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Once I was in Brighton in the UK—at the edge of another island, looking over a different
sea, literally at a distance from my home and the context in which I live and work. And in this
state of being removed, or at a remove, of being literally dis/ocated, 1 had certain things on my

@ mind—distance, of course, and its effects on thought and knowledge and perspective, but also

seagulls, and the use of ambient sound in cinema.
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was preoccupied with the loud and pervasive call of seagulls—the constant high, keening yelp
of a large bird which I have come to know as the European Herring Gull.
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the Herring Gulls, the desolation of the scene matched only by the existential crisis of our
progenitor. The cry of this gull thus enters into the popular imagination as a kind of auditory
trope, powerfully synonymous with darkly melancholic endings, maudlin self-reflection, and

godless intimations of mortality.

As we know, there is no such thing as an incidental or accidental noise in high-end
cinematic sound design. Bird sounds have a particular place in this constructed landscape—the
scream of the red-tailed hawk plays a similarly central role in cinematic representations of the
desert—any desert—conveying similar connotations of wildness, freedom and loneliness. In
film, everything is calibrated for a specific and calculated ambient effect, where the narrative

and the mood are precisely intertwined.

Imagine the effect, then, for a stranger from a strange land, walking into Brighton, into an
environment surrounded by this call, which seems not only portentous but also defiberate — not
only that the whistling winds of existential doubt are coming just for you, but also that this
whole scene has been literally orchestrated, that the landscape surrounding you is constructed
for effect, that you have wandered into a kind of intelligent design of affective, cinematic urban

ambience: doubly dislocated, doubly distant.

So, distance looks back from whence? And to where? My moment on the sea wall in
Brighton is a reminder that distance listens back, feels back, and remembers back. The colony
returns to the coloniser and the past returns in the present. The cinematic looks back to the
actual, the lived experience looks back to the imaginary, the subject looks back to the object of
research. Distance looks back, at distance looking back, at distance looking back.
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