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Editorial

Sonologia 2016 - Out of Phase, an international sound studies conference, happened between
the 22nd to the 25th of November 2016. The event was organised by NuSom -- the Research Centre
on Sonology (School of Communications and Arts, University of São Paulo) and hosted by the Sesc
São Paulo -- Centro de Pesquisa e Formação. The event gathered great interest, both locally and
abroad, with more than 160 paper submissions. Overall, we selected 41 presentations from 14 differ-
ent countries and coming from a wide array of backgrounds: anthropology; musicology and music
composition; philosophy; literature; architecture; film and gender studies; sound art; music technology;
acoustic ecology. 

This type of diversity was encouraged through our CfP, whereas for the selection of the aformen-
tioned works we adopted a curatorial process.The reasoning for this was twofold. Firstly, epistemolo-
gical. We were looking for works that reflected a purposeful connection between what we deem the
‘particular’ (i.e, case studies, artwork, communities/places or tools) and the ‘general’ (i.e., theory, con-
text, historical and political setting). Secondly, representativity was a big issue for us and this  is out-
lined through the ‘out of phase’ metaphor. We were looking for discourses outside the mainstream
‘sound studies’ discussion, but also coming from a more diverse setting (country of origin and gender).

Overall, we felt that it was high time to promote work done both nationally and in Latin America: es-
tablishing fruitful dialogues with researchers coming from other parts of the world; while creating a
platform for an interdisciplinary and critical conversation between the participants. Therefore, it
wouldn’t be interesting to follow a more traditional model of selection based merely on a quantitative
approach. The above strategic purview extended to the organization and selection of the 4 keynote
speakers (in order of presentation) Rodolfo Caesar, Georgina Born, Alejandra Bronfmann and Cathy
Lane (see pages 9--10) and the three panels (see pages 11--13).

It is portanto to state and contextualize that ‘sound studies’ is one of the many nodes that might
constitute the field of research that is ‘sonology’ (locally called ‘sonologia’). We invite you to read
through Rodolfo Caesar’s brief text (see pages 306-307) that offers a personal, but also historical out-
line of the area. Sonologia has been the main focus of work for NuSom since 2002, having developed
several research and artistic projects. These endeavours revolve around experimental and elec-
troacoustic music; room acoustics; computer music and also sound studies. We’ve also been busy in
organizing other international events before Sonologia 2016. The final stage regarding the organization
of Sonologia 2016 -- Out of Phase is to publish the selected papers. This is done through these
proceedings, but we’ve also selected a smaller number of authors to participate in a peer reviewed
process for the Interference Audio Journal. This special edition, guest-edited by Fernando Iazzetta,
Lílian Campesato and Rui Chaves will be published in November 2017. The papers selected will have
only their title and abstract published in these proceedings (unless otherwise noted).

As a final note, we wish to thank: all of the participants and attendees for their presentations and
critical insight; the keynote speakers for producing such stimulating talks and for sparing their precious
time with us; and the incredible team of volunteers that made the event a much smoother endeavour.
We want to specially thank the support given by Sesc São Paulo -- Centro de Pesquisa e
Formação and FAPESP (Fundação de Pesquisa e Amparo de São Paulo). It is our desire to continue
this work in the coming years, so keep you ears open for other editions of Sonologia. 

Fernando Iazzetta
Lílian Campesato
Rui Chaves
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Keynote Speakers1

Tecnographic listening: an
experiment in feedback

Rodolfo Caesar
Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro

Abstract: A feedback-loop involving electroa-
coustic devices and my own perception resulted
in my ‘discovery’ of something that was all the
time in front of my nose. By using the notion of
technographic traces I attempt to describe the
process in which technologies reveal some sort
of subjectivity. I will need to draw analogies with
the rocking of trains or chemically altered states
of consciousness: from Paul Valéry’s prose to
cartesian rationalism. The overall objective is not
just to acknowledge technology’s role in shaping
perception and understanding, but to picture sit-
uations, in music, where it is important to locate
it. 

Rodolfo Caesar is a professor at UFRJ
School of Music in Rio de Janeiro. He studied in
the early days of the Instituto Villa-Lobos, as it
was conceived and coordinated by Reginaldo
Carvalho. There began Rodolfo’s interest in the
relationship between new technologies and mu-
sic. Having been a Pierre Schaeffer’s ‘stagiaire’,
he graduated in electroacoustic music at the
CNSM de Paris. Since then, Rodolfo composes
autonomous pieces, or works related to other
arts, such as dance, theater, cinema, poetry and
the visual arts. His pieces are displayed in gal-
leries or museums, or played in concerts and ra-
dio broadcasts. His current research project,
funded by CNPq (National Counsel of Techno-
logical and Scientific Development), addresses
music’s different materialities, as it questions
bio-acoustics and contemporary musical aes-
thetics. 

1 Watch the full presentations at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=WUP7levymlU&list=PLs2UzTHXsFLkviqKoR-
8BtUE5BOk0Q8Wg

On nonhuman sound: sound as
relation

Georgina Born
Oxford University

Abstract: How should we conceptualise
sound? Does the conceptualization of sound as
an object reify and detach what are inherently
uid and relational sonic processes? In this lec-
ture, by relating two auto-ethnographic stories,
one ordinary, the other life- changing, I point to
the affective subjectfication of humans by non-
human sound. This allows me to pursue sound’s
multiple mediations, its embeddedness in
events, socialities, sites and material processes,
including those of the human body. In abandon-
ing the language of the sound object, I contend,
we become attuned to the human-and- more-
than-human, processual and temporal assem-
blages through which sound is both produced
and experienced. This exercise, through sound,
connects to recent thinking  that places the non-
human in symmetrical relation to the human, for
sound is both co- produced nonhumanly –– as
an apparently independent physical process, ‘ob-
ject’  or ‘actor’ –– and yet also transubstantiates
affectively and culturally into human experience.
What will become obvious in pursuing this as-
semblage-ecological sense of sound is how
powerfully and pervasively nonhuman sound
acts on the human rather than merely being
modulated by the human. Asking what is gained
conceptually by attending to such nonhuman
sound, and the nature of its relation to us, I sug-
gest that sound resists the anthropocentric and
anthropomorphic tendencies of certain stances
on the nonhuman. Following A. N. Whitehead’s
insistence that we must avoid the bifurcation of
nature, I pursue an approach to sound as rela-
tion. 

Georgina Born is Professor of Music and
Anthropology at Oxford University and a Profes-
sorial Fellow of Mans eld College. Georgina
Born’s work combines ethnographic and theor-
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etical writings on music, media and cultural pro-
duction. Her ethnographies have often focused
on major institutions – television production at
the BBC, computer music at IRCAM, in-
terdisciplinary art-science and new media art at
th University of California, Irvine. From 2010 to
2015 Born is directing the research programme
‘Music, Digitisation, Mediation: Towards Interdis-
ciplinary Music Studies’, funded by the Euro-
pean Research Council, which examines the
transformation of music and musical practices
by digitisation and digital media through compar-
ative ethnographies in seven countries in the de-
veloping and developed world.

Laura Boulton,
Ethnomusicology, and the

materiality of media

Alejandra Bronfman

Abstract: When Laura Boulton travelled to
the Caribbean with her ornithologist husband in
the 1930s, she intended to record the sounds of
the islands she would visit. Her subjects were
birds, musical instruments, and people, and her
dedicated work habits produced thousands of
recordings as well as a vast collection of musical
instruments. At the intersection of sound stud-
ies and the history of anthropology, this talk con-
cerns Boulton’s pursuit of the sonic exotic. In at-
tending specifically to the production of sonic
knowledge about places including the Domini-
can Republic, Haiti, and Cuba, Boulton’s record-
ings allow for an exploration of the ontological
relationships among natural history (birds), ma-
terial culture (instruments) and ethnography
(people) through sound.

Alejandra Bronfman (PhD Princeton Uni-
versity, 2000) is an Associate Professor in the
Department of History at UBC. Prior to this, she
was Assistant Professor at the University of
Florida and Yale University. Her current research
aims to record the unwritten histories of radio
and related sonic technologies in the Caribbean.
Islands of Noise: Sonic Media in the Caribbean
(University of North Carolina Press, Fall 2016) ex-
plores the perambulations of objects in empires

in the early twentieth century, with particular at-
tention to new media including telegraph, tele-
phone and broadcasting and their relationships
to capital flows, imperial projects and regional
political mobilizations. She is the author of Mea-
sures of Equality: Race, Social Science and Citi-
zenship in the Caribbean (University of North
Carolina Press, 2004), On the Move: The Carib-
bean Since 1989 (Zed Books, 2007), and co-edi-
tor of Media, Sound and Culture in Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean (University of Pittsburgh
Press, 2012).

Disordering our Listening

Cathy Lane

Abstract: The ‘Manifesto for Disordering
Listening’ is part of an ongoing investigation
which seeks to question both how we listen and
how we could listen particularly across genders,
cultures, ethnicities, species and ages. The
manifesto has been fed by practice-based and
scholarly research drawing on the social sci-
ences, cultural studies, feminist and post-colo-
nial theory, oral history and sound arts theory
and practice. In this talk I would like to consider
some of the significant inputs to its develop-
ment as well as the manifesto itself which ex-
ists as a  fluid series of statements for discus-
sion rather than as declaration of a  fixed posi-
tion.

Cathy Lane is a composer, sound artist and
academic. Her work uses spoken word, field re-
cordings and archive material to explore aspects
of our listening relationship with each other and
the multiverse. She is currently focused on how
sound relates to the past, our histories, environ-
ment and our collective and individual memories
from a feminist perspective. Books include Play-
ing with Words: The Spoken Word in Artistic
Practice (RGAP, 2008) and, with Angus Carlyle,
In the Field (Uniformbooks, 2013), a collection of
interviews with eighteen contemporary sound
artists who use field recording in their work and
On Listening (2013) a collection of commis-
sioned essays about some of the ways in which
listening is used in disciplines including anthro-
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pology, community activism, bioacoustics, con-
flict mediation and religious studies, music, eth-
nomusicology and field recording. Her CD The
Hebrides Suite was released by Gruenrekorder
in 2013. Cathy is Professor of Sound Arts and
University of the Arts London and co-director of
CRiSAP (Creative Research in Sound Arts Prac-
tice), University of the Arts London.

Panels1

PANEL I: ETHNOGRAPHY,
COMMUNITIES AND MUSIC

MAKING

Reduced listening and
ethnography

Carlos Palombini
Universidade Federald de Minas Gerais

In what manner can a mostly aural analysis of
a sound recording combine with ethnography
for the sake of understanding the construction
of an EDM song? The speaker presents his initial
impressions on “Na Faixa de Gaza é assim” (in
the Gaza Strip it’s this way), a 2009 hit of the
proibidão subgenre of funk carioca composed,
performed and produced by Gustavo Lopes,
best known by the stage name  of MC Orelha.
Aided by the INA- GRM Acousmograph he nar-
rates his trajectory through this piece, which is
then confronted with information provided by
the artist in an interview conducted in his studio
at Largo da Batalha, in the city of Niterói, on 10
May 2012. 

Carlos Palombini is currently a professor of
musicology at the Federal University of Minas
Gerais (UFMG) as well as a member of the pro-
gramme of graduate studies in music of the
Federal University of the Rio de Janeiro State
(UNIRIO). 

1 Watch the full presentations at:
    https://www.youtube.com/watch?

v=Sg20ZoJQLmM&list=PLs2UzTHXsFLmgKJ0ntHxqjlxBVh
HiS2QU

Translocal musicking - African
performers in São Paulo

Rose Satiko G. Hikiji & Jasper Chalcraft

Local musicking is a way of producing locali-
ties. What kinds of localities are being produced
by African musicians who have recently arrived
in São Paulo, part of a new and growing migra-
tion movement? Initial fieldwork has revealed di-
verse musical groups that perform and rehearse
in different kinds of events and places: refugee
festivals, churches, public squares, cultural
centres, museums and concert halls. The mi-
grant musicians are from the Democratic Re-
public of Congo, Togo, Mozambique, and
Senegal. 

We aim to investigate how music making in
São Paulo is related to their diasporic experi-
ence: how do their musics dialogue with local
ones? Which places are occupied (and trans-
formed) by these migrant musicians? What as-
pects and personal experiences of their coun-
tries are performed in their art, brought to a new
Brazilian audience?  The paper draws on ongoing
research in the project “Being/Becoming African
in Brazil: migrating musics and heritages”, which
is part of a larger framework project “Local Mu-
sicking: New Pathways for Ethnomusicology”,
funded by FAPESP (Fapesp grants 2016/04404-7
and 2016/06840-9). 

Rose Satiko Gitirana Hikiji is a professor at the
Department of Anthropology at the University of
São Paulo (USP) since 2005. Coordinator of
LISA (Laboratory of Image and Sound in Anthro-
pology at USP). 

Dr Jasper Chalcraft is currently a Research
Fellow in the Department of Sociology
at Sussex University, working on the Cultural-
Base project, investigating cultural heritage and
European identity. 
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Sounding Locality in Northern
Ireland

Suzel Ana Reily
 Universidade Estadual de Campinas

For Arjun Appadurai locality is conceived as a
“structure of feeling,” which must be produced
and reproduced through the collective agency of
individuals who share common spaces (or
neighbourhoods). The production of locality, he
contends, is undertaken through a range of
“technologies of interactivity,” such as cere-
monies, rituals, and other collective activities.
Musicking and various sonic practices are cen-
tral to many technologies of interactivity, impli-
cating them in the production of locality. For
Doreen Massey, however, localities are best
viewed as points of convergence of people,
ideas, objects and other material and immaterial
goods, and these encounters frequently involve
power differentials. The production  of locality,
therefore, is often fraught with tensions (Tsing).
This paper draws on ethnographic examples
from Northern Ireland, looking at the ways mu-
sic and sound are used in Protestant parading as
locality-producing practices. I will argue that
these rituals generate intense emotional experi-
ences that shape the structures of feeling that
instil a commitment to place among legions of
young Protestant bandsmen. The very intensity
of these experiences brings the musicians back
on to the streets parade after parade from April
to the end of September each year, emplacing
their soundtrack onto the Province’s landscape.
The “marching season,” however, heightens
sectarian tensions, particularly at interfaces and
contested territories, generating intense debate
across all sectors of the Northern Irish popula-
tion. This research is being undertaken within
Thematic Project: “Local Musicking: New Path-
ways for Ethnomusicology”, funded by FAPESP
(Fapesp grant: 2016/05318-7).

Suzel Ana Reily is Professor of Ethnomusicol-
ogy at the Universidade Estadual de Campinas,
having worked previously at Queen’s University
Belfast. 

PANEL II: SOUNDING GENDER

Valéria Bonafé
Universidade de São Paulo

This panel will bring up different perspectives
on gender, feminisms and women engagement
in music and sound arts. Valeria Bonafé will in-
troduce the discussion and present Sonora, a
Brazilian collaborative network that brings to-
gether young artists, students and scholars in-
terested in feminist expressions within the arts,
specially in the Brazilian and Latin American per-
spective. For more information about sonora
take a look at: www.sonora.me. 

Cathy Lane will make a report  on the SGFA 
2016 - SOUND:: GENDER:: FEMINISM:: ACTIV-
ISM conference that she just help organising in 
London. Please, visit the SGFA 2016 website at 
www.crisap.org/research/projects/ 
soundgenderfeminismactivism- 2016-white-
noise/. 

