and earthmoving machines that looked like toys far
below him moving about in the giant trench being cut through
mile after mile of densely packed houses, a big black figure
against the sunset in the late afternoon, like a giant gazing
down on the giant road he was molding. “And I'll tell you,” said
one of the men who spent a lot of time at the old hotel with him,
“I never saw RM look happier than he did when he was looking
down out of that window.”

In an unmarked location along Meeker Avenue, some local children
were killed whilst playing amongst the rubble, when one of the
newlybuilt sections of the overpass came crashing down on top of
them. This is one of many stories that recount the too often forgotten
human cost of Moses' plans as wrecking balls and bulldozers cleared
the socalled slums and made way for the massive new serpentine
structure that would spew lead and other toxic pollutants onto the
people left to live alongside it.
In the words of Robert Moses, as quoted in an vivid account of
growing up in the South Bronx by Marshall Berman:
When you operate in an overbuilt metropolis, you have to hack
your way with a meat ax.

From this point of view, Moses' vision can only be described as
sociopathic. To keep right on building in an overbuilt metropolis
without any consideration for living conditions is effectively to
build for the sake of machines and create a city whose residents will
end up driving the planner's enormous earthmoving toys.
Berman book goes on to write specifically about the infamous
highway running through his childhood home:

From The Tuning of the World

Ten minutes on this road (Cross-Bronx Expressway), an ordeal
for anyone, and especially dreadful for people who remember
the Bronx as it used to be: who remember the neighborhoods
as they once lived and thrived, until this road itself cut through
their heart and made the Bronx, above all, a place to get out
of. For children of the Bronx like myself, this road bears a
load of special irony: as we race through our childhood world,
rushing to get out, relieved to see the end in sight, we are
not merely spectators but active participants in the process of
destruction that tears out our hearts. We fight back the tears,
and step on the gas.

Thea Westreich contacted me in early 2009 to ask whether I would
be interested in contributing to a group show she was organizing at

Norman and Norah Stone's property out in Calistoga, California. I
told Thea that I really only had one piece on the backburner and that
it had been there for a long time. Thea assured me that this was
the one she wanted for the show, and so I began to draw up plans for
the piece as an installation at Stonescape.
The resultant work explores a very simple compositional
idea based on physical principles of which I have little scientific
knowledge, though I can hear and perceive them as dynamic
acoustical phenomena. I am also convinced that many nonmusicians
can easily grasp these concepts. As a musician, I approached the
highway, its noise spectrum and resonance as a phenomenological
experience. Through reading the sonograms and waveforms that I
generated from my recordings, I could start to work out a way to
tune and filter the highway with my instrument.
The basic structure of the piece is as follows: the piece moves
from the full resonance of the highway and cello, then the cello
attempts to cancel out the frequencies of the highwayto eat the
highway whole, as it were. This was achieved by recording the
highway from inside the belly of the cello. At the end of the piece
the highway and the cello flow into one another, merging into an
evanescing mist of white noise. Each of these transitions is overlaid
onto a temporal structure of traffic flow at different times of day at
12 different locations along a mile or more stretch of highway.
In Robert Fludd's The Tuning of the World from his
Ultriusque Cosmi Historia (1617), I found a beautiful
visual metaphor for the piece and its installation. In the picture
we see a long monochord kept in tune by an angelic hand, and the
divisions of its string length traced by circular lines that intersect it
like planetary orbits or, I like to imagine, butterfly wings. At roughly
midpoint we see a sun, and at the bottom of the string, a bridge and
the ring into which the string is tied down. The circles trace out a
series of proportions that are tunings based upon the divisions of the
string; each circle in turn describes the harmonic vibrations rippling
outwards into the folds of heavenly space.
At Stonescape, a long path that runs from the Art Cavea
subterranean art gallery that houses selections from the Stones' art
collectionand runs past their house, ending at a point beyond
the house where it drops off into long grass that flows downhill
towards the St. Helen's highway. During an initial visit, I followed
this path to its end and stopped to listen, the sound of the highway
met my ears in a wash that was similar to the BQE's flow from our
balcony in Brooklyn. It struck me that I could transplant the BQE to
the Californian landscape, installing it along the path so that people
could follow my musical walk, ending in a place where they would
hear the pouring of one highway's flow into another's.
In both Brooklyn and Calistoga, the composition follows a more
or less straight line. At the original site, the piece follows the walk
from one bridge support to another and records 12 locations along
a long, relatively straight stretch of highway. For the transplanted
version, I designed a set of 12 speakers that could be planted along
the path directly into the earth. I planned out the logistics of the
installation in advance of the recording with the sound engineer.
This finally took place a few weeks later, a process now directly
influenced by the knowledge that we would eventually be grafting
an aural urban space onto a rural one.
Together with my colleague Christopher Tabron and the
filmmaker Liz Wendelbo, we scheduled three days of recording and
filming, working out times, weather patterns and locations. They
were long but extraordinarily smooth days of work. I had imagined
cop cars or SUV's pulling up with big guys from Homeland Security
jumping out to ask me what kind of terrorist I was, but we were left
alone. It was wonderful: I felt completely at home playing the cello
under the highway and life just kept on moving around us as if we
weren't there.
When the piece traveled to California, I performed at the end of
the path on a platform we'd built projecting over the grass ridge so
that I appeared to float out towards the highway below. Liz's film
was projected onto a structure by James Turrell, and various guests
including the other artists in the exhibition swam amongst the
colorful reflections in the swimming pool. It was a beautiful closing
of the circle whose circumference was indeed nowhere.
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