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SURFACES OF SOUND  
B Y  A M A N D A  D E N N I S

There is always something to listen to…especially chatters, a 
surfeit of dialogues. With this constant train of sounds/OMNI-
PRESENCE, silence is avoided like a disease/ABSENCE/DEATH.
Trinh Minh-Ha, When the Moon Waxes Red

hreads of sunlight descended from holes the size of pinheads in the 

PRWWOHG�FDQRS\�DERYH�WKH�ȵ�RZHU�VWDOO�� ,�VHOHFWHG�HOHYHQ�ORWXV�EORVVRPV�

from the muddy bucket and watched the woman’s hands as she wrapped 

them in newspaper and tied the bundle with a rubber band. From Payong Market 

on the western edge of Chiang Mai, I hired a tuk tuk and navigated the teeming 

thoroughfares by the university before entering a matrix of quiet side streets, 

where there emanated a clicking of looms and the gurgle of water from a small 

stream. Women worked methodically at these looms inside their huts, while 

RWKHUV�ZDVKHG�FORWKHV�RXWGRRUV�LQ�EXFNHWV�ȴ�OOHG�ZLWK�ZDWHU�IURP�WKH�VWUHDP�    The 

driver made idle chatter.

      “Khun bpen kon Amereega, na ka ? Bpen ajarn, chai mai ka ?”

      “I’m American. Yes, a teacher.”

      “Yuu tee nai, ka ? A yuu tao rai ?”

      Always the same conversation. “I am twenty-two. I stay in Chiangrai.”

������2UDQJH�VDIIURQȃWKH�IROGV�RI�D�QRYLFHȇV�UREHȃVWUXFN�WKH�VHQVHV�DV�,�FOLPEHG�RXW�

of the tuk tuk��7KH�PRQN�ZDV�OHDQLQJ�DJDLQVW�WKH�PRQDVWHU\�JDWHȃZURXJKW�LURQ�

with bougainvillea branches woven through. A patch of sunlight fell across his 

face and, catching sight of me, he beamed, blinking in the glare. I walked in awe of 

his orange aura, very slowly, through the gate’s narrow aperture.
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Till a week ago, a teacher of botanyWho didn’t like the looks of her chart.

(1)  The tone shifts to that of an Orientalist travelogue: an expatriate comments on the provincial charm of an exotic village. The parody of Orientalism 

LV�D�VHOI�UHȵ�H[LYH�PRYH��6HOI�FRQVFLRXVO\�,�GHYHORS�WKH�LQQHU�OLIH�RI�RQO\�RQH�FKDUDFWHU��WKH�ZHVWHUQ�ZRPDQ�ZKR�UHSRUWV�RQ�$VLD��7KH�7KDL�FKDUDFWHUV�DUH�

ornamental. I cannot say everything. I make no claim to afford unmediated acess to reality. Is this a parody? Or a variation on the same Orientalist song?
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RI�OLJKW�LQ�WKHLU�HDUWK�WRQHG�UREHV��,�VLW�FURVV�OHJJHG�RQ�WKH�PDUEOH�ȵ�RRUȃFRRO�WR�

WKH�VROHV�RI�WKH�IHHWȃVHW�P\�WLPHU��DQG�WU\�WR�EUHDWKH�D�ULVLQJ�IDOOLQJ�UK\WKP�

      I hear silence. In its unstructured space, old wounds summon voices from 

memory.2 Divsions of meaning and time collapse without the support of sound. In 

VLOHQFH��ZH�ȴ�QG�ZKDW�RXU�OLYHV�DUH�VWUXFWXUHG�WR�LJQRUH�3 In the space of unmarked 

moments, words well up from within :

Speak to me. Why do you never speak ? Speak. What are you thinking of ? What 

thinking ? What ? I never know what you are thinking. Think. Mother’s voice 

speeds and cracks. HURRY UP PLEASE ITS TIME, she says. It’s time togetup, it’s 

time togetup, it’s time togetup in the morning. Father’s verses gallop like horses’ 

KRRYHV�ZKHQ�KH�VLQJV��,WȇV�WKH�ȴ�UVW�GD\�RI�VSULQJ��7KH�WXOLS�LV�LQ�EORRP��

      When the voices cease, WKH�VLOHQFH�RI�WKHVH�LQȴ�QLWH�VSDFHV�WHUULȴ�HV�PH� I try to 

WHOO�VRPHRQHȃ0DH�&KL�3RP�3LWW�� WKH�FOHDU�H\HG�WUDQVODWRU�ZLWK�D�ZLGH�VPLOH��$W�

reporting, the voice that gurgles from my body is strange, stuttering, raw with 

emotion : It’s lone-lonely. Here. Light peals of laughter radiate from Mae Chi Pom 

Pitt’s lips. In the timbre of her laugh there is the warmth of possibilities not yet 

explored.