Georgina Born will discuss issues related to
gender and education she formerly developed in
her text Music Technology, Gender, and Class:
Digitization, Educational and Social Change in
Britain (Born, 2013). The participants of the
SONOLOGIA 2016 - Out of Phase are invited to
read Georgina's text in advance. It can be ac-
cessed at www2. eca.usp.br/sonologia/ geor-
gina_born_text/

Valéria Bonafé is a composer and researcher.
Academic education took place at the University
of Sao Paulo and Musikhochschule Stuttgart,
sponsored by CNPq, CAPES and FAPESP. Hav-
ing studied with Aylton Escobar, Silvio Ferraz,
Marcos Lacerda and Marco Stroppa. Currently a
teacher at the Sao Paulo State School of Music
and finishing PhD. Also a member of Sonora -
Music and Feminism. Her works are available in
www.valeriabonafe.com. For the biographies of
Georgina Born and Cathy Lane, please report to
the Keynote Speakers session.
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PANEL III: CLOSING SESSION:
SOUND STUDIES IN

PERSPECTIVE

As a final activity of the conference, we invite
all participants to reflect on the current stage of
Sound Studies. How broad is the field
nowadays? Which are the challenges and con-
cerns it is facing in regions such as Latin Amer-
ica and the other parts of the world? How can
we reinvent ourselves by putting sound and
listening as form of mediating our relationship
with the world? This final panel was introduced
by a text prepared by Rodolfo Caesar available
as the Afterword for this Proceedings.
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1

Abstract: The San Nicolás neighborhood (Cali, Colom-
bia), is one of the oldest in the city. In 1894, the first ty-
pographic machine arrives in the neighborhood and
since then it has consolidated as the place of graphic
arts in Cali. The new industry has paved the way to
unique socio-spatial conditions. Besides housing, there
are currently hundreds of graphic printing machines dis-
tributed in 527 businesses, mostly small, that have
settled into an area of just 20 blocks. The soundscape
of this small territory is recognizable by the rhythmic
mechanical pounding of the traditional printing ma-
chines and by the dynamics of a commercial activity
that begins at 8:00 am and ends at 6:00 pm. After two
years of research, an interdisciplinary group of histori-
ans, anthropologists, sociologists, architects, and artists
were able to complete a characterization of the neigh-
borhood and its soundscape. This paper discusses the
methodological decisions, how the results were
achieved and the significance that the captured sounds
have in the particular context of San Nicolás’ neighbor-
hood. 

Keywords: sound heritage, graphic arts, soundscape,
acoustic territory, Cali-Colombia

1   Introduction 

The methodological reflections explained be-
low are part of a two-year research project in the
San Nicolás’ neighborhood in Cali, Colombia.
Some of the ideas proposed here have been de-
veloped in other academic spaces such as the
3rd International Congress of Ambiances (Volos,
Greece, 2016) and the paper Paisaje sonoro y
territorio. El caso del barrio San Nicolás en Cali,
Colombia (Llorca, 2016).

Research on the sonic urban environment)
from a cultural and aesthetic perspective, is a
field that has not been relevant in urban design

1 This paper is the result of the project “Sound in urban 
space as a cultural heritage: digital cartography for the 
preservation of the sound-spatial memory of the graphic 
arts industry in the San Nicolás neighborhood (Santiago de
Cali, 1894-2013)” Funded by Colciencias as winner of the 
609 call for research proposals in 2013. The other results of
the research are available at www.cartofonías.org 

or public policy. As Augoyard points, in the first
instance, there are no adequate methods to as-
sess situations plus analyzes are usually limited
to measurements on noise, and secondly, inquir-
ies are based solely on physical knowledge, res-
ulting in applications that deal solely with pre-
cise urban situations, forgetting the comfort of
everyday life (Augoyard, 2002).

In that sense, the designers and agents re-
sponsible for managing the development of the
environment must understand that the daily
sound is very important in its communication
and emotional dimensions. As José Luis Carles
notes, "the concept of acoustic ecology rests on
the relationship between people and their
acoustic environment, proposing for example if
such relationship is balanced or not, if it facilit-
ates the integration of the individual within the
community or if it results distant and unsustain-
able" (2007). We may add that in addition to the
well-being, the emotional bonds that can be es-
tablished with the landscape, including the
sound, make us think of the need to conserve or
preserve, like a heritage, the positive environ-
mental signs that shape our culture.

The search for new tools to intervene the ur-
ban landscape that incorporate the sensitive, in-
volves understanding the space and the land-
scape as a living and flowing entity containing
individuals in their environment in an integrated
manner. With these assumptions, the research
outlined here has sought to join the works that
think the complex dimensions present in the re-
lationship of individuals with their space. In the
words of Lynch, "these sensations shape the
quality of places and [...] this quality affects our
immediate well-being, our actions, our feelings
and our understanding" (Lynch, 1992). The re-
search team was comprised of architects, soci-
ologists, historians, anthropologists, and artists
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who developed the conceptualization and subse-
quent implementation of the strategies pro-
posed to examine the soundscape of the neigh-
borhood while investigating on its history. The
research was funded by the Colombian state be-
tween 2014 and 2015. The collected material has
served for the construction of online cartogra-
phies: www.cartofonias.org

2   Listening to the space

2.1 From space to soundscape

The notion of soundscape has become a field
of study that encompasses different relations
between sound and space. However, what is
understood by space has had an important con-
ceptual evolution during the twentieth century.

In the nineteenth century, the interest in
space was given in areas such as architecture
and urbanism; however, in these conceptions,
there was a Cartesian basis that understood it in
an absolute and geometric way. Another of the
disciplines that by its nature dealt with space
was geography which in the twentieth century
reformulates its bases and extends the physical
analysis towards the human. Its turn finds in
concepts like "region" and "territory", foundations
to articulate physical and human phenomena in
order to study more broadly our occupation of
terrestrial space (Hiernaux and Lindon, 1993:
90).

According to Milton Santos, the space now in-
cludes the physical and the social "as an indis-
soluble set of systems of objects and systems
of actions [in which] we can recognize their in-
ternal analytical categories. Among them are the
landscape, the territorial configuration, the territ-
orial division of labor, the space produced or pro-
ductive, the roughness and the forms-content"
(Santos, 2000: 19). 

The idea of the geometrical space and con-
crete that exerts as holder is replaced by that of
a relational unit in which Santos emphasizes, on
the one hand, the indissolubly of natural and so-
cial objects "and on the other, the life that fills
and animates them, society in motion" (1996:

28). In this dynamic part, we consider that the
sound is found.

For De Certeau, the daily life in its spatial di-
mension is defined by two "determinations":
one, the objects ("an inert body always seems to
form, in the West, a place and to do it in the
form of a tomb") and other, the operations (“a
movement always seems to condition the pro-
duction of a space and associates it with a
story)" (2000: 130). The coincidence with Santos'
system of objects and actions is obvious.

Regarding the study of the urban, David Lynch
focused on analyzing sensitive impression ar-
guing that "these sensations shape the quality
of places and […] this quality affects our imme-
diate well-being, our actions, our feelings and
our understanding" (Lynch, 1998: 20). It would
be his student Michael Southworth who in 1969
realized a study of the sensible environment of
Boston based on the postulates of his teacher
and coined the term soundscape. His research
sought to determine the role of sound in our
perception of space by working with blind
people.

In the 1970s, composer Raymond Murray
Schafer founded the World Soundscape Project
(WSP) in Canada and proposed the study of the
sonic environment, developing the term sound-
scape. Murray Schafer led to the emergence of
other concepts such as acoustic ecology (the
study of sound in relation to life and society) and
acoustic design, a task in which, according to
the Canadian composer, we must all participate,
from citizens to composers, Architects, sociolo-
gists or psychologists (Schafer, 1994: 205).
Close to Lynch's "legibility" concept, Murray
Schafer proposed two categories of sound-
scapes: high-fidelity (hi-fi) which are balanced
and allow to clearly recognize the different
sounds that compose it, and the low-fidelity (lo-
fi), in which the sonic environment is little dis-
cernible due to the saturation of sounds
(Schafer, 1994: 272). As mentioned, Lynch em-
phasizes the importance of “legibility" in urban
spaces understood as

the ease with which can be recognized and 
organize their parts into a coherent pattern. Just
as this printed page, if legible, can be visually 
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apprehended as a connected pattern of 
recognizable symbols, a legible city would be 
one whose districts, prominent sites or paths 
are easily identifiable and are also easily 
grouped into a global guideline (Lynch, 1998: 
11).

2.2 The place

The neighborhood of San Nicolás, whose
church was built in the seventeenth century and
is part of the old town, is located next to the
main square of the city and It borders with the
line of the old railway, which marked the space
of Cali’s first industrial zone in the early twenti-
eth century. Today, in spite of conserving hous-
ing, it is occupied by industrial activities and
commerce. However, the graphic arts industry
stands out because of its history and presence,
a craft with relevant precedents as in 1894 a lo-
cal entrepreneur brought to his house in the
neighborhood a typographic printer. Shortly af-
ter, some of the most important newspapers in
the region were printed there and other printing
businesses were installed in the neighborhood.
Currently, according to a census conducted by
the research, 527 graphic arts companies,
mostly small, are grouped in an area of about 20
blocks (Figure 1). The landscape of this small ter-
ritory is occupied by the rhythmic sounds pro-
duced by the printing industry from 8:00 am un-
til businesses start to close at 6:00 pm. After
that time, the neighborhood’s movement slows
down, the sound decreases in intensity to shape
a silent space, only interrupted by sounds of the
night in an unsafe area. The location of the
sound space shaped by the mass of the printers
gathered in a small area showed a dynamic map
that indicates the boundaries and fractures of
the landscape from the sound. In San Nicolás,
the environment generated by the printing in-
dustry traces a rectangular perimeter of 6 by 3
blocks, which shows three edges clearly defined
by the sound of traffic in its main roads: calle 15
west side, calle 21 east side, and carrera 5th
south side. The north border is characterized by
the gradual disappearance of companies and the
deterioration of the buildings, creating a "silent"
limit. In its streets, homeless people find shel-
ter, occupying space with carts in which they
carry recycled paper. 

As usual, the historiography of the neighbor-
hood has been reconstructed from mute docu-
ments, which leaves deficiencies regarding the
environment in which the life of its inhabitants
developed years ago. For example, before the
arrival of electricity to Cali in 1910, there was no
continuous sound background of low frequen-
cies between 100 and 130 Hz, which today is
present in the environment because of engines
such as refrigerators, air conditioners, and elec-
tric transformers. At that time, in the landscape
were heard domestic animals, bells, and street
announcements. The arrival of electricity and
public lighting led to new social dynamics that
began to transform the soundscape by allowing
prolonging the Sunday parties of the city
squares until 9:00 pm. (Vásquez, 2001: 69).

Fig. 1. Density of printing businesses in the neighbor-
hood. (Source: own development)

In 1913, the cars arrive and they join the mo-
torcycles that already roared around the city.
There are documents that give an account of
the public problems caused by the noise of
vehicles at dawn hours (Vásquez, 2001: 178).

2.2 The method

From the interdisciplinarity of the team (archi-
tects, anthropologists, sociologists, historians,
and artists), a broad and profound approach to
different aspects of the neighborhood was de-
signed in order to better understand the relation-
ship between space, its sociocultural dynamics
and its sound manifestation. For this purpose, a
methodological route was built divided in several
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fronts that were able to establish different find-
ings.

Through the research of public and private
documents, it was determined how the graphic
industry was occupying the neighborhood from
1894 until today. This information was spatialized
through a digital cartography that shows the his-
torical evolution since 1894. Another front in-
vestigated the process of urban and architec-
tural consolidation since San Nicolás was a
neighborhood with dirt streets.

For the field work, a methodology was designed
to obtain spatial, perceptive and symbolic in-
formation from the perspective of researchers
and residents of the neighborhood. The first
step was to carry out a census to establish and
map land uses with special attention to the busi-
ness of the printing industry.

As a starting point, a theoretical review of the
methods of analysis proposed by Southworth
and Lynch, Murray Schafer and the Cresson
Laboratory headed by Augoyard and Amphoux
was carried out. The work of Lynch and South-

worth has helped to relate the morphological to
the perceptual, while that of Murray Schafer has
allowed understanding the soundscape as an
object of study with an aesthetic and ecological
approach. Another important methodological ref-
erence is the work carried out in the Cresson
Laboratory of the School of Architecture of the
University of Grenoble, where a group of philo-
sophers, sociologists, urban planners and archi-
tects are investigating the interaction between
sound, space, and individuals. They incorporated
fieldwork methods such as surveys, interviews,
social cartographies and "reactive listening".
Once the methodology was defined, three ob-
jectives were outlined: characterizing the sound
landscape, determining its composition and
evaluating the perception of its inhabitants.

In order to characterize the soundscape we
used, the concept of the Musique Concrète

"sound object”, proposed by the French com-
poser Pierre Schaeffer (2002) who redefined the
notion of noise positively considering all the
sounds. Its definition allowed for different sonor-
ities from aesthetic objects with their own entity
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and meaning. The sound object is not the source
that produces the sound, but the sound itself,
while establishing sensitive and meaningful rela-
tionships with a subject.

Through systematic and orderly listening ses-
sions, the sounds that repeated the most were
established, thus defining the sound objects.
This allowed understanding the composition of
the landscape as a sign of the neighborhood’s
culture in a classification close to Murray
Schafer’s concepts of Hi-fi and Lo-fi.

The analysis of the sonic composition of the
space was done through listening sessions from
6:30 am to 7:30 pm. After this experience, we
decided to particularize the study on three
streets. To collect the information, registration
sheets were designed (Figure 3) where the data
was listed, and recordings and measurements
of the sound pressure on the established time
slots were made. Three streets were selected
based on the density of printing businesses,
vehicular and human traffic, and social dynam-
ics.

1. Calle 17 between Carrera 5th and 4th due 
to its high density of printing shops, its 
high vehicular and human traffic and its 
high commercial activity (Image 4).

2. Carrera 4th, between Calle 18th and 19th, 
because is one of the main streets of the 
neighborhood with a medium density of 
printing shops, a moderate flow of people 
and little commercial activity.

3. Carrera 3th between Calle 19th and 20th 
due to its high density of printing shops, its
moderate vehicular traffic, and little human 
circulation.

Listening time slots on the three streets were
chosen by taking into account the principal mo-
ments of transition between 7.00 am and 7:00
pm and were held two days a week (Tuesday
and Friday) with different business dynamics, as
reported by the interviewed workers. 

1.  7:00 am - 8:30 am
2. 11:00 am – 12:30 pm
3. 1:30 pm – 3:00 pm
4. 5:30 pm – 7:00 pm

The methodologies introduced by the Cesson
Laboratory were useful to inquire into the per-
ception of the inhabitants. In order to establish
the evocative effect of sound, defined by Augoy-
ard (2005: 21) as anamnesis, surveys were car-
ried out with workers from 247 businesses in
the neighborhood. Focal groups and mental
maps were also made with different inhabitants
of the neighborhood to establish their percep-
tion of sound. Finally, sonographies were recor-
ded as ethnographic evidence and as an open
document that includes quantitative and qualit-
ative information, from measurements of sound
pressure and detailed descriptions of the sound
landscape and its surroundings.

Fig. 3. 17th Street.

3   Results

Based on the “sound object” idea of Pierre
Schaeffer (2003), the urban landscape would not
be composed of noise but rather acoustic signs
of a society that, as objects, establish meaning-
ful relationships between individuals and soci-
ety. In the listening sessions, the most frequent
sounds were systematically counted, excluding
those of traffic. The work resulted in a list of 16
"sound objects" from which 5 were considered
to be the most frequent: a) the pounding of
printing machines, b) the rubbing of the door or
metal shutter that closes the premises, c) the
rolling of the carts carrying supplies, d) the re-
cyclers and vendors’ trolleys and e) the music
that, from radios and audio equipment, accom-
panies the daily life of the sector.
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The finding of five predominant sound objects
is not a neutral set of noise but rather each of
them has, from its acoustic manifestation, a role
in the social dynamics of the territory. These
sound objects have a historicity that links them
to the past and justifies its appearance in the re-
sults with its own weight and not just as one
more item. For example, the pounding of the
machines, an identity sound sign of the neigh-
borhood, not only marks rhythmically the pulse
of the environment but also gives information
about the proper functioning of the device to its
operators. The old printing mechanical typeset-
ting machines that survive, (30% of businesses
have at least one according to the census) de-
spite the appearance of lithographic and digital,
have been reinvented as die cutting or number-
ing machines, refusing to silence their unique
sound that links the past with the present.

