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Figure 1: Installation overview showing the water tank, overhead XY plotter, theremin interfaces, and caustic projection.

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International
License.

NIME °26, June 23-26, 2026, London, UK

© 2026 Copyright held by the owner/author(s).

Abstract

Drifting in Currents of Currents is an interactive hydro-acoustic
system that explores the displacement of Hong Kong’s Tanka
(boat people) through gesture, fluid dynamics, and neural sound
synthesis. A solo interactor controls two theremin interfaces to
drive a motorized XY plotter that drags a hydrophone through a
water tank. The resulting water disturbance functions simultane-
ously as sound material and excitation signal for a neural audio
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model (RAVE) trained on coastal soundwalks recorded in Tai O
and Aberdeen. Rather than reproducing historical vocal materials,
textual fragments from documented Saltwater Songs operate as
symbolic gating mechanisms within the synthesis pipeline: each
fragment triggers a time-limited amplitude envelope that con-
ditions the audibility of neural output without producing vocal
sound. Audio is spatialized through multiple transducers attached
directly to the tank and pedestal, establishing a physical hydro-
acoustic feedback loop. Grounded in theories of cosmotechnics
and wet ontology, and informed by perspectives on machine
learning as a creative musical tool, the system frames memory
as an entropic, materially mediated process—one that resists re-
trieval and remains perceptible only through instability, latency,
and drift.
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1 Introduction: Drift, Displacement, and the
Problem of Retrieval

The Tanka people constitute a historically amphibious culture
within the Pearl River Delta whose livelihood, social organiza-
tion, and cosmology were inseparable from water. Living on boats
along the Hong Kong coastline, Tanka communities developed
maritime practices and vocal traditions, commonly known as
Saltwater Songs (Ham Shui Go), that emerged from labor, nav-
igation, and tidal rhythms, grounded in the rhythms of daily
maritime life and communal experience.

During the twentieth century, rapid urbanization and land
reclamation displaced Tanka communities, dissolving the envi-
ronmental conditions that sustained their way of life. Although
Saltwater Songs have been documented through transcription
and archival initiatives [3], such efforts inevitably transform
fluid, situated practice into static cultural artifacts. Contempo-
rary approaches to cultural preservation that rely on artificial
intelligence risk further abstraction by converting historically
contingent sound practices into datasets optimized for reproduc-
tion, retrieval, and stylistic generalization. This system avoids this
risk by training the neural model exclusively on environmental
field recordings (Section 3.3).

Prior work on sensor-based and tangible musical interfaces [9,
13] has explored hydro-acoustic instruments emphasizing surface
interaction or tactile feedback [7]. More recently, RAVE-based in-
struments have explored tangible latent space navigation through
magnetic interfaces [10] and low-latency architectural redesign
for instrumental interaction [2]. In contrast, the present work
integrates fluid dynamics directly into the excitation layer of
neural audio synthesis, using water turbulence as the primary
input signal to the RAVE model. Instead of granting access to
historical sound, Drifting in Currents of Currents deliberately
withholds it. By embedding water, gesture, and machine learning
within a single feedback system, the installation stages memory
as unstable, delayed, and materially resistant. An overview of the
physical installation is shown in Figure 1. Audience gestures do
not activate historical recordings; they disturb a hydro-acoustic
environment whose responses are only indirectly conditioned by
historical traces.

The contribution of this work lies in three interconnected as-
pects. It introduces a hydro-acoustic interaction model in which
water operates simultaneously as excitation source, resonator,

Hui et al.

and feedback medium for neural synthesis. It proposes an ethi-
cally constrained approach to historical material that relies on
symbolic gating without sonic reproduction. Finally, it demon-
strates a gesture-mapping strategy that enforces restraint as an
interactional value, reframing masking, latency, and irreversibil-
ity as expressive resources.

2 Theoretical Framework: Cosmotechnics and
Wet Ontology

This work is informed by Yuk Hui’s concept of cosmotechnics,
which challenges the assumption that technology operates as
a culturally neutral and universally applicable apparatus. Hui
argues that technical systems are always embedded within spe-
cific cosmologies—configurations of humans, environments, and
knowledge—and that modern technological universalism often
erases local technical traditions [5]. Tanka maritime practices
constituted a water-based cosmotechnics whose logic was funda-
mentally incompatible with land-oriented urban modernity.

Drifting in Currents of Currents foregrounds the absence of this
cosmotechnics, deliberately refusing to reconstruct it through
representation or simulation. The system juxtaposes mechani-
cal precision and neural synthesis with the instability of water,
reflecting the displacement of a water-based cosmology by com-
putational regimes that privilege stability and abstraction.

The project also draws on Astrida Neimanis’s theory of wet
ontology, which emphasizes water as a medium that resists fixity,
transparency, and linear temporality [8]. Water retains traces
only through continuous transformation and cannot be stably
archived. By inserting water directly into the signal chain as a
sound source, optical refractor, and vibrational body, the sys-
tem resists the abstraction characteristic of digital media. Taken
together, cosmotechnics and wet ontology frame the installa-
tion as a site where technical mediation and material instability
co-produce memory through ongoing transformation.

3 System Overview: Hydro-Acoustic
Organology as Feedback

The system functions as a hybrid organology [12], linking me-
chanical actuation, fluid dynamics, and neural synthesis into a
recursive structure (Figure 2). Drawing on distributed systems
frameworks for digital musical instruments [6], the installation
integrates sensing, actuation, and synthesis across physical and
computational layers. In this system, hydro-acoustic turbulence
operates as a dynamic modulator of neural latent space, linking
nonlinear material behavior to generative structure.

3.1 Physical Configuration

At the center of the system is a transparent acrylic tank filled with
saline water, functioning simultaneously as an acoustic medium,
a vibrational body, and an optical refractor. Its transparency al-
lows projected imagery to pass through the water and undergo
continuous distortion. Mounted above the tank, a motorized XY
plotter using a CoreXY architecture controls the horizontal move-
ment of a submerged hydrophone (Figure 3). As the plotter drags
the hydrophone through water, it generates turbulence, cavita-
tion, and resonant noise that constitute the system’s primary
sonic material.

Interaction is mediated through two theremin interfaces (Fig-
ure 4). The left theremin controls the X-axis, corresponding to
historical distance, while the right theremin controls the Y-axis,
representing environmental turbulence. Interaction is designed
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