      II.
      BUDDHAM SARANAM GACCHAMI 

      To the Buddha I go for refuge. 

      DHAMMAM SARANAM GACCHAMI 

      To the Dharma I go for refuge. 

      SANGHAM SARANAM GACCHAMI 

      To the Sangha I go for refuge.

      In a red-carpeted room, opposite gaudy, glittered Buddha statues, I kneel with 

my palms together, listening to Pali and mumbling words I do not understand. 

Pra Ajarn Suphan smiles with benevolence from his cushioned dais as I and 

      I.
      “I am Pra New. Every day there is reporting. You see the head monk. Do three 

prostrations. Say : ‘Sawadee krap, Pra Ajarn Suphan.’ Also greet his translator. Her 

name : Mae Chi Pom Pitt.”

� � � � � �7KH�EUXVTXH�� FKHHN\�PRQN� LQ�FKDUJH�RI� WKH�ȴ�UVW�GD\ȇV� LQVWUXFWLRQ�JLYHV�XV�

sparse orders. Ill-at-ease in our white folds of fabric, we want to know what the 

head monk expects of us. And how should we spend the intervening time between 

reporting sessions ?

      “Wake up : 4 :30am. Breakfast : 6 :30am. Lunch : 11 :30am. Tonight. Opening 

ceremony : 5 :00pm. Until then, meditation. Walking. Sitting. Alternating. No 

speaking.”

������,�UHPDLQȃLPPRELOL]HGȃRQ�WKH�SRUFK�RI�WKH�FHQWUDO�wat, waiting for further 

instruction. Alone, I walk the length of the temple terrace. Once, then again. Will 

this movement become a walking meditation ? It doesn’t. 

      I turn down the stairs and follow the path Pra New took moments ago. I knock 

VRIWO\�DW�WKH�VFUHHQ�GRRU�WR�KLV�ZHOFRPH�Rɟ��FH��+H�KDV�GLVDSSHDUHG��$ERYH�KLV�GHVN�

a small placard clacks against the wall in the breeze. Its letters are fading and their 

paint is peeling : IN VIPASSANA, BUDDHA POINTS TO THE PATH. YOU FIND THE 

WAY YOURSELF.

      “Can I help you ?” Pra New asks from over my shoulder. I turn to face him. Had 

he been there all along ?

      “You have a question ?” He persists.

      “No, nevermind.” I did, but I can’t remember what it was. I study the sign again.

������Ȋ,�WKLQNȃȐ�ȋ�,�WXUQ�DURXQG�DJDLQ�DQG�KH�LV�JRQH�

      Alone I watch the hands of Pra New’s clock, lulled by the predictable spasms 

RI�WKH�VHFRQG�KDQG��,Q�WKH�WKUHH�KRXUV�EHIRUH�WKH�RSHQLQJ�FHUHPRQ\�,�VKRXOG�ȴ�OO�D�

WKLUG�RI�WKH�GD\ȇV�TXRWD���ȴ�YH�ZDONLQJ�VHVVLRQV��WZHQW\�PLQXWHV�HDFK��IRXU�VLWWLQJȐ�

,QVWHDG�,�ȴ�QG�P\VHOI�PRYLQJ�SXUSRVHIXOO\�DFURVV� WKH�WHPSOH�JURXQGV�XQGHU�WKH�

pretext of exploration. Once I understand my surroundings, the geography of this 

space, I will be able to begin.

      I pass the refectory and the towering stupa��WKH�UHOLTXDU\�ZLWK�LWV�ȵ�DNHV�RI�JROG��

:KLWH�ȴ�JXUHV�LQ�WKH�JULG�RI�VWRQH�FRXUW\DUGV�DUH�HLWKHU�VLWWLQJ�SODFLGO\�RU�JRRVH�

stepping like mental patients or sleep walkers, engaged in their practice. I reach 

WKH�OLEUDU\ȃD�SULVWLQH�EXLOGLQJ�FLUFXPVFULEHG�E\�D�VQDNLQJ�EDOFRQ\�DQG�JXDUGHG�

by two naga statues, their serpent tails glinting. Fans turn inside the main room, 

reticulating patterns of light and shadow. Elder monks meditate under these nets 

(2)  It seems that when all the clutter and noise of everyday life is reduced to such brutal minimalism, that the usual control valves are released and 

images well up from within. Bill Viola, “The Sound of One Line Scanning.”

(3)  One tries in vain to work so as not to hear it, to think rapidly so as to mask it. Or to make up a program, a fragile point that barely links us to a 

suddenly improbably tomorrow. How to pass beyond this peace that lies in wait for us. A silence so great that hopelessness is shamed. Clarice Lispector, 

Soulstorm.