OBJETOS SONOROS: TOTAL Q

Imprentas/Máquinas 157

Persianas metálicas/puertas 84

Carretillas de insumos 65

Música 34

Otras carretillas 15

Radio/TV 12

Pregón pregrabado 10

Voz social 10

Sirena de ambulancia 8

Alarma de carro 8

Bocinas 7

Pregón voceado 6

Herramientas 5

Juego de sapo 4

Silbato 2

Teléfono 2

Fig. 4. Sound objects score

The second sound object (the harsh sound of
a metal shutter) is part of a technological mod-
ernization that occurred when wood began to be
displaced by metal in carpentry. In the twenties,
it already existed in Cali artisans of iron such as
the Hurtado family who had a workshop in the
downtown focused on blacksmith and carpentry
(Vásquez, 2001). This door of articulated metal
slats is now a common solution to the closing of
businesses; therefore, its concentration in a

confined space generates another characteristic
sound object. Every day, a metallic sound,
between 7:30 am and 8:00 am, is a temporary
mark of a territory that goes off at 6:00 pm with
the closing of the last shutter. 

The third and fourth sound objects come from
the wheels of the carts used to transport the pa-
per and inks that travel through the pavement of
the neighborhood, thanks to the dynamics of a
business that has been collaborative because
some shops print, some stamp, some varnish
and others cut. The floor deteriorated by the traf-
fic helps the movement of the trolleys to leave a
characteristic soundtrack in the streets. The in-
formal version of this means of transport is
hand-built trucks, usually made of wood and
used by street vendors or recyclers who also
travel the streets. They are known as “carretas”.
Some have metal wheels, other plastic or pneu-
matic and are used to sell fruits, soft drinks, ice
cream or coffee early in the morning.

Fig. 5. Print machine

The third and fourth sound objects come from
the wheels of the carts used to transport the pa-
per and inks that travel through the pavement of
the neighborhood, thanks to the dynamics of a
business that has been collaborative because
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some shops print, some stamp, some varnish
and others cut. The floor deteriorated by the
traffic helps the movement of the trolleys to
leave a characteristic soundtrack in the streets.
The informal version of this means of transport
is hand-built trucks, usually made of wood and
used by street vendors or recyclers who also
travel the streets. They are known as “carretas”.
Some have metal wheels, other plastic or pneu-
matic and are used to sell fruits, soft drinks, ice
cream or coffee early in the morning.

The other found sound object was the recor-
ded music which, although today it sounds from
digital players, it has a long history. Many years
have passed since orchestras and singers soun-
ded by the crank Victrolas or automatic coin
jukeboxes. Today, some establishments keep
their vinyl records. Starting the Thirties La Voz
del Valle, Cali’s first radio station opened. Over
time, American Westinghouse, Dutch Phillips,
and Germans Punto Azul radio receivers began
to appear. In addition, the Philco, the Telefunken,
the RCA and the Emerson arrived (Vásquez,
2001). In less than a decade, the murmur of ra-
dio started being an important part of the neigh-
borhood’s landscape blurring the cars’ engines
that arrived in the city in 1913 and generated
complaints about noise (Vásquez, 2001).

3.1 A Sound Territory2

Returning to and developing Lynch's concepts
on the morphological and perceptual, it was es-
tablished the existence of a sound territory with
its own acoustic characteristics that contrast
with the rest of the neighborhood’s landscape
and gives it an acoustic identity. The concept of
sound territory proposed here, refers to a sys-
tem of sound-spatial relations essential for the
adaptation of the dwellers to the environment.
Such a system is formed by a spatial set delim-
ited and interconnected by nodes and sound
flows with similar characteristics and some peri-
odicity. The nodes of these networks are com-
posed of sound objects that identify a space
with their presence (Llorca, 2016).

2 For more information on the concept of “sound territory” 
see: Llorca, J. (2016).  Paisaje sonoro y territorio. El caso del
barrio San Nicolás en Cali, Colombia.Revista INVI, 32(89).

Two characteristics were defined for the char-
acterization of the sound territories, one struc-
tural and one acoustic. The structure of the
sound territories can be assimilated to topolo-
gical spaces in which characteristics such as
proximity, consistency, density or texture, con-
nectivity, etc. come into play. The acoustic condi-
tion is given by a relationship between the
sound objects from their physical qualities such
as amplitude, frequency, and timbre (Llorca,
2016).

3.2 The Perception of the dwellers

In addition to analyzing the neighborhood
from the researchers’ perspective, surveys and
mental mapping with focus groups were held.
247 surveys were conducted in business related
to the graphic arts. The perception of the local
people was examined through focus groups
with graphic arts business owners, printing ma-
chine operators and customers of the industry.
In these groups, there were proposed dialogues
about the location of significant sounds and the
acoustic qualification of the neighborhood
through the building of a mental map of the sec-
tor. Since the neighborhood has roads that cross
the city and become key paths for vehicular mo-
bility, one of the main negative aspects men-
tioned in the talks was the sound of traffic.

In focus groups with residents, it was found
that for some of them there were other mean-
ingful sounds such as the church bells -a mark of
the beginning of the day- or the fire siren from a
nearby neighborhood where in the past it was
heard always at noon. The discussions also con-
firmed sounds detected in the listening ses-
sions, such as street vendors carts around 7:00
am when traveling to places where they offer
coffee. Its sound is clear and can be considered
a sound mark that announces the start of the
day thanks to the quiet morning soundscape
that does not mask it. It was also mentioned
with pleasure, the songs of the birds that inhabit
the trees of the park, a sonic oasis among so
many automotive traffic roads.

4   Conclusion

The use of soundscape as a transversal
concept of study between disciplines such as
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urbanism, history, architecture, art and social sci-
ences is a valid tool that promotes, thanks to in-
terdisciplinarity, each field of study.

The interlocution of the different professionals
in matters such as history, space and the sens-
ible, give rise to the construction of tools for a
better management of our environment. Ques-
tioning the documents in search of features of
the previous soundscape presents new per-
spectives on the past and the present, given
that history has presented, in most cases, a si-
lent society. The historicizing of the environment
contributes valuable information on the process
undergone by the landscape to the present
state. On the other hand, characterizing the
soundscape of a place allows understanding so-
cial dynamics that reveal intangible goods of the
culture. It also allows understanding the role
that urban morphology and land uses play in the
construction of the environment. Knowing the
sound composition of a place in its physical,
aesthetic, social and cultural dimensions contrib-
utes useful information to the urban design.

Industrialization brought to the world a change
in the soundscape with the incorporation of
mechanical sounds. These sonorities are rightly
associated with the concept of noise, however,
the acoustic expression of some trades that
today continue to function between the indus-
trial and the artisan, are added to the material
culture that welcomes them incorporating them
into the everyday life of those who participate in
a habitat. Some of the sound objects that make
up the territory of San Nicolás give account for
historical processes and social dynamics.

The formerly industrial "noise" of the printing
machines is not itself a lo-fi soundscape but
rather, depending on the relationship estab-
lished with the environment, it can be part of a
balanced soundscape that inserts into its ambi-
ent sounds that identify it. In San Nicolás, ma-
chines provide the acoustic condition to the ter-
ritory, since they subtly add its rhythm to the
landscape composing a true industrial sym-
phony. 

The sound objects that compose it help to
form a discernible landscape according to
Lynch's concept of "legibility" (1998: 11). The
sound territory is an expression of a habitat that,

although it can and must improve, should be
taken into account to make positive interven-
tions in favor of a more balanced soundscape
that maintains identity features and articulates
the coexistence of printers and housing.

Many of the older machines still survive and
reinvent themselves. Therefore it is advisable to
preserve the memory of a craft of proven tradi-
tion and rootedness, articulating its coexistence
with the housing. According to Southworth, "in
many cases the design of soundscape itself
could be a way to make a city less tense, more
enjoyable and informative for those who live it"
(1969), therefore, the analyzes and diagnoses
that are made to do urban interventions, should
support positive actions towards a more bal-
anced soundscape, that keeps its identity fea-
tures.

Therefore it is advisable to preserve the
memory of a craft of proven tradition and
rootedness, articulating its coexistence with the
housing. According to Southworth, "in many
cases the design of soundscape itself could be a
way to make a city less tense, more enjoyable
and informative for those who live it" (1969),
therefore, the analyzes and diagnoses that are
made to do urban interventions, should support
positive actions towards a more balanced
soundscape, that keeps its identity features.
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Abstract. This paper reports on two industry-funded
grants intended to explore ways that sound can contrib-
ute to urban design solutions. The first project, Acoustic
design innovations for managing traffic noise by cancel-
lation and transformation, funded by a Transurban Innov-
ation Grant, is an interdisciplinary project that explores
a number of experimental approaches to interfacing
with urban motorway noise. The second project, Clyde
North community precinct integrated public art project,
funded by the City of Casey, is a collaborative
council/university research project that focuses on
sound as a form of placemaking to promote social inclu-
sion and community engagement. Both projects are
real-world examples of claims made in recent publica-
tions by the author that the sound artist can work with
urban designers, planners and industry to create mean-
ingful sonic experiences in the context of everyday life. 

Keywords: sound design, urban design, artistic re-
search

1   Introduction

There is increasing awareness of the import-
ance of the impact of sonic environments on our
experience of everyday life (LaBelle, 2010; Voe-
gelin, 2014; Meelberg and Cobussen, 2010) and
of the role played by creative intervention in
shaping those everyday sonic environments
(Thibaud, 2013; Ouzounian, 2008; Anderson,
2016). This shift in thinking points to urban
design approaches that understand the impact
of sound on our experiences, and the ways in
which sound design might augment, and even
transform, the everyday experiences of city life.
My personal artistic practice (Lacey, 2016a) has
sought to discover diverse ways in which a
sound artist might interact with the city via the
‘sonic rupture model’, and my research exam-
ines a variety of attributes of existing urban
sound installations that successfully act as ex-
amples of ‘sonic placemaking’ (Lacey, 2016b).
The sonic rupture model and the concept of

sonic placemaking are both predicated on the
notion that through the development of relation-
ships between practitioner and environment, it
is possible to create a sonic ambiance that en-
courages city dwellers to engage with their city
in new and imaginative ways.      

This paper presents two projects presently
being completed in Melbourne, Australia, that
seek to enhance people’s everyday experiences
with urban sounds. Both projects address the
existing sound environment as is, rather than
deeming the urban environment depleted and in
need of repair, or otherwise damaging to human
listening capacities. Each project integrates a
design intervention, which will extract qualities
from the pre-existing soundscapes, into an ex-
isting environment. The projects seek to balance
the esoteric with the pragmatic, a necessary
plurality as discussed in Sonic Rupture: a prac-
tice-led approach to urban soundscape design
(2016), by recognising and utilising the power of
sound to produce profound experiences, and ar-
ticulating the pragmatic means and measures
that sonic practitioners can use to interface with
local industries and infrastructures. As stated in
Sonic Rupture, 

there is no reason to assume that developers 
and governments would not welcome […] 
changes to their own practices. The challenge 
for […] creative practitioners is to convince 
them of how our efforts can augment their 
own. […] This can be achieved by embedding 
creative works at the beginning of the lifecycle 
of urban design and development that enhance 
feelings of social inclusion […] and engender 
unique meaning for communities (177-8).

The first project, titled Acoustic design innova-
tions for managing traffic noise by cancellation
and transformation, is funded by a Transurban In-
novation Grant. Transurban are an infrastructure
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group operating in Australia and the USA; they
build and manage toll ways. This is the second
design innovation project to be funded by
Transurban. The project proposal generated in-
terest within the company thanks to the pro-
posal’s unique suggestion that both engineering
approaches to noise cancellation and artistic ap-
proaches to noise transformation could be ex-
plored in combination to help manage motorway
noise. Ethnographic studies will follow the in-
stallation of the combination system, to docu-
ment community attitudes to the project’s sonic
changes.  

The second project, entitled Clyde North com-
munity precinct integrated public art project, is
funded by a local government council in South-
Eastern Melbourne. The City of Casey are inter-
ested in the possibilities of sound art as a place-
making tool that will serve the local community.
The outer suburbs of Melbourne are growing
rapidly thanks to the process known as ‘urban
sprawl’. In many cases, suburbs are being built
minus public transport and commercial zones,
both of which are essential to the working liveli-
hoods of local community members. The integ-
rated public art project will attempt to use sound
as a possible way to create a collective point of
community interest and connection.

It should be noted that this paper is a concep-
tual exploration of the relevance of these pro-
jects in relation to certain claims made in my re-
cent book, Sonic Rupture. Further papers, co-au-
thored with my research collaborators, will re-
port on the outcomes of these research pro-
jects. This paper will consider the fact of a sound
artist interfacing with private and public organ-
isations to design new sonic environments that
improve the urban experience. No publically ac-
cessible outcomes have been produced at this
stage – although given present developments
both research teams will be reporting on some
successful outcomes in the near future. Of par-
ticular importance in this paper is the notion that
practitioners and researchers who consciously
maintain an inclusive, affirmative attitude to the
urban – not one of correction, or dissimulation –
will best support public and private organizations
looking to improve the livability of global cities
with the help of academic research.

2   Project 1: Transurban
Innovation Grant

Acoustic design innovations for managing
traffic noise by cancellation and transformation
will be the second innovation grant funded by
Transurban. The grant is intended to support in-
novative projects that address challenges in the
areas of transport and infrastructure, and was
awarded to our research group while I was
working at RMIT University’s Design Research
Institute (DRI), which has recently morphed into
the Enabling Capability Platform (ECP). Both or-
ganisations recognise the potency of interdiscip-
linary research, and thus include academic staff
and research centres from a variety of disciplin-
ary backgrounds. During the existence of the
DRI, I was introduced to Professor Xiaojun Qiu,
a world-leading expert in acoustic engineering,
who was involved in projects testing a propriet-
ary Active Noise Cancellation (ANC) system
called Antysound. I was also connected to Asso-
ciate Professor Lawrence Harvey, director of
RMIT’s SIAL Sound Studios, who is an expert in
spatial sound design and electroacoustic com-
position and curation. My own expertise centres
on the interrelationship of urban design and the
sonic arts. It seemed a great opportunity to
bring together the two distinct disciplines of en-
gineering and design – each with an entirely dif-
ferent sonic methodology – for the purposes of
experimentation. To enhance the potency of the
project, Professor Sarah Pink, an intellectual
leader in international ethnography, has been in-
vited to conduct an ethnographic study on the fi-
nal field tests to see if, and how, the community
responds to the new sound environments.
Transurban decided to fund the project for a
total of A$100K, which was a remarkable com-
mitment given the open-ended and exploratory
nature of the proposed innovation.

2.1   Project concept

The proposal reduces the complex methodo-
logies of acoustic engineering and sound design
to two key phrases – noise cancellation and
noise transformation. A third phrase – combina-
tion – is put forward as a potential means of
connecting the two approaches. Noise cancella-
tion is in fact the application of a proprietary Act-
ive Noise Cancellation system (ANC) called
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Antysound that is able to reduce very low fre-
quencies (below 300Hz). It works best when the
middle and high frequencies of a noise source
have been successfully attenuated by other
means. In the case of roadside noise manage-
ment, the ANC system works best when integ-
rated with well-designed sound walls that suc-
cessfully attenuate frequencies over 300Hz.
However, even casual listening quickly reveals
that not many sound walls can achieve this. It is
likely that even if the system successfully re-
duces the low frequency sounds, the middle
and high frequency sounds will not be attenu-
ated enough to enable the listener to perceive
the reduction.

In addition to the exploration of noise cancel-
lation, which we might speculate has more im-
mediately obvious commercial application and
interest for Transurban, the project proposal also
introduces the concept of noise transformation
– a live feed of a noise source is captured and
passed through some type of creative algorithm,
then played back through a set of speakers so
that the normal sound environment and the
transformed sounds mix together. A key pro-
ponent of this approach is Agostino DiScipio,
who invented the concept of ‘Audible Ecosys-
temics’ (Di Scipio 2003). Sonic Rupture presents
multiple approaches to noise transformation, in-
cluding DiScipo’s – however, as the book points
out, the Audible Ecosystemics approach is fo-
cussed on gallery and concert hall conditions
rather than urban environments. It could be sug-
gested that noise transformation is an inferior
counterpart to noise cancellation in relation to
the project’s overarching commercial interests.
Yet I would contend that this is not the case –
certainly in my own dealings with the sustainab-
ility department within Transurban, who adminis-
ter the Innovation grant, there was repeated in-
terest in both the idea of cancellation and trans-
formation, and how they might work in combina-
tion to improve community wellbeing.

The proposal is broken up into two phases.
The first is a series of laboratory tests at SIAL
Sound Studios, where engineers and designers
will jointly apply their methodologies within the
same environment in order to develop the com-
bination system. Opportunities – disguised as
conflicts – are anticipated, given that engineers

tend to measure environments for quantitative
changes while designers tend to listen with their
ears for aesthetic improvements. The second
phase will take the equipment into the field,
where new sound environments will be presen-
ted to community members, who will have the
opportunity to provide feedback. Ethnography is
perfect for this work, as it tends to favour sens-
ory perception, and attempts to build a picture
by asking people to reflect on their own sensory
responses and feelings in relation to the environ-
ments to which they are exposed. Sarah Pink
states that “it develops an approach to the
world and to research that accounts for how
sensory ways of experiencing and knowing are
integral both to the lives of people who particip-
ate in our research and to how we ethnograph-
ers practice our craft” (Pink 2015:x). The re-
search team hopes that a number of sound en-
vironments will be discovered that will be of in-
terest to the community, and which might be
replicated in future infrastructure projects.

2.2   Response of industry partner

The project proposal has identified spaces
that are rarely considered when we think of mo-
torway design. Often we might consider the
driving experience, both aesthetically (sound
wall look and feel) and in terms of safety1. When
we consider the non-road side of these walls,
we more often than not consider appropriate
acoustic design of housing to protect people
from motorway noise. The primary innovation of
this project is that we are asking the industry
partner to focus on an oft-neglected aspect of
the urban – the parklands that adjoin motorway
sound walls. Many sound walls create rather de-
tached, almost surreal environments that cut
straight through pre-existing residential areas.
Despite the international success of sound walls
in reducing traffic noise, “the visual and aes-
thetic problems related to noise barriers [have]
acquired an increasingly negative tone”, with
terms such as the “new Berlin wall” being used
by some authors to describe their community
impact (Bijsterveld et al., 2013:109). This re-
search project seeks to explore and address this

1 The importance of roadside safety is evidenced by the first 
Transurban Innovation Grant recipient, Dr. Thomas Fiedler, 
who is developing revolutionary new material for a new 
road safety barrier prototype.
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strange divisiveness not just through noise mit-
igation, but by considering the possibility of
design within the networks of interstitial spaces
along the non-road sides of the sound walls,
which act as parks, walking/bike tracks and un-
utilized grassy areas. 

Fig. 1. Four examples of Melbourne-based non-roadside 
sound wall locations.

From a noise complaint perspective,
Transurban are likely to be more interested in at-
tenuating noise impact on residential housing
than developing open grasslands. For instance,
Transurban personnel reported to me during a
field trip that a possible response to noise com-
plaints is to double glaze windows and install air-
conditioning. Admittedly, such measures create
a quiet zone inside the house, yet they isolate
household residents from the outside environ-
ment. Indeed, the research team are aware that
ANC equipment could be installed in residential
housing or even in people’s backyards, as it can
along soundwalls, and this will partly drive our
research interests. However, our central pro-
posal is to turn these parklands into new listen-
ing environments that might entice people to
leave their homes and enjoy the parklands abut-
ting the sound walls. There is no suggestion that
these proposed environments would be better
than completely removing the traffic sound. For
example, placing the road underground, or ac-
celerating the introduction of battery powered
cars, or improving the technologies of tyres and

road materials would clearly be superior solu-
tions. However, given that for the foreseeable
future, due to economies of scale, communities
are going to have to continue to live with road-
side noise, our research proposes that by em-
ploying the services of urban sound designers,
existing parklands can be recreated into excit-
ing, restorative and even evocative places of ex-
perience.

To date, our industry partner seems content
to observe the research as it unfolds, and to par-
ticipate in future workshops with the research
team to suggest possible applications of the re-
search to future motorway design. Of course,
commercial application is of primary interest to
a private corporation, and it is plausible that the
ANC system could present such possibilities
along sound walls and in the houses of adjoining
residencies (Qiu, 2013). However, we will pro-
pose that there could also be commercial applic-
ations relevant to the installation of soundscape
systems (Harvey, 2013) that improve urban livab-
ility along motorway soundwalls. Our industry
partner has clearly adopted a helpful, wait and
see attitude, and is quite open to the experi-
mental nature of our research, which works to-
wards both the possibility of attenuating noise
and creating urban ambiances that aim to
provide local communities with restorative, or
even evocative sound environments. To reiter-
ate, this is not an attempt to apologise for the
proliferation of motorway noise by ameliorating
its affects through aesthetic intervention, but
simply to say that, when such sound environ-
ments are completely unavoidable, the sound
designer has a crucial role to play in soundscap-
ing those environments to improve urban livabil-
ity.

3   Project 2: Clyde North
community precinct integrated

public art project

Clyde North community precinct integrated
public art project is funded by the City of Casey,
which is a local council in Melbourne’s southeast
suburbs. As stated in the brief presented to the
artists, artworks should “enhance public space
and community facilities in Casey, reflecting as-
pects of the area’s unique heritage, attributes of
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local neighbourhoods and aspirations of its local
community through a diversity of contemporary
art forms”. The location of the artwork is of con-
siderable interest to our research team, as it
was the site of a previous collaborative research
project involving another RMIT research team
whose recommendations would go on to inform
design and planning of future residential com-
munities in Melbourne’s fringe suburbs, which
are continuously expanding. That research team
was focussed on the problem of sprawling res-
idential real estate development minus the local
resources that lead to happy communities –
public transport, parks, walking tracks and other
community-based amenities2. In response, that
research team contributed to the development
of a suburb called Selandra Rise during its plan-
ning and building phases, as a means to integ-
rate, as much as possible, local resources in the
design and planning phase.  Our proposed re-
search will try to address some of the place-
based issues raised by the previous researchers
(Maller and Nicholls, 2013) – we intend to in-
crease community engagement and happiness
by integrating an interactive, multisensory art-
work into the new community centre plaza. The
work would be sensitive to the existing infra-
structure left by the prior project – especially its
walking tracks and parkland. Essentially, the art-
work would become part of an interesting route
running through the suburban environment.

3.1   Project concept

A small interdisciplinary collective of research-
ers called the Augmented Landscapes Laborat-
ory (ALL) are working in collaboration with a
design team from the City of Casey. ALL is com-
prised of world leaders from the fields of land-
scape architecture and the arts (Dr. Charles An-
derson), interior design (Dr. Ross McLeod), inter-
active systems (Chuan Khoo) and myself as lead
sound designer. As a collaborative group it is our
intention to design atmospheres and ambiances
that enhance the experience of urban space. The
group works with local councils to embed art-
works at the beginning of the lifecycle of design
and planning projects. The Casey group com-
prises landscape architects, urban designers, ar-
chitects, builders and a public art officer, each

2 See https://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/media-and-
resources/publications/selandra-rise   for more information.

working with our research team to fully integ-
rate the design into the community center plaza.
The council is particularly interested in the
concept of placemaking (Fleming, 2007). How
do we create spaces that people feel belong to
them? Places of community engagement and
activity, like the town squares that acted as
places for socialising and commercial activity?
Can local (sub)urban settings become points of
relaxation and rest (Whyte, 1980)? This collabor-
ation seeks to create a place that can become a
point of civic pride and – it is hoped – meaning-
ful experiential encounter.

The artwork itself is a complicated amalgam
that began as a conceptual exercise in which we
designed an ‘other’ that would inhabit a space
for the purposes of interacting with the local
community. The conceptual framework of the
‘other’ gave the research team a focus for the
process of placemaking. Evolving from this ini-
tial conceptual phase, we sought to embed a
set of experiences in the plaza of the com-
munity center that would concentrate on the af-
fective responses of the body. The experiential
infrastructure includes transducers, elec-
troacoustic speakers, lighting, interactive sys-
tems that respond to the movements of bodies
and environments, and designed (sandstone or
basalt) rocks specially shaped to integrate with
the immediate environment. Although the pro-
posed multisensory atmospheres must be con-
sidered in combination, this paper will focus
mainly on the sonic components, which are the
most immersive aspects of the piece in regard
to user experience. 

3.2   Response of the industry partner

One of the contractual obligations of this
grant is to develop four separate design present-
ations for the council. The presentations act as
milestones in which the research team can
present the ideas as they evolve throughout the
process. This ensures integration, as the ideas
for the artwork respond both to limitations and
opportunities set by the landscape architecture
team, and by ideas presented by the previous
RMIT researchers. There is much to write about
the unfolding process of this design, which will
be reported on in future papers. However, for
the purposes of this paper, only the vibrational
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aspect of the work will be discussed. In particu-
lar, an experiential moment during one of the
presentations in which the possible sonic ex-
pressions of the artwork became central to the
design objectives of both council and university.

Fig. 2. This sheet of 8mm steel has a transducer attached 
that can be seen at the back left. The transducer creates 
vibrations that pass through the body and any other 
materials that are in contact with the vibrating surface. Dr.
Malte Wagenfeld, who was providing critical feedback at 
this stage of the project, is pictured.

The use of transducers to vibrate architec-
tures is a specific form of sound art. My own in-
troductions to the art form were through the
practice of Melbourne-based sound artist Eliot
Palmer (Lacey, 2016a: 168). I worked on a pro-
ject with Palmer in 2015 titled Contain Yourself in
which two shipping containers were vibrated
with ‘ButtKickers’, proprietary transducers that
specialise in the transmission of low-end fre-
quencies. We were struck with the meditative
qualities of the work. People would lean against
the metal surfaces and absorb the vibrations of
the containers and listen, intrigued, to its rum-

bling sounds3. While experimenting on vibrating
various structures using ButtKickers for this pro-
ject, I became interested in the notion of vibrat-
ing ground surfaces.

To demonstrate this principle, for the first
design presentation, the research team sourced
a large sheet of 8mm steel, approximately 1 x
0.5 meters, and attached a ButtKicker to the
edge of the steel plate. The plate was raised off
the ground with some bricks. Low-end synthes-
izer sounds that passed through an LFO, with
variable ‘amount’ and ‘rate’ parameters, and into
the transducer caused the steel plate to vibrate
in different ways. When standing on the steel
plate, the vibrations would pass from the steel
plate into the body, causing full integration
between body and material. The impact of this
moment was enhanced with both Chuan Khoo’s
interactive system design and Ross McLeod’s
sound column4. This critical juncture of the
design process demonstrates the power of
sound, in this case vibrating surfaces, to create
a visceral affect. It was this affect that immedi-
ately refocussed the direction of the artwork. In-
deed, it was clear to us that what can be
presented in exposition over several hours can
be achieved in an instant with the right bodily
experience. 

From this point onwards, the idea of shaking
the ground beneath our feet become critical to
the artwork. It is the fully-immersed body, vibrat-
ing with an expressive landscape, which will po-
tentially allow this artwork to create such a
unique public experience. Via its sonic expres-
sions, the land speaks though the body. Of
course, it will not be until completion and obser-
vation of user interactions that we will know if
the community embraces the idea as enthusi-
astically as the researchers. However, we are
confident that by integrating art into the land-
scape, such that the built landscape becomes
akin to a living thing, the community will build a
relationship with the place. This is an act of
placemaking that attempts to weave body and
place – literally connecting the human body with

3 For an extract, visit https://soundcloud.com/hiddensounds-
jl/live-industrial-soundscape.

4 S e e t h e b o t t o m i m a g e a t
http://www.rossmcleod.com/thisness.htm.
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the landscape by exchanging vibrations across
living and non-living bodies.

A final point on the concept of vibrating sur-
faces is that in addition, it may be possible to
embed large interactive stones amongst these
surfaces. The mixture of vibrating surfaces and
stationary stones protruding from the landscape
evokes a sense of exploration and geological dy-
namics. To we researchers, the vibrating sur-
faces became conceptually synonymous with
plate tectonics, and the protruding stones with
geothermal structures. The idea at present is to
collect high quality recordings of geothermal
features such as geysers, mud pots and hot
springs. At certain times of the day these
sounds will be played from environmental
speakers beneath the vibrating surfaces, enhan-
cing the sense of release and dynamism we
might associate with geothermal sounds.
Through their connection, the sounds played
and the vibrating surfaces are expected to cre-
ate an immersive experience that, hopefully, will
become a point of attraction for the community
and successfully fulfill the role of a placemaking
artifact5.

4   Reflecting on cross-research
connectives

As the lead researcher and contract manager
on both practice-based research projects, it is in-
teresting to consider conceptual and practical
consistencies across both projects – reflections
that may be applied to future research projects. 

Both projects are examples of artistic practice,
and as I state in my book “it is possible for the
creative practice researcher to take the process
of knowledge production a step further, by re-
flecting on the totality of the project work. At
this stage, the practitioner is producing know-
ledge that moves beyond the mechanics of the
making process” (Lacey, 2016a: 132). I will
briefly provide three points that evolve from re-
flections transversing both projects.

5 At the time of writing the research team were thinking of 
the possibility of applying locally recorded sounds rather 
than geothermal sounds. The conversation continues, and 
the actual outcome will be reported on in future 
publications.

4.1   Connective infrastructures

On the Transurban website, one can find de-
tails about an upcoming project called “The
Monash Freeway Upgrade”, which is expected to
terminate at Clyde Road – the main road feeding
Selandra Rise. Both projects reported on in this
paper have no relationship with each other at all,
and yet there is a clear real-world infrastructural
relationship. The Clyde North area – including
the Selandra Rise suburb – is a car-dependent
location. Many of the cars that drive through
Selandra Rise on their commute to other areas
of Melbourne may well pass the artwork as they
head towards the Monash freeway, and indeed
hear it should they stop for their morning coffee.
The imagination stirs at this point as to what
could be achieved if infrastructure developers
embedded sound design into their initial
designs. One could imagine the daily commute
not just as a functional act, but as an imagined
creative experience. Not just the passing by of
artworks, but the thought of ones own motor
car becoming the sound source for new sound
environments lining the non-roadside areas of a
sound wall. When we speak of creative cities,
we might think of culture and creative industries
– or more concretely, artworks embedded in the
environment. But what if we were to think of
creative cities as places where the creative – via
participation, interaction, sharing, experiencing,
imagining – is integral to everyday life? This
would require a radical shift in thinking across
corporations and councils, to consider the creat-
ive act as part of all stages of the development
process.  

4.2   Community wellbeing

It is interesting to consider comparisons of
the stated strategic visions of both organiza-
tions, one being corporate and the other govern-
ment. On their website, Transurban states “at
the heart of our business strategy is the desire
to be a partner of choice for our government cli-
ents […] we aim to provide effective transporta-
tion solutions to support the growth and well-
being of our cities and to strengthen communit-
ies through transport”6. And the City of Casey,
which has a multifaceted vision, describes in
their overview that they want to “ensure we

6  See https://www.transurban.com/about-us.
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truly have the most safe, caring, innovative and
sustainable city possible”7. Taking this rather
rudimentary comparison we can see that the
terms ‘wellbeing’ and ‘care’ are prominent, as is
the importance of promoting social cohesion. It
is not my role to vaunt their visions for their
validity, accountability or motivation. However,
as a practice-based researcher, what I note is
that across two very different types of organiza-
tions there is at least the recognition of the im-
portance of wellbeing to communities, and in-
deed the utility of using innovative strategies to
achieve this. What this demonstrates is that the
artistic researcher, who is willing to respond to
the structures of organizational language, has an
opportunity to embed real change, and inspire
new ways of working that lead to real-world res-
ults. 