On Wednesday nights a player of bridgeAt Je! erson Junior High in Chester" eld.
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      “Der Reis. Du bist ja gereizt. Schon, der Reiz.” My German friend laughs for the 

duration of the meal.6

      I stir the substance in the bowl. It was rice but it is now denatured. It is rice 

without its grain, viscous, more liquid than solid, but lost in the border-regions 

EHWZHHQ� WKH� WZR��7KH�*HUPDQȇV�KXɟ��QJ� UHSULVDOV� SURYLGH�RXU�RQO\� VRXQGWUDFN��

Still somewhat hollow from hunger, I prostrate myself three times and wash my 

dish in the sink.

      The tepid pre-dawn gives way to waves of heat that crash through the 

afternoons : it is Thailand’s hot season. My robe is wet with sweat. The scream 

of cicadas punctures my mediation the way an alarm bell alters the course of a 

dream. I search my memory for the myth of the cicadas : if I can imbue this sound 

with history, I can control the mental image it creates. Then these busy thoughts 

cede to what’s more interesting : the patina of sound. I notice strands of individual 

outputs blending together, the choral composite nature of noise. 

      I get up too quickly and stumble across the stones to the rear gate of the 

courtyard, making for the shade of a green plastic canopy. Underneath, picnic 

tables are populated by a spattering of nuns sipping tea. Or are they meditators in 

the same white garb, taking a break ? They speak like the cicadas; I can’t assimilate 

their sounds or make sense of their voices. There is a change in me. Is it related to 

WKH�KHDW�"�,WȇV�D�SUREOHP�RI�DUWLFXODWLRQȃ,�FDQ�QR�ORQJHU�FXW�XS�VWUHDPV�RI�QRLVH��%XW�

it’s also a problem of connection : I can’t string sound into sense; stacatto stutters 

exist apart and alone. I cannot identify the language they are speaking as my own.

      A nun ladles some substance from a large clay pot – clots of greenjelly weave 

through an algae-colored liquid. A man slurps his drink. His lips seem to come 

apart from his body. Dizzy, I turn and knock the pot from its perch. It cracks into 

LQQXPHUDEOH�VKDUGV�WKDW�FODWWHU�DV�WKH\�KLW� WKH�FHPHQW�ȵ�RRU�� ,�VOLGH�� IDOOLQJ�LQWR�

the table, but a pair of hands pushes me upright. I recognize Mae Chi Pom Pitt’s 

warm smile. With her hand on the small of my back she indicates my position in 

the surrounding space. 

several other white-robed students offer eleven lotus blossoms, give ourselves 

up to our practice, and utter vows of silence in a monochrome drone. Words 

move over my mouth and melody emanates, soft and scratchy, from my throat : 

NIBBANASSA ME BHANTE SACCIKARANATHAYA KAMMATTHANAM AHAM 

SUKHITO HOMI NIDDUKKHO HOMI AVERO HOMI ABHAYA PAJJO HOMI ANIGHO 

HOMI SUKHIATTANAM PARIHARAMI.4 We repeat sounds in unison, the timbres 

of our voices mixing and grating against each other, our syllables overlapping and 

missing. We grope for the rhythm and phrasing of the Pali chants, but this bassy 

elixir has no sense or reference.

      In between night and morning, when the sky is stretched glass, I wind down 

through the last minutes of a sitting meditation. Intuiting the brightening light of 

the day, inhaling sweet clouds of incense smoke spiraling up from smoldering slits 

in the darkness, I hear the light clapping of sandaled feet on the stones and the 

rustling of robes. The monks are returning from the village where they beg for 

alms. Their movements sound at a lesser decibel than the gongs gathering us to 

our morning meal : a cacophony jangling, overtones tangling, ringing through the 

fading shades of night. Six tones moan over, inter-bleeding, leading, un-heading, 

cutting away the day from darkness.5 

      A patchwork of white and orange : shadows in the weak moonlight congregate 

in front of the refectory. Small tables, laminated pages with Pali prayers translated 

LQWR� 7KDL� VFULSW�ZLWK� LWV� ORRSLQJ� OHWWHUV�� ȵ�DJV�� ȵ�RXULVKHV� DQG� V\PEROV�� *UDYHOO\�

murmurs circulate, barely more audible than whispers. The fullness of the sound 

ZDNHV� LQ� LQFUHPHQWDO� FUHVFHQGRHV�� ȵ�RZLQJ� OLNH� D� FXUUHQW� LQ� DQG� RXW� RI� WKHVH�

bodies. Heartbeats punctuate our prayer-song with nonsound.

      “Hunger’s made my body HPSȴ�QGOLFK,” I tell the German sitting next to me. She 

KXVKHV�PH��,Q�RXU�ERZOV�WKHUH�DUH�GLVVROYLQJ�JUDLQV�RI�ULFH�ȵ�HFNHG�ZLWK�JUHHQ�IURP�

the tails of scallions. 