4.3   Sound as new frontier

Following on from the former point, these pro-
jects suggest an emerging consciousness
within the mainstream organizational structures
of society of the importance of sound to our
everyday lives. In both projects, sound is priorit-
ized as the medium for experimental research,
and directly linked to community wellbeing.
There is, of course, a long history of calls for
soundscape design. Schafer (1977), Truax (2001),
Augoyard and Torgue (2005), and more recently
Thibaud (2013), Ouzonian (2008) and Anderson
(2016) variously call for recognition of the im-
portance of sound in the public environment and
the manner in which creative arts and design
processes can aid placemaking practices. How-
ever, it is one thing to talk about community
wellbeing, but quite another to actually achieve
it. It is contingent on the willingness of the
artistic practitioner to step up and interface with
public and private organizations in ways that im-
plement real change. Increasingly, sound artists
are perceived as part of a broader network of
artistic researchers. These projects demonstrate
that indeed real-world experimental sound
design work to foster social change via com-
munity engagement is possible, should corpor-
ate and government organizations be met with
the language they themselves have expressed.

7 See https://www.casey.vic.gov.au/council/c21/vision-for-our-
future. 

5   Conclusion

Both the Transurban-funded Acoustic design
innovations for managing traffic noise by cancel-
lation and transformation research project and
the City of Casey-funded Clyde North com-
munity precinct integrated public art project
demonstrate that the power of sound design to
shape public environments is becoming increas-
ingly recognized amongst key mainstream infra-
structural organizations The willingness of these
organizations to fund experimental research re-
lated to sound design and artistic practice sug-
gest that it is contingent on creative practition-
ers to take an affirmative view to working with
corporate and governmental agencies, and use
their skills, tools and expertise to promote real
social change through the enhancement of com-
munity wellbeing and engagement. Perhaps
such projects foreshadow a new role for the
artist – in this paper’s case, the sound artist –
who can now direct their energies outward into
the world, and work with organizational struc-
tures to promote genuine change in the public
environments of our cities, rather than isolating
works in galleries and concert halls. It seems
that there are those within these organizations
prepared to have these conversations. It is in-
cumbent on the artistic researcher to respond
accordingly.
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1.

Abstract: This paper offers an extended overview of
the new and emerging technologies and concerns in ar-
chitectural practice mentioned in related to sound,
along with a discussion of various exemplars of design-
research work in this area. In recent years, a number of
developments in architecture have acted to breach the
firewall between sonic and visual practices in relation to
space. The work of RVTR, in particular, offers a sugges-
tion about how these various emerging and evolving
technologies can be assembled to create a new under-
standing of sound in space, and allows us to begin to
construct a new practice-based theoretical understand-
ing of the sonic|spatial relationships.

Keywords: Building intelligence, responsive architec-
ture, parametric design, sound and space, atmospheres

1   Introduction: Soundspheres

If a culture’s sensory order is central to how it 
makes itself socially and how its inhabitants see
[sic] themselves individually, then 
understanding the multiple, contradictory, and 
changing nature of our auditory environment 
becomes a compelling concern.

- Michael Bull (Bull, 2006).

As hearing beings, sound is fundamental to
the experience of our lives. It is not precisely
the case to say that we are immersed in sound,
but rather that sound is always with us: our
body, with our internal organs, our rushing circu-
lation of fluids, our wheezing and creaking is it-
self the smallest Russian doll of soundspheres.
Perhaps this is why Michel Serres, in writing on
Epidaurus, links sound and health – or, rather,
links silence with health, noise with disease
(Serres, 2008). We shouldn’t really say then that
we are in a soundsphere, although it moves
with us in our perception; rather, we are of the
soundsphere, irreducibly present in its produc-
tion. We shape the soundsphere in which we
operate, explicitly through the formation of en-
velopes, or shells, or architectures, or implicitly
through regulating our own perception. The

soundsphere is already with us in the womb, a
field of pulses and rumblings; as Brandon La-
Belle puts it, “beginning with the primary sensa-
tion of being in the womb, audible experience is
first and foremost a tactile energy” (LaBelle,
2010,135). For Peter Sloterdijk, this chaotic noise
field is the primal soup of consciousness:
among the first things a fetus must learn, he
tells us, is to ignore the sounds of the mother’s
body, which would otherwise be unbearable
(Sloterdijk, 2011). In forming our own identity,
then, sound comes before vision: the fetus,
blind, knows its existence long before encoun-
tering Lacan’s mirror. 

The acoustic project, the relationship between
sound and space in the soundsphere, is mythic
or even originary in many cultures. In the Judeo-
Christian tradition, for example, it is the word of
God that gives form to the world: sound pre-
cedes and creates space. Contemporary sci-
entific mythos similarly connects, irreducibly,
sound and space at the Big Bang, the moment
at which the original universal soundsphere
comes into being. In the ancient world, sound-
spheres proliferated and begin to take on archi-
tectural form: the ancient Greek theatres, such
as those at Miletus, Rhodes, Syracusa and Epi-
daurus demonstrate the importance of acoustic
control and the ability of the interactions of form
and matter in shaping aural space. Sound-
spheres are present at the origin of architectural
theory, too: Vitruvius, famously, describes the
use of sounding vessels, made of bronze, to
tune the acoustic properties of performance
spaces, while reminding us of the need for ar-
chitects to understand the harmonic properties
of music. The evolution of the soundsphere from
medieval plainsong in highly reverberant cathed-
rals to elaborate counterpoint in the less lively
churches of the German reformation has been
pointed out by many authors (see, for example,
Rasmussen, 1962), while Frances Yates has con-
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vincingly analyzed the Elizabethan theatre as a
carefully constructed and controlled sound-
sphere, with the actor placed strategically at the
acoustic focus of the space (Yates, 1969). Marin
Mersenne’s acoustic lenses, Athanasius
Kircher’s listening machines and Christopher
Wren’s Whispering Gallery in St. Paul’s Cathedral
all deliberately control, measure, analyze, under-
stand, and make use of soundspheres. And in-
deed sound and space are always inextricable,
the relationships inherent in the soundspheres
always rich and complex, as Rob Stone has
shown in his recent rich and personal account of
aurality and architecture, Auditions, or as anyone
who has ever sat in a room, just listening, will
be able to confirm (Stone, 2015).

Despite the constant presence of the sound-
sphere, however, the reciprocal relationships
between sound and space – or between their
organized corollaries, music and architecture –
are, at best, fraught. Possibly the clearest state-
ment to this effect remains R. Murray Schafer’s
remark, almost half a century ago, that “archi-
tects have peanut butter in their ears” (Schafer,
1971). In the modern world, the acoustic project
was largely demoted to the acoustic problem,
dealt with by engineering specialists, with the
aim of controlling, disciplining and eventually
eliminating unwanted noise (Thompson, 19xx),
or alternatively a quasi-mystical speculation
linked loosely to questions of phenomenology
and perception (Holl, Pallasmaa, & Pérez, 2006;
Pallasmaa, 1996). In previous writing, dating
back to 2006, I tabulated what I saw as the
structural reasons for the fraught nature of what
I called the nexus, the sound|space music|archi-
tecture relationship, and the following repeats
and somewhat expands on that text (Ripley,
2007). 

First, there can be no doubt that this fraught
condition rests to a certain extent in the ex-
treme differences in the nature of the materials
on the two sides of the nexus. Buildings, of
course, are generally large objects. They tend to
be solid (notwithstanding the air architectures of
Yves Klein and others) and heavy and more or
less permanent, or at least of significantly last-
ing duration. And they are expensive, requiring
the investment of significant resources. Sound,
in most cases, has almost exactly opposite char-

acteristics: it has no scale, it is immaterial and
lightweight and transient, leaving few traces
after its passing. And it can be remarkably inex-
pensive, requiring few if any resources (if one is
willing to discount the apparatus of the music in-
dustry). Materially, sound and space are almost
diametrically opposed. In the years since 2006 I
have been thinking more about the divergent
political positioning of the two materialities, con-
sidering the reactionary nature of architecture –
its necessary ties to power resulting from the
material properties above – in opposition to the
common use of music by anti-hegemonic
forces, from the biblical struggle at Jericho to
the Marseillaise to The Revolution will not be
Televised and others (Heron, 1971).

From a slightly different vantage point,
though, these distinctions can be seen to lead
to a theoretical dead end, because they start
from a foundational misunderstanding: that
space and sound are ever able to be separated.
I’m certainly not the first writer to point out this
error, although I’m not sure I’ve seen it made in
such a bald fashion, but I want to be clear in my
position here: the idea that space and sound are
different materialities is an artefact of human
ideas of analysis, compartmentalization and cat-
egorization. The fraught nature of the nexus – in-
deed, the concept of the nexus itself – is not a
concern that arises in nature, but a problem of
our own human intellectual construction, rein-
forced by an institutionalized and ideologized set
of practices and specializations. Part of the job
of unpacking this apparatus would be to under-
stand the history of the understanding of the
word space, particularly but not only within the
practice of architecture. While that project is
clearly beyond the scope of this paper, we can
here claim that part of the spatial conception of
architecture has been – by necessity – to limit a
discussion of space to those aspects of space
which are available to the practices employed by
architects in their efforts to construct space. This
is tautological, but intentionally and correctly so:
architectural space is limited by the techniques
architects use to analyze, describe, model and
construct space. In other words, architectural
space is visual space because architects draw,
not the other way around.
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Of course, there are many examples from the
past few decades of architectural projects enga-
ging with sound and/or music as part of their
conception. Leaving aside the countless concert
halls and theatres, which have their own unique
performative relationships to sound (at least in
the performance halls themselves), there are a
number of well-known architectural projects –
built and unbuilt – that take some aspect of
sound (or more commonly music) as a starting
point. Possibly the best known examples are
Steven Holl’s Stretto House and Daniel Libes-
kind’s Chamberworks drawings, but there are
many others in this vein (Steven Holl Architects,
1989-91; Libeskind, 1983). We could include
Matteo Melioli’s beautiful images of the acoustic
space of St. Mark’s Cathedral in Venice (Melioli,
2007), Bennett Neiman’s architectural drawings
Bebop Spaces (Neiman, 2007), or even projects
like Tomas Smierchalski’s undergraduate thesis
at Ryerson University a decade ago that applies
patterns from jazz music to the design of a build-
ing (Smierchalski, 2007). Such projects all have
one basic element in common: musical or sonic
ideas need to be translated into visual form be-
fore being available to architecture. The ubiquity
of this mode of operating can be gleaned from
the title of what is still the best-known book on
the relationships at the nexus, Elizabeth Martin’s
1994 entry in the Pamphlet Architecture series,
Architecture as a Translation of Music (Martin,
1994). While there has been some important
work done in a direct application of sonic ideas
and concepts to architecture without translation
into visual means – the work of Bernhard Leitner
comes to mind – such work has been slow to in-
fect or inflect the practice of architecture, stay-
ing instead in the realm of either sound art or
participatory political art practice. The firewall
put in place by the nexus would seem to be invi-
olable.

2 New Concerns

Recently, however, there have been a number
of developments in architectural thinking and
practice that have challenged this status quo,
and that are threatening to bring sound back as
a valid architectural concern. While I would not
go so far as to announce a sonic turn in architec-
ture, there are a number of signs and a number

of practices, including (for purposes of full dis-
closure) my own that are actively exploring a dir-
ect, untranslated relationship between sound
and space in their work. These developments
have roots that extend back into the mid-1990s
and are in large part an offshoot of the digital
turn in architecture. It should be no surprise that
important early theorist-practitioners of the di-
gital in architecture, such as Marcos Novak
(1992), Michael Benedikt (1992) and Lars Spuy-
broek (NOX, 2002), provide important preced-
ents for new ways of thinking about sound in
space. Taken as a whole, these new considera-
tions are based not in ontological considerations
or in humanist, phenomenological or cultural
concerns, although those are never far beneath
the surface; rather, they have their basis in the
development of new digitally-enabled practices
that are altering the basis for architectural under-
standing. Furthermore, these new ideas are not
so much humanist in their conception as they
are interested in the development of systems of
which humans are one component among oth-
ers, in a post- or perhaps more accurately trans-
human paradigm. 

This revised paradigm for architecture calls
into question the traditional characteristics of ar-
chitecture discussed above in relation to the
sound|space nexus, offering possibilities for an
architecture that is explicitly understood as not
heavy, permanent or stable, but rather light-
weight, transient and changeable. The question
of the cost of architecture – and its attendant re-
lationship to structures of power, and particularly
of market capitalism – is at least latent or impli-
cit in much of this work, as a desire or goal, not-
withstanding the resource and oversight implica-
tions of highly technical regimes of space-mak-
ing (see for example Latour, 2006). This work, or
at least aspects of it, also challenges the central
position of drawing as a practice for architects,
suggesting other paradigms for production that
enable a de-privileging of the visual. In short,
this work produces a gap or opening in the fire-
wall between sound and space, enabling a more
direct consideration of sound in the production
and consideration of certain architectures, a con-
sideration which has in turn been mobilized as a
tool of expanding this still emerging discourse of
liquidification.
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While there is a broad range of emerging con-
cepts and processes that engage this shift, in
this paper I will discuss them under six generic
headings: Intelligences, Responsives, Atmo-
spherics, Simulations, Parametrics, and Fabrica-
tions.

2.1 Intelligences

If these six emerging technological nodes, I’ve
chosen to start the discussion with intelligences
because it seems to me that it is the broadest
and most radically paradigm-shifting. At its most
simple, this notion posits that a building knows
who is inside it; straightforward applications
would include lights that turn on automatically
when one enters a room, or an airport door that
automatically slides open when one approaches,
or electric locks that only open for those who
bear the right card or fob. Conceptually, though,
as authors such as William Mitchell and Malcom
McCullough have noted, the situation becomes
more radical: by implicating the presence of the
human in the system of the building, both our
concept of building and our concept of body are
forcibly rethought (Mitchell, 2003; McCullough,
2004). We come to see human and building not
so much as separate entities, but as compon-
ents of a single complex network – along with a
large number of other human and non-human
actors and quasi-objects. 

An early application of this notion of intelli-
gence to spatialized sound can be seen in artist
David Rokeby’s Very Nervous System (Rokeby,
1986-90). In this work of spatialized sound art,
movements in a space are recorded by a video
camera. The resulting images are then trans-
lated into sound files which are played back into
the room. The space becomes a charged field
with an illusion of intelligence, a space in which
every action has a consequence.

More recently, and within the gambit of archi-
tecture, the Stratus Project, by my research firm
RVTR (led by my partners Geoffrey Thün and
Kathy Velikov of the University of Michigan) pos-
its a building system which is able to understand
not only the presence and location of an occu-
pant of the building, but even to monitor essen-
tial biometrics of the occupant with the aim of
producing appropriate atmospheric micro-condi-

tions (temperature, humidity, oxygen content
and so on). While Stratus in 2009 posited an ar-
chitectural system to accomplish this monitor-
ing, today we know how simple this is to do via
a wrist-strap that communicates with the build-
ing systems. And while Stratus did not explicitly
deal with sound, the understanding of a build-
ings systems and its occupants as a single com-
plex entity that it implies is a fundamental first
step to understanding how a discourse around
sound can be incorporated as just one more
component of this thinking (Ripley, Thün, Velikov,
2012a, 2012b). 

2.2 Responsives 

The idea that buildings are stable and perman-
ent entities has never of course been strictly
true. Even traditional vernacular buildings have
had component to allow them to respond to
changes in user desire or the weather: doors,
for example, or fireplaces, or curtains. In recent
years however there has been significant in-
terest in working with advanced technology to
produce buildings and building systems that are
able to respond automatically to their context(s).
Responses can be simple, and even impercept-
ible to a human occupant of a building, such as
the near-ubiquitous building automation sys-
tems. Other examples, such as Mark
Goulthorpe’s Hyposurface (www.hyposurface.-
com), first exhibited at the Venice Biennale
(Goulthorpe, 2000), posit the ability of architec-
tural components – in Gulthorpe’s case a wall
surface – to deform in a near-limitless fashion in
response to external stimuli, such as being
touched. 

Since Gulthorpe’s installation experimentation
in this area has been extensive. A number of
significant publications, such as Fox and Kemp’s
Interactive Architecture, have tried to map this
work, while interactive and responsive installa-
tions using motion sensors, Arduinos and lights,
sounds or movement are now commonplace in
architecture schools worldwide and increasingly
in contemporary buildings (Fox and Kemp,
2009). Responsives clearly open a crack in our
sound|space nexus firewall by suggesting that
buildings could alter their form in real time in re-
sponse either to the presence of sound or the
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desire for specific and alterable acoustic condi-
tions.

The application of responsives to sound and
acoustic concerns has a relatively long history in
the form of acoustically modifiable performance
spaces such as the Musiekgebouw in Amster-
dam, the Sonic Arts Research Centre at Queen’s
University in Belfast, EMPAC at Rensselaer Insti-
tute of Technology and many others. In the
world of architecture – in opposition here to that
of acoustic engineering – we could point to the
variable Acoustical Domes installed by David
Serero in the Academie Française in Rome, or
Mani Mani’s Tunable Sound Cloud (Serero Archi-
tectes Urbanistes, 2005; Fshtnk and Mani,
2008). Such projects seek to not only affect the
acoustic environment of a space, but also to
make that environment visible – to produce a
tangible architectural sonic presence.

2.3 Atmospherics

Over the same period, we have seen a strong
growing interest in the invisible components of
architecture, most notably temperature and air
quality but also – as I will discuss shortly –
sound. An interest in atmospheres can be prag-
matic at its roots, with the intent of revisiting
modernist thinking about environmental (ie, air)
quality in order to improve human comfort; key
to this work is the writing of Michelle Addington
or the built projects of leading-edge engineers
such as Transsolar (Addington, 2007). It is also
however a fundamental question that cuts to
the heart of architectural practice, for the simple
reason that one cannot draw the invisible; a dis-
course about the air therefore moves architec-
tural thinking away from an implicit connection
to the traditional arts of painting and drawing. It
also, of course, disengages architecture from a
discourse around heaviness, stability, perman-
ence. 

We can see this shift in important projects –
primarily theoretical or conceptual in nature –
such as Transsolar’s Cloudscapes, for example,
from the 2010 Venice Biennale, which installed,
through meticulous engineering, a cloud within
one of the large rooms in the Arsenale, inviting
visitors to walk up a spiral ramp into the cloud,
posing specific if implicit questions about the

nature of our inhabitation in the air (Transsolar,
2010). French architect Phllippe Rahm, on the
other hand, has produced a number of speculat-
ive designs for houses, which make use of
thermal gradients as the primary organizing prin-
ciple, arranging programmatic functions in rela-
tion to a pre-existing thermal field, inverting the
traditional relationships between function and
environment (Rahm, 2009). In short, buildings
are no longer piles of rock, but rather – as Henri
Lefebvre pointed out as early as 1968 – systems
of flows. As Peter Sloterdijk has raised the is-
sue, “with the transition from the 20th century
to the 21st, the subject of the cultural sciences
thus becomes: making the air conditions expli-
cit” (Sloterdijk, 2009). Like the work on respons-
ive and interactive architectures, the work on at-
mospheric design has developed its own body
of literature – most notably, perhaps, Sean
Lally’s The Air from Other Planets, which refo-
cuses architectural thinking on the multiple
forms of energy that define our environments
(Lally, 2014).

While the interest in the sonic environment in
architecture can be traced back to Le Corbusier’s
Philips Pavilion, and arguably before, arguably
the best known example in recent years is still
2002’s Son-o-house, by NOX, headed by Lars
Spuybroek, with composer Edwin van der
Heide, in which the sonic environment would al-
ter depending on movement of people inside
the structure (NOX, Spuybroek, and van der
Heide, 2002). Meanwhile, this concern may
have taken a more cinematic turn, as sound de-
signer Florian Richter and his company, Sound
Designs for Architecture (http://www.sound-
designforarchitecture.com/), are now designing
sonic environments for contemporary works of
architecture.

2.4 Simulations

Understandably, the three concerns already
discussed can be understood to have precipit-
ated a small crisis within a world of architecture
based in the practice of drawing. To put matters
succinctly, one can’t draw, in a direct sense, that
which is invisible. One can’t draw, directly,
movement or flows. One can’t draw, directly, in-
telligence. And one can’t draw, directly, sound.
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Architectural theory has had for the past two
decades an ongoing interest in resolving this
question through the development of methods
of engaging with the invisible aspects of archi-
tecture. One of the earliest and most influential
pieces of writing in this concern dealt explicitly
with the problem of depicting music, hoping to
glean from musical practice techniques that
could help architecture in its new world (Allen,
2000). As a result, a number of new graphic ana-
lysis practices, of which the most important has
been the diagram, have been incorporated into
mainstream architectural practice, and popular-
ized by the work of such architects as Rem Kool-
haas (Zaera-Polo, 2009). In their 2006 book,
Sonic Experience: A Guide to Everyday Sounds,
Jean-François Augoyard and Henri Torgue de-
velop a method for notating environmental
sounds in urban spaces (Augoyard et al., 2006).

An alternative and arguably more synthetic ap-
proach to resolving the problem of working with
invisible flows is the simulation, in which (typic-
ally) the atmospheric conditions of a proposed
space are calculated by computer, using a suffi-
ciently detailed computer model of the building
and of the external environment; the resulting
conditions are then typically translated into a
visual coding that can be understood by an archi-
tect or engineer. While the most common ap-
plication for simulations has been analyzing
flows of heat and air (for which use it is now
commonplace in architectural practice), sophist-
icated simulation packages for sound have exis-
ted for more than a decade. Arup’s Soundlab has
been making extensive use of aural simulation –
either through translation into visual coding or
through direct auralization of the acoustic qualit-
ies of a proposed space – for at least as long, as
have been most other acoustic design special-
ists working on performance spaces. While we
are not there yet, we can imagine a not too dis-
tant future in which architects will be able to
hear their buildings – and not just opera houses,
but ordinary houses too - as they design them. 

2.5 Parametrics

Another architectural production tool that
moves architecture away from the visual
paradigm per se, away from a traditional under-
standing of drawing, is parametric design. This

tool arises from the recognition that any digital
design operation is at root a database – a set of
parameters that represent, say, lines, areas,
volumes, but that can be made available to be
directly edited without the graphic interface. In a
more sophisticated fashion, the architect can de-
velop a design in which one or more compon-
ents of the design are entered as parameters
that the computer will later vary. This is easiest
to understand perhaps in clothing design, where
the measurements of a human body can be in-
put as parameters, allowing custom-sized cloth-
ing to be designed to a base model by the ma-
chine. Parametric design has its own literature,
just like the other nodes I’m mentioning in this
paper, and is currently best known to the public
in the sinuous designs of Zaha Hadid Architects
and in the polemic writings of ZHA’s Director,
Patrik Schumacher. 

While for some designers parametrics are a
means to develop more interesting formal solu-
tions to an architectural problem, for others the
move to parametric design produces a paradigm
shift away from the pictorial and towards a
design based on performance (Sheldon, 2009).
After all, the parameters can be anything, if one
is clever enough to understand their implica-
tions: solar energy levels on a façade; move-
ment of people over the course of a day; or
sound levels at particular frequencies. Paramet-
ric design provides a doorway by which sound
can enter into architectural thinking. 

This doorway has been entered by a num-
ber of researchers interested in the relation-
ships between sound and geometry. For ex-
ample, the important workshop-conference
Smart Geometries included sessions on Para-
metric Acoustic Surfaces in its 2010 event in
Barcelona, and on Reactive Acoustic Environ-
ments for its 2012 event at Rensselaer (Peters
and Peters, 2013). Prominent at the 2010 in-
stance was Brady Peters, then a PhD student
at the Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts.
Between 2008 and 2011, Peters completed a
series of installation projects that addressed
the connection between parametrics and
acoustics, most notable the 2011 Project Dis-
tortion II (Peters, 2011).
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2.6 Fabrications

Finally, in this brief journey from high concept
to physical making, we come to what I am call-
ing here fabrications, but are probably better
thought of as advanced manufacturing technolo-
gies: roughly, laser cutting, robots and milling
machines, 3-d printing and scanning. These tools
are generally well known at this point in time so
I will not discuss their development or cite im-
portant examples. I am listing them here primar-
ily because without this set of tools, the mater-
ial complexity and precision required by the first
five nodes would be excessively difficult to pro-
duce in built form. It would be difficult to ima-
gine, for example, the work of Mani Mani, or
David Serero, or Brady Peters being completed
without access to such equipment; indeed the
relationship between digital design and fabrica-
tion is often the starting point for the investiga-
tion. Perhaps even more importantly, fabrication
technologies have again altered the paradigm of
how designers understand their process and
how they understand material. A contemporary
understanding of material would see it as a
product of a complex set of procedures that in-
cludes within its formal characteristics the ma-
chinic intelligence of the design process. Fur-
ther, it would understand the material inside a
space as having precise relationships with the
other components, physical and not, that have
been included as design parameters. It is no sur-
prise to me, then, to see the rise of academic
program in schools of architecture that seek to
investigate the interwoven nature of materiality
and the digital.

The installations discussed to this point in this
paper all make use of subtractive processes for
acoustic control. However, Foteini Setaki at the
TU Delft has begun to produce very interesting
mechanisms for acoustic control at particular
frequencies using the additive process of 3-d
printing. This work makes use of the conjunction
between parametrics and high-precision printing
technologies to produce new acoustic materialit-
ies (Setaki, 2012).

3 Resonant Chamber1

These six emerging or contemporary architec-
tural concerns, taken as a whole, provide a
framework for an opening of sound into architec-
tural thinking and practice. Resonant Chamber,
an RVTR project from 2012 and 2013, is one ex-
ample of work that engages with all six areas,
exploring the application of multi-functional ma-
terial systems for a volumetrically variable
acoustic space, paired with kinetic operation and
digital control via environmental sensing. The
project proposes to develop an architectural
soundsphere that is able to adjust its spatial,
material and electroacoustic properties in re-
sponse to changing contexts, to dynamically al-
ter the sound of a performance space during
performance. The first prototype for Resonant
Chamber was developed at the University of
Michigan through a nonlinear design process –
that is, a process that involves iteration and
feedback among design modalities, including
traditional design conceptualization and spatial
configuration, computer rendering, simulation
and testing, and material fabrication and manu-
facturing, all conceived of as experimental meth-
ods - that involved several cycles of simulation
and prototyping, with the formal, spatial, mater-
ial and manufacturing logics evaluated against
performance simulations. Resonant Chamber
has been well published in detail elsewhere, so
only a brief description of the system will be
made here (Thün, Velikov, Ripley, McGee and
Sauvé, 2012; Thün, Velikov, McGee and Sauvé,
2012). To date the prototype has been installed
for a three-week period as a gallery installation
at the University of Michigan, but we have not
yet conducted rigorous testing of the system.

Resonant Chamber begins with an under-
standing that the acoustic properties of a space
are the result, in the end of two parameters: its
geometric configuration and the material proper-
ties of its bounding surfaces. The project re-
sponds to this situation by utilizing a rigid ori-
gami structure containing both reflective and ab-
sorptive panels, as well as panels containing dis-
1 The section discussing Resonant Chamber is a modified 

and reduced version of previously published text in: Ripley, 
C. (2015). Instrumental operations in the urban assemblage.
Journal of Sonic Studies 11 - Recomposing the City: New 
Directions in Urban Sound Art. 
https://www.researchcatalogue.net/view/234594/234595.
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tributed mode loudspeakers. A tessellated pat-
tern based on the work of Ron Resch, using
equilateral triangles 18” (600cm) on each side,
was chosen to allow ready deformability as well
as a good balance between granularity and
acoustic effectiveness; the origami patterns
were developed using customized Grasshopper
and Kangaroo scripts within Rhino, and tested
using CATT acoustics software by ARUP acous-
tics in New York.  After a number of material
tests, bamboo plywood was selected for the ri-
gid panels, partly in that it offered strong per-
formance in the mid-range frequencies used for
electroacoustic amplification, as well as being
able to be milled to varying depths and patterns,
while absorptive panels were developed using a
Porous Expanded Polyethylene insert. In addi-
tion to the reflective and absorptive panels, a
third type was developed containing distributed
mode loudspeaker exciters. 

A regime of sensors and actuators allows the
system to fold and unfold in real time, allowing
for both passive (acoustic) and active (elec-
troacoustic) variation of the acoustic properties
of the space beneath. The introduction of elec-
troacoustics provides for an augmented level of
reverberation control as well as directional
sound reinforcement. Electroacoustics also
make possible an entirely different interactive in-
terface from the spatial-material sound control
approach of the physical system, opening up a
variety of possible applications for interactive
sound installations, immersive live performance
spaces or acoustically enhanced learning facilit-
ies – or even, although this has not been ex-
plored in the first prototype – room scale noise
cancellation. However, the potential long-term
impact of the addition of electroacoustics into
the system is even more profound and comes
to the core of architectural and spatial thinking.
Imagine, for example, Resonant Chamber in-
stalled in a restaurant, and modifying its config-
uration automatically, in real-time, in response to
a loud table of laughing co-workers out for a
drink, or in response to an intimate conversation
between lovers at another table: we can all ima-
gine such situations. But it could go further: ima-
gine the system modifying the acoustic condi-
tions in your office based on the time of day, or
on your mood: how would the acoustic environ-
ment change when you need to concentrate on

a piece of writing, or when you need to calm an
agitated employee? By imbuing the hard techno-
logies of a space, its boundary or envelope, with
the ability to not only produce but also sense
sound – and therefore with the ability to react in
real-time to the sonic conditions inside the
boundary – those hard infrastructures have the
ability to become active participants in the sonic
(and not just acoustic) life of the world. This is a
fundamentally different spatial environment, a
fundamentally different world, from the inert
and static environments – the artificial caves –
that we have been occupying to this point in our
history, so fundamentally different that we are
incapable of grasping its potential.

4 Conclusion: A Generalized
Theory of Sonic Performance

At the 2009 Architectones conference at Arc-
et-Senans, France, I stated that in order for the
relationships between sound and space, music
and architecture to move past a seeming stale-
mate or dead-end, caught in the endless loops
of translation and new beginnings, it would be
necessary to develop a theoretical groundwork
for those relationships – a groundwork that at
the time did not exist (Ripley, 2009). I believe
that in light of the foregoing considerations
around emergent architectural concerns, we are
now ready to develop this theory. In the follow-
ing brief points I will attempt to sketch, in the
most basic and bare-bones terms, what that
theory might look like. At the least, what follows
can be read as a manifesto for work yet to be
done.

A theory of sonic architecture will em-
phasize (material) performance over metaphor.
Its goal will be the construction of sound-
spheres, rather than the translation of music
into architecture or the sonic into the visual.

A theory of sonic architecture will be
rooted in the techno-cultural discussions of ubi-
quitous computing, cyberspace, digital human-
ity. Cultural-historical or phenomenological con-
cerns will take a background position. This the-
ory will be a post-humanist rather than a human-
ist discourse.
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A theory of sonic architecture will un-
derstand space as a complex overlay of sys-
tems, including sound. The atmospheric qualit-
ies of space will be privileged over solids. Sur-
faces will be understood as active participants in
the space, in direct communication with atmo-
spheric conditions.

A theory of sonic architecture will prior-
itize the systemic over the visual. In this it will
act to revise architectural practice away from its
Renaissance core and towards an engagement
with virtualization and the digital, systems
design, material thinking, and fabricational intelli-
gence.

In short, a performance-based theory of sonic
architecture will be positioned as central to the
contemporary evolution of architectural thought
and practice, engaged with all the evolving as-
pects of architecture that are currently moving
us beyond twentieth-century humanistic/organ-
izational concepts of architecture. This is a
strong statement of a high ambition, but one
that is I believe within the grasp of researchers
and practitioners working in the field, but it re-
quires a stripping away of cultural preconcep-
tions on both side of the nexus firewall, a willing
to engage in the big questions of our time, and a
willingness to listen to what both sound and
spaces are telling us.
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tions of perception: Phenomenology of architec -
ture. San Francisco, CA: William Stout Publishers.