      “What is this ?”

      “It’s rice.”

      “Rice soup, of sorts.”

      “No. We call it Khao Tom.” The Thai’s voice soars over the ‘ao’ sound, high then 

low, hitting ‘tom’ like the short, rich beat of a hand drum.

� ���� � 7KH� *HUPDQ� ZRPDQ� SRNHV� IXQ� DW� WKH� QDUUDWRU�� ZKR�PLVXVHV� HPSȴ�QGOLFK� �XVXDOO\� WUDQVODWHG� LQWR� (QJOLVK� DV� ȊVHQVLWLYHȋ��� E\� SOD\LQJ� RQ� WKH�

phonological link between Reis and Reiz, the latter being a general term for “stimulus” that carries sexual innuendos. Puns are ways for language to 

create a meaning on its material surface through the resounding and rebounding of sound.

(4) [A certain culture …] is eager for art, for music, provided that such art and such music be clear, that they “translate” an emotion and represent a 

VLJQLȴ�HG��WKH�SRHPȇV�ȊPHDQLQJȋ����DQ�DUW�ZKLFK�YDFFLQDWHV�HQMR\PHQW��E\�UHGXFLQJ�LW�WR�D�NQRZQ��FRGHG�HPRWLRQ��>Ȑ@��5RODQG�%DUWKHV��Ȋ7KH�*UDLQ�RI�WKH�9RLFH�ȋ

�����7KH�ȊJUDLQȋ�RI�WKH�YRLFH�LV�QRWȃRU�QRW�RQO\ȃLWV�WLPEUH��WKH�VLJQLI\LQJ�LW�DIIRUGV�FDQQRW�EH�EHWWHU�GHȴ�QHG�WKDQ�E\�WKH�IULFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�PXVLF�DQG�

something else, which is the language (and not the message at all). Roland Barthes, “The Grain of the Voice.”

Le! -handed.  Slaps her head with her le!  handWith three women she’s known since grade school.
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      III.
      The surfaces of the stones are cratered and rough. My feet discern their textures 

DV�,�SDFH�WKH�FRXUW\DUG��P\�PLQG�PRYLQJ�LQVLGH�WKH�SUHVHQW�DV�HDFK�PRPHQW�ȵ�RZV�

seamlessly into its successor. The timer sounds. I sit, and begin again.

      After all the effort expended in the stagnating heat, after my attempts in these 

ten days to reach some goal, to master the knowledge of the art of Vipassana, the 

reward, the prize I was seeking is this awareness : I move with everything that can 

ever be found.
7
 Here, in this space of pleasure, of enjoyment, language works upon 

itself for nothing.8
 Now there is the lightness of evening descending.

������7KHUH�ZHUH�QHYHU�DQ\�TXRWDV�WR�ȴ�OO�QRU�WUXWKV�WR�XQHDUWK��,�WU\�WR�SOD\�LQ�VRXQG�

and silence, reorienting meanings from the periphery. I know now that there is no 

center.
9 

      The gut reaction to the constant pulling away of the present is to wrap one’s 

arms around it and cling, shutting out impermanence. Now the past in its vivid 

detail, like the excitement of future plans, peels off the present like a false skin. 

(PSW\�RI�VWUXFWXUHV��WKLV�SUHVHQW�ȵ�RZV�EHQHDWK�D�PHWURSROLV�RI�SUHWHQWLRQV��2QH�

can move inside its moments. The only sustainable emotion is suffering. I let go, 

and the earth moves me through blue to blood-orange gold. The day falls away.

      As my timer sounds, I open my eyes to pools of leaves swirling up from the ground, 

circling in tides of breeze as others cascade in lazy descent from above. I pick up 

a broom from the side of the hut adjacent to the courtyard. We sweep in silence, 

the eternal silence that beats under the scratching of our brooms, the chanting of 

novices from the central wat, the chirping of cicadas and my spontaneous query :

      “Why are you called ‘New ?’” He looks up from the ground, his serious expression 

broken by a broad smile. 

      “New. Like every moment.”

      We open again to the silence, pushing leaves across the stones with repetitive 

bursts of movement, of sound.

(7)  [W]hat is carefully, precariously given to be read is that there is nothing there to read; here again we come to that exemption 

of meaning, (that exemption from meaning as well) which we Westerners can barely understand, since for us to attack meaning 

is to hide or to invert it, but never to “absent it.” Roland Barthes Empire of Signs. 

(8)  Barthes describes “a space of pleasure, of enjoyment, a site where the language works upon itself for nothing, i.e., in 

perversion,” “The Grain of the Voice.”

(9)  According to Western metaphysics, “every center is the site of truth.” Roland Barthes, Empire of Signs.
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When she makes a mistake in bidding