LaBelle, B. (2010). Acoustic territories: Sound culture
and everyday life. New York: Continuum. 

Lally, S. (2014). The air from other planets: A brief
history of architecture to come. Zürich: Lars
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2.

Abstract: The design of sonic interfaces intended to
the urban environment has been showing new concep-
tual directions and creative forms. While recent com-
puter music literature reports powerful and easy-to-use
locative media resources, some urban designers have
proposed a theoretical basis for the urban listening ex-
perience. Moreover, some interaction design studies
have been examining sound as the link between the
user and his/her context. These resources have served
as motivations to undertake interface design projects
exploring portability and sonic user-interaction in the lo-
cal urban territory. This paper will discuss three mobile
sound design projects developed under a postdoctoral
research carried out in the Design and Creation Pro-
gram at Caldas University, in Manizales Colombia. The
Smartphone Ensemble (2015), the AirQ Jacket (2016)
and Lumina Nocte (2016) propose portable audio inter-
faces that seek to empower the local passerby with
tools to explore the urban environment. After the
projects have been introduced, I will discuss the cre-
ative processes around specific topics: the design
methodology, the technological implementation and the
sound design practice.

Keywords: audio portability, mobile media, locative
media, sonification

1   Introduction

In The practice of everyday life Michel DeCer-
teau warned about the opposition between a
city view from “up there” that is totalizing and
allows “seeing the whole”, and another view
from “down below” where live “the ordinary
practitioners of the city” (Certeau, 1984: 93).
Likewise, It could think that the urban environ-
ment is twofold. It has a physical layer and an
electronic one. According to Lemus, the urban
spaces have “informational territories”, “zones of
control of emission and reception of digital in-
formation for individuals who are circulating in
the public space...” (Lemos, 2007: 129). In this
paper, I will discourse about how new technolo-
gies are transforming the urban experience by
creating a virtual image of the city.  In particular,
portable audio devices extend the incoming aud-
itory data flow. They connect users with an in-

formational layer of the territory: the sonic data-
set about the city that is complementary with
the physical space. 

In the first section I will argue that portable
sound interfaces have become exploratory tools
in the negotiation between the physical and in-
formational layer of the city. It will be taken into
account historical, social and technological as-
pects of audio portability. A set of theoretical
and artistic works developed in the field of
Sonology will be briefly discussed. In the
second section I will review three the design
projects that I have been developed with mem-
bers of the University of Caldas Design and Cre-
ation program. The Smartphone Ensemble
(2015), the AirQ Jacket (2016) and Lumina Nocte
(2016) propose sonic interfaces that seek to em-
power the local passerby with tools to explore
the urban environment. The challenges, prin-
ciples and conceptual directions of each project
will be raised.

I will discuss common methodological, tech-
nical and disciplinary aspects of the previously
presented projects in the third section. Although
the creation of interactive audio systems over
portable platforms drives to particular design de-
cisions for the interaction, the interface and the
material, I will confront and contrast the three
creative processes in order to discuss proced-
ures, techniques, tools and our interpretation of
some sound design definitions. The last section
will briefly discuss current technical activities of
our urban sound design laboratory.

2   Audio interfaces and the
urban experience

It is almost a commonplace to assert that the
ubiquity of speaker systems gave rise to a new
social role to sound. After World War II, sound
media opened up a place in modern everyday
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life [Taylor,  2001: 72) and today they became es-
sential commodities. Within this complex cul-
tural phenomenon, I would like to draw attention
to the early advent of portability as a regular fea-
ture in audio devices. It was in the 1950s and
1960s that transistors, magnetic recorders and
electro-chemical cells established a technolo-
gical convergence for a generation of audio gad-
gets: the walkie-talki, the transistor radio, the
megaphone, the portable audio recorder, the
walkman, and then, the ipod and the smart-
phone. I wonder how audio portability trans-
formed ways of perceiving, inhabiting and travel-
ing around the city, particularly, I would like to
reflect on the role of portable audio devices and
interfaces in the transactions between the
passer-by and his/her urban environment.

With regard to the exploration of the urban
space, the interfaces that implement sound re-
cording and playingback capabilities have been
extensively adopted. Sound recording media
provide a valuable document about the city. In
this respect, It is worth mentioning that the op-
position between direct listening where the
sound source is present, and indirect listening
where electroacoustic media are mediating,
drove to the Pierre Schaeffer`s emblematic
concept of Acousmatics (Schaeffer, 2003: 47).
That concept inspired composers to create
phonographic versions of the urban environment
in the form of electroacoustic pieces (Ferrari,
1970). Furthermore, in his study about the
soundscape, Murray Schafer developed the
concept of schizophonic listening to illustrate
the need to split the sound from its origin, such
as a consequence of the advent of sound re-
cording technology (Schafer, 2013: 133). In an-
other work (Arango, 2015) I have suggested that
the portable recording media foster a sort of
schizo-topic listening because they encourage
the pedestrians to detach the spatial urban ex-
perience from a verifiable phonographic docu-
ment. That is precisely what, from my point of
view, the soundwalks can do better than other
recording sound practices. They take advantage
of portability to capture not just the soundscape,
but also the subjective listening experience. The
soundwalks are didactic exercises, tours with a
defined path where the goal is listening and re-
cording the sounding environment in order to
later compare the experience with the phono-

gram (Westerkamp, 2007: 49). In contrast to
other field recording practices where the micro-
phone remains static, the soundwalk recordings
provide a description of the acoustic environ-
ment that is inseparable from the listening sub-
ject. In their series “Walks” Janet Cardiff and
Georges Bures Miller (Cardiff&Miller, 2012) have
taken advantage of the liveness and the per-
formativity that portability can provide to record-
ing media in order to create fictional narratives
of the urban environment.  

Another creative form that has been showing
directions in the design of audio interfaces is
sound mapping. The rise of online communities
(Arango, 2014: 66) has favored the creation of
platforms where people can access and some-
times share field recordings arranged on inter-
active maps of the cities. Although there are
some remarkable experimental proposals
(Stanza, 2002), (Locus Sonus, 2007), the
soundmaps have been dedicated to create an in-
formation layer of the urban territory, composed
by phonograms suggesting a correspondence
with the physical space. In the particular case of
Colombian cities, the soundmaps have been fo-
cused on preserve the immaterial heritage, in
this case, the acoustic one. They have recently
launched some soundmaps dedicated to ob-
serve the acoustic changes undergone in the
implementation of a public transportation sys-
tem (Llorca&Franco, 2008), the evolution of the
graphic industries in Cali (Llorca&Cuellar, 2013)
and the spontaneous street vendors in the
downtown of Medellin (Carabalí&Durand, 2015).

However, the urban listening experience has
been also examined from the outside of elec-
troacoustic media studies. In their study, Augoy-
ard and Torge (Augoyard&Torge, 2005: 21) adopt
the concept of sonic effect in order to restore a
conceptual framework of the urban listening ex-
perience. From these urban studies point of
view, listening is a complex phenomenon that
cannot be explained just from the Schaeffer`s
sound object and Schafer`s soundscape theor-
ies. The whole picture of the urban listening ana-
lysis should take into consideration other fields
of reference, such as physical and applied
acoustics, architecture and urbanism, psycho-
logy and physiology of perception, sociology and
everyday culture as well as textual and media
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expressions. In the same direction, Hellstrom
suggests that since it is not possible to embrace
all these various disciplines, the sound designer
“… operates within her/his own specialized
knowledge field; thus sound design presup-
poses a disciplinary context and demands an ap-
proach to knowledge that emanates from a cer-
tain discipline” (Hellstrom, 2003: 36).

Today devices equipped with long-term re-
chargeable batteries, Internet connection
through 4G, WiFi and Bluetooth, GPS geo-refer-
encing tools, sensors and touchscreens produce
a new technological convergence for the design
of portable audio devices and interfaces, whose
prime representative is the smartphone. Musi-
cians, artists and designers have been explored
the digital convergence around portability in a
new repertoire of locative media projects.  Pion-
eer pieces such as Golan Levin’s Dialtones – A
Telesymphony – (Levin, 2001) or Radio Concert
for 144 mobile phones (Rohm&Ligna, 2003) by
german collective Ligna and composer Jens
Rohm took advantage of basic audio features
embedded in early mobile phone models (ring-
tones, alarms, notification sounds, radio) to cre-
ate interactive musical experiences. Other
artistic oriented-projects such as NetDérive by
Petra Gemeinboeck and Atau Tanaka (Gemein-
boeck&Tanaka, 2006) or game-oriented apps
such as Zumbies, Run or Oterp use smart-
phones context-awareness properties to create
musical compositions and sonic fictional narrat-
ives related to the urban experience.

3 Design and Creation of urban
audio Interfaces

The projects reported in this section have
been created under a two-years postdoctoral re-
search study entitled Sound Design for Urban
Spaces. The research focuses on the design pro-
cess of novel audio devices exploring mobility,
portability and location-aware resources, in order
to enhance local passerby listening experience.
The study is held by Caldas University of Caldas
Design and Creation program, in Manizales
(Colombia). In the “Laboratorio de Sonologia”
we have conformed a group of designers, musi-
cians and engineers with whom I have been de-
veloping design projects around a set of ques-

tions raised in the study, such as: What is the
role sound in the human occupation of urban
spaces? How does sound act in the two-way
link between the city passer and his/her mobile
computer?

3.1 The Smartphone Ensemble (2015)

The Smartphone Ensemble (SE) is a Man-
izales based group of musicians and designers
leaded by Daniel Melán Giraldo and Julián Jara-
millo Arango, exploring musical expressivity of
mobile phones in urban contexts. Smartphones
portability is taken as an opportunity to envision
alternatives to the standard performance space,
supporting the idea of a musical ensemble of
non-traditional musical devices that travels while
playing. SE public presentations intend to be
urban interventions, not traditional concerts. In
this regard, SE improvisation based perform-
ances are structured according to short and
defined tours around a specific public place in
Manizales (the university campus, a neighbor-
hood, a park, a building, a shopping mall, a mar-
ket). In this spirit, atypical places can become a
suitable performance space for SE musical inter-
ventions.

Fig. 1. The Smartphone Ensemble performing an improvi-
sation piece around the Gotera Park in Manizales, Colom-
bia.

Since additional amplification is required in
(noisy) urban environments, we designed a
wearable speaker system for SE outdoor inter-
ventions and rehearsals. The members wear a
speaker band in each arm in order to handle ste-
reo parameterization. The first SE performance
was carried out in the Manizales Gotera park on
November, 2015 within the “electronic picnic”, a
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regular event organized by governmental institu-
tions Vivelab and Clusterlab. A reduced version
of the ensemble with only four smartphone play-
ers made the performance. The group walked
through the park following a trajectory while im-
provising over four different musical ideas. Along
the intervention some curious spectators ap-
proached to SE members asking for available
versions of the musical instrument apps in order
to join the smartphone parade. It strongly sug-
gests that we may include the audience as an
active participant in future events.

3.2 The AirQ Jacket (2016)

The AirQ Jacket is a wearable device that dis-
plays temperature and air quality data through
light and sound. The jacket reacts to environ-
mental conditions and notifies them to its user
in a symbolic mode. While an active volcanic re-
gion emanating toxic gases surrounds Maniza-
les, air quality becomes an important issue in
the city everyday life. In this respect, the project
aim to create a meaningful context for the
passerby in the interpretation of scientific data
about the city. The AirQ jacket is the MA degree
project of fashion designer Maria Paulina Gutier-
rez. 

The AirQ Jacket invites the passerby to inter-
act with the environment in a feedback loop
mode. This criterion came from Sonic Interaction
Design theories by Rocchesso et al (Rocchesso
et al, 2008: 3969). They propose that in sonic in-
teraction phenomena, humans get into a feed-
back loop, where user actions govern the sound,
and reciprocally, when the user listens to this
sound, new decisions are demanded to take
more actions. Moreover, they suggest that, al-
though this interaction model comes from mu-
sical performance, it can be fruitfully used to
complete non-musical tasks. 

The AirQ jacket creation process also looked
into the field of perceptualization (Barras&Vick-
ers,  2011: 153), in this case, the mapping of sci-
entific data to visual and auditory stimuli. On the
one hand, temperature and air quality data are
visualized by two arrays of colored leds attached
to the upper and lower sides of the jacket. The
circuit maps the information in a traditional sym-
bolic way: blue-to-red to show temperature in

the upper side, and green-to-red to show pollu-
tion in the lower side. On the other, the sonifica-
tion system runs in a custom-made artifact at-
tached to the jacket that was built with a piezo-
electric device located inside a plastic cabinet
that totally kills the sound, unless you approach
the ear, such as telephonic equipment. Our soni-
fication strategy demands an exploratory ana-
lysis process from the user and adopts a “refer-
ence” or contextual sound (Walker&Ness, 2011:
26).The user hears a couple of regular metro-
nomic ticks. The first-one displays the temperat-
ure data changing the pitch and lets hear the
pollution data changing the velocity. The second
tick acts as a grid of reference, it represents
“normal” state. When the user compares the
two ticks he/she can appreciate the environ-
mental conditions.

Fig. 2. The first prototype of the AirQ Jacket, a wearable 
computing design project developed in the Universidad 
de Caldas, Design and Creation Program. 

3.3 Lumina Nocte (2016)

Lumina Nocte is a suggested trajectory by the
Caldas University Campus guided by a smart-
phone application that triggers audio samples
when the pedestrian reaches some GPS co-
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ordinates. More than an audio-guide, Lumina
Nocte tells a horror story. Nine audio samples
recreate old uses of the University buildings
where a group of Catholic Church sisters direc-
ted a residential school for girls. The fictional nar-
rative simulates terrific scenes the buildings
might have witnessed. The work was developed
during a seminar focused on interactive design,
with students Vanessa Gañán, Hellen Zamudio y
Carlos Zuluaga. Lumina Nocte deals with the
perception of memory via the auditory channel,
exploring sound as a link between affective
activity and the urban structures. On this subject
Augoyard and Torge (Augoyard&Torge, 2005: 21)
provided an analysis with several nuances and
shades about the psychological proprieties of
sound. They propose sound effects we have ex-
plored, such as anamnesis, phonomnesis, asyn-
deton, synecdoche and perdition. 

Fig. 3. The pathway of Lumina Nocte over the map of the 
Caldas University Campus. 

Frauke Behrendt have discussed the design
technique of associating samples or audio pro-
cesses to GPS coordinates (Behrendt, 2015: 5).
While recognizing several examples with mul-
tiple directions where geo-referenced audio has
been used, she relates the practice of “placing
sounds” to an Augmented Reality (AR) acoustic
modality. The Lumina Nocte audience can only
access the content when they are physically
present in the geographic location, thereby
walking becomes a mode of interaction, a sort
of remixing. As Behrendt quotes, each passerby
had his/her own listening experience depending
on the decisions he/she makes in terms of dir-
ection, length of the walk, and time spent in
specific locations (Behrendt, 2015: 17).

4 Discussion

The creation of portable audio interfaces has
been raised some conceptual insights that I will
discuss in this section separately in three topics.
I will address some methodological directions
from design studies we followed in the pro-
cesses reporting the original sources, the
phases of our procedure and its implementa-
tion. Later I describe how we implement a set
of alternative technologies in a context of de-
signers and musicians. The last topic is sound
design practice that will be examined from the
perspective of the authors that have been previ-
ously discussed.  

4.1 Methodology

Methodology is an important contribution
from Design Thinking (DT) to computer music
and instrument building practices. In the aca-
demic context where the interfaces were cre-
ated, following a defined methodology has been
helpful to organize the creative process, allow-
ing us to complete the projects in limited peri-
ods of time and capitalize the laboratory prac-
tices. While research methodology literature is
relatively abundant in contemporary design stud-
ies, we have adopted two main resources from
DT. On the one hand, we used the three-phase
systematic design method (analysis-synthesis-
evaluation) provided by Christopher Jones
(Jones, 1984: 9), where each of the prefigured
phases determines a defined task. On the other,
we included some insights from the Alain Find-
eli`s project-based methodology, where the re-
search process is leaded by a design project
(Findeli, 2008: 67).

As a result of the interpretation of these two
theories we created a particular four-phase
methodology that was wholly accomplished by
the smartphone ensemble and is being adopted
in the AirQ Jacket project. In the case of Lumina
Nocte some conceptual and technical resources
corresponding the initial phases were previously
given in order to develop the project in a shorter
period of time. While the program members
were not familiar with sound design topics, I de-
cided to include a previous phase to the original
Jones scheme denominated “information and
research”. It is focused on the collecting of a set
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of related works. Moreover, the synthesis phase
was completely redefined in order to test multi-
ple portable audio solutions, which meant a
complete immersion in technical aspects and
laboratory activities. Thus, our methodology con-
sisted of four phases: (1) information and re-
search, where relevant data were gathered, (2)
analysis, where user needs were observed and
identified, (3) synthesis or laboratory, in which
the solutions were proposed and (4) evaluation,
where proposals were valued. Theoretically,
these four stages should overlap themselves
and create a whole process that is expected to
be cyclic, since the evaluation phase may be
able to provide substantial incomes to make im-
provements in phases 2 and 3. 

In the current development of the projects,
the three initial phases could be successfully ac-
complished. The projects found relevant refer-
ences (phase 1) that allow narrowing the prob-
lem down (phase 2) and conducting experi-
ments with portable audio resources (4). How-
ever, the innovative and experimental character
of the projects leaves many questions un-
answered respecting the evaluation phase. One
of the difficulties we encountered is that many
human-computer-interaction (HCI) evaluation
methods are devoted to measure system per-
formance and user satisfaction in graphical inter-
faces. Although evaluation is a growing topic in
New-Interfaces-for-Musical-Expression (NIME)
design, it is also true that multiple directions are
simultaneously being taken (Barbosa et al, 2015:
156), thus we could not find a theoretical scen-
ario with clear and shared rules to evaluate our
portable audio interfaces. The way we face the
evaluation of the smartphone applications with
the ensemble was by returning to the analysis
phase, where the concept of musical expressiv-
ity was addressed, delimited and simplified.
Then we decided not to measure device per-
formance or user satisfaction, but musical ex-
pressivity in smartphone devices. It was defined
as the index of precision degree, action-re-
sponse correspondence and visual feedback
quality. There is no space here to discuss the
particular results of our survey, but in the report
(Arango&Melan, 2016: 63), it can be found an at-
tempt to measure musical expressivity on differ-
ent smartphone input methods such as the tilt

sensors, the multi touch display and the micro-
phone. 

4.2 Technological implementation

The synthesis phase of our methodology was
focused on performing experiments with porta-
ble audio resources. It was an opportunity to en-
gage new computer music practitioners coming
from design studies. Accordingly, one important
challenge in the technological implementation
was finding available tools with which designers
and musicians, with little experience in audio
programming and electronic prototyping, could
create portable applications. Since each one of
the above-mentioned projects had its “problem”
sufficiently bounded, the laboratory phase fo-
cused on three directions: the programming of
virtual musical instruments on smartphones, the
sonification of environmental sensor data and
the association of sound samples to GPS coordi-
nates. Technical training on Pure Data and Ar-
duino has been a periodical activity in the cre-
ative processes. It has helped the students to
get into the possibilities and limitations of porta-
ble technology and has allowed them to create
functional prototypes for the urban space. Uni-
versity campus has been the test-field where
the experiments, rehearsals and tests have
taken place and where we have tried with differ-
ent musical ideas, improvisation criteria, app
sketches, collaborative setups, choreographic
dispositions and walking trajectories.

With the SE we have create virtual musical in-
struments using libPd library (Brinkman et al,
2011), that allows sketching audio applications in
the Pure Data Vanilla distribution and retrieving
sensor data from the smartphone. We have de-
signed custom-made apps implementing FM,
wavetable and waveshape synthesis, bandpass
filters and arpeggiators among other methods.
The GUI device of the instruments was created
with Daniel Iglesia’s MobMuPlat (Iglesia, 2013)
that provides a series of standard input meth-
ods. We have also implemented Landini protocol
(Narveson&Trueman, 2013: 309) to build inter-
connected setups among SE performers. Since
other systems and procedures allow similar res-
ults (Bryan et al, 2010: 147) Pure Data and Mob-
MuPlat ease of use was useful in the SE envir-
onment of musicians and designers.
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With Pure Data and MobMuPlat were also
made some sketches of an application that
could link audio content to GPS coordinates. The
initial idea was an electroacoustic composition
that advanced according to a walking trajectory.
Although a set of tests was relatively success-
ful, the seminar in which Lumina Nocte was
conceived was too short to implement Pure
Data. Then we found the Sonic Maps application
(Pecino&Climent, 2013: 315) with which we effi-
ciently solved the task needed to complete the
project. Sonic Maps app allows the user to link
sound samples to zones in a map and later hear
them in the physical territory. The app invites the
user to create his/her own experience by up-
loading original sound samples to a public audio
server.

For its part, Air Q Jacket adopted a completely
different approach. As well as other wearable
technology pieces, the AirQ Jacket gathered
crafting from programing and electronic proto-
typing on the one hand, and from sewing and
dressmaking on the other. In this respect the in-
terchange between audio and fashion design ap-
proaches leaded to a non-standard format: a
wearable computer-jacket. The circuit uses the
Arduino microcontroller (pro version), an MQ-
135 air quality sensor, a DHT-11 temperature
sensor, four arrays of leds and a piezo-electric
device. As it was described, the arduino code
connects the sensor inputs to an array of dim-
ming leds, and to the rate and tone of a couple
of loops that drive the piezo-electric device. Be-
cause of the weight and comfort, the pattern
making process was carried out taken into ac-
count the distribution of the circuit components
on different parts of the jacket: the Arduino mi-
crocontroller behind the neck, the battery in a
back-pocket, the piezo-electric hanging by the
right shoulder and the arrays of leds in the front.
We attached the circuit components and cables
in a way that they can be completely extracted
in order to the jacket can be washable.

4.3 The Sound Design Practice

In this section I will discuss sound design
definitions, contrasting recent insights from
design theory with our projects. As I understand
the portable audio interfaces we have developed

in the laboratory belong to a more general prac-
tice of sound design. Accordingly, I will gather
some ideas on this respect from authors that
have been previously reviewed on this paper.
While sound design is an emergent practice,
there is not a shared consensus about its
boundaries and limits. However, the fertile de-
bate that is being carried out around that topic
helps us to characterize the design practice we
have embarked. 

As it was mentioned before, from the urban
design perspective Augoyard suggests that
there are multiple fields of reference that sup-
port sound design. However, in the same spirit,
Hellstrom claims for the need of a disciplinary
context for the emergence of sound design, ac-
cording to this author “… the sound designer
needs a disciplinary prefix in order to specify
her/his disciplinary abode: industrial sound de-
signer, architectural sound designer etc” (Hell-
strom, 2003: 36). While the local passer-by is the
main recipient or end-user of our research, I
would say that “urban” is the prefix that firstly
comes to mind when I look for an associated
context. The prefix “portable”, instead, outlines a
mode of interaction that takes place “down be-
low” (Certeau,1984: 93), where sound acts as a
direct link between the user and his/her environ-
ment. 

On this basis, we can also consider the defini-
tion of Rochesso et al, since they define Sonic
Interaction Design as the “… practice and in-
quiry into any of various roles that sound may
play in the interaction loop between users and
artifacts, services, or environments” (Rocchesso
et al, 2008: 3969). This proposition settles closer
to our idea that portable audio interfaces con-
nects the passerby with “informational territor-
ies” (Lemos, 2007: 129) allowing him to explore
the urban physical space with a sonic road map.
In addition to the previously commented defini-
tion, I would suggest that the designer could be
able to create a correspondence between the
virtual and physical layer of the city. 

Finally, I would like to discuss Frauke
Behrendt`s classification of mobile sound. The
study proposes a framework with four different
directions where the above-described projects
can be located: musical instruments, sonified
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mobility, sound platforms and placed sound. The
app prototypes developed for the Smarphone
Ensemble would belong to the Behrendt mu-
sical instruments category. Since the mobile
phone were not designed with a specific mu-
sical purpose, play an instrument with it could
be considered a kind of “mis”-use; even more
when the musical performance is being carried
out in the public space. Lumina Nocte could also
be considered in Behrendt taxonomy: in the
placed sound category, “… artists or designers
curate the distribution of sounds in (outdoor)
spaces, often – but not exclusively – by using
GPS” (Behrendt, 2015: 7). The AirQ Jacket could
be an example of Behrendt notion of sonified
mobility. This category comprises works “…
where audience mobility is ‘driving’ or influen-
cing the sound or music they hear while being
on the move” (Behrendt, 2015: 6). 

5 Future Work

Since one of the main goals in the design of
portable audio interfaces is to establish a strong
link between the physical space and the virtual
one, in the last phase of the postdoctoral re-
search we intend to create other devices that
trigger interaction loops. Accordingly, the current
activities in the “Laboratorio de Sonologia” have
been oriented to two main directions: the imple-
mentation of online services and the design of
collaborative audio applications. While the pro-
gram members have been exposed to program-
ing and electronic prototyping, it is expected
that they continue working on this activities in a
second stage of technical training. In this regard,
we have been exploring other resources to be
included in future projects.

  
On the one hand, we have been exploring dif-

ferent versions of the ESP-8266 Wi-Fi module.
This tiny device provides a low-cost solution to
prototype internet-of-things (IoT) applications.
Because of its portability and availability, it can
be embedded in mobile devices, accessories or
wearable interfaces in order to automate Inter-
net services connections.  On the other, we
have been creating multimedia and multimodal
sketches on the Raspberry Pi. While the vanilla
version of Pure Data, Processing and Arduino
are supported on the Raspbian operating sys-

tem; Raspberry Pi outlines more complex tasks
for the portable computer in the creation of
urban territory exploratory tools. We have tested
different sound cards for the raspberry pi such
as the Hi-Fi Berry and the Cirrus Logic Audio
Card in order to consolidate a high-fi portable au-
dio creation platform suitable for non-expert pro-
grammers.
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3. 1

Abstract: This article reviews the compositional prac-
tice of Peruvian electroacoustic music in the sixties
generation, to explore the sources and methods of in-
fluence on music and new technologies at that time.
Furthermore, it explores the local expressions, the na-
tional or regional identities through the use of elements
of folk and traditional music in the electroacoustic mu-
sic of this generation. The study and analysis of this rep-
ertoire, from a cross-cultural perspective, should shed a
new light on the history of experimental art music in
Peru and its originality. One of the difficulties respecting
this movement is the definition of cultural influences in
electroacoustic music, given that the genre invites to
the abandonment or radical redefinition of the tradi-
tional characteristics of form, tonality, harmony, melody
and structure of time. Thus, the problem becomes one
of recognizing and defining cultural influences in music
that no longer relies on traditional structures, opening a
space to question how to define the cultural and ethnic
influences in this music when we abandon the tradi-
tional means of expression of this community.2 This pa-
per presents a framework to examine the ethnomusico-
logy of Peruvian electroacoustic music from a hetero-
geneous point of view.

Keywords: Huayno, Arguedas, indigenous, Quechua,
Perú, electroacoustic, generation, Peruvian music.

1 Introduction

The vast majority of musicological literature in
the field of electroacoustic music has focused
on the properties of spectromorphology3. In re-

1 The name Ta [p] Chas, is taken from the sound made by the
Sicu, an Andean wind instrument, through a click of the 
tongue (as in the repeatition of the phoneme «ta» or «chá» 
while it blows).

2 Also consider Peter Rothbart’s question about what is 
understood by an “ethno-electronic analysis”. See Rothbart, 
Peter. 2012.

3 The analysis of the morphology of sound is useful to 
describe and study the experience of listening and provides 
a framework for understanding structural relationships and 
behaviours, as they are experienced in the temporal flow of 
sound. To discuss the relationship and evolution of 
electronic music and sound art it is necessary to refer to 
the technological development, which raised a number of 
technical issues that modified the way instruments were 
played raising problems such as authorship, distribution and

cent years, there has been a focus on methodo-
logical analysis which takes into account the in-
teraction between Western art music and other
local musical cultures allowing researchers to
write about the music history of former colonies
that respect their particular conditions4, and in-
volving local composers who are familiar with
their own music and musicians.  There is relat-
ively little research focusing on the aesthetic,
technical and musical history of Peruvian Elec-
troacoustic music. The present article addresses
some of these concerns and tries to present a
more coherent and global analysis of the Per-
uvian vanguard to the West and back to the
Creole and indigenous population. 

In this way, it proposes to examine the notion
of "productive illegibility" in the so-called Per-
uvian musical vanguard of the 60s. To do this,
we raised the following questions: what does
the proposal of an "illegible" speech imply? i.e.,
what does the proposal of an "errant" musical
narration,  a "hybrid speech" as artistic project or
as a strategy for cultural imagination imply?
What would the textual, political and cultural
productivity of the figure of the "illegible" be?5

commercialization of sound materials. Only since the 
creation of sound reproduction and sound recording 
systems at the end of the XIX century, did sound begin to 
be considered an object.   

4 By particular conditions, I refer to the cultural influence that 
is acquired, which is not limited to the social structures of 
the past and present history; the socio-economic status, 
geography, past and present religious or spiritual influences,
education, political influences and preferences, 
identification of gender, as well as aesthetic and 
philosophical trends and exposures. The musical result is a 
consequence of the convergence of these influences.

5 With regard to the relations between illegibility and 
language, Adorno warns "Intentional language wants to 
mediate the absolute, and the absolute escapes language 
for every specific intention, leaves each one behind 
because each is limited. Music finds the absolute 
immediately, but at the moment of discovery it becomes 
obscured, just as too powerful a light dazzles the eyes, 
preventing them from seeing things which are perfectly 
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These are the central questions we intend to ad-
dress while hoping to provide a gateway into
Peruvian musical modernity through a series of
scenes of "illegibility" that emerge in the areas
of passage and friction between different codes
and significant systems, visual and musical prac-
tices, orality and writing, between academia and
performativity, between musical tradition and
popular or mass culture which are often scenes
of negotiation of intercultural relationship.

The present article focuses on different times
and practices that have abandoned the model of
Western academic folk music, and are derived
from a semiotic, cultural or socio-political
"Other". These times and practices have geared
towards other manifestations and the use of
“non-scholarly" spaces, such as orality of popu-
lar culture, global media "visuality for masses",
or performative practices of contemporary art
culture. The general idea is to open a dialogue
around the theoretical reflection on Modernity
and of recent developments in the field of elec-
troacoustic history in Peru, starting from the
testimonies and reflections of the composers
within a critical Latin-Americanist tradition and
from the discussion of inter-cultural relationships
based on concepts such as transculturation, het-
erogeneity, and hybridity. (Rebaza Soraluz Luis,
2000). The questions of from where and where
to clarifies the supports given depended on the
idea of Nationalism and this investigation also in-
tends to highlight its importance today.

Therefore, it will tend towards the current aca-
demic discussions on the future role of the Per-
uvian composers and the implications of these
roles within that generation of electroacoustic
music. This generation of the sixties turned out
to be the result of two key decisions that the
composers of this generation faced. To explain
the first, we will take as a reference a newspa-
per article from 1957, where we can see the po-
larization in which Peruvian academic music was
immersed: "the musical establishment in Peru (if
we can call it musical creation at all), has always
been governed by two irreconcilable affiliations:

visible."(2000:28). Although it will not be discussed in this 
article, the relationship between music and literature in 
music, particularly electroacoustic has been widely 
exploited (cf. especially by Landy, 2007) and is helpful in 
explaining, at least to some extent, the process of 
verbalization of the abstract that will be treated here.

narrow chauvinism and Europeanizing creeds.
Until seven years ago, almost all self-proclaimed
Peruvian musicians either rejected or adhered to
one of these two options. Perhaps it is for this
reason that until then the musical history of
Peru constituted a mere collection of autoch-
thonous material or digressions about imported
styles".6 For this task imagination is called in to
assist in speculating the meaning of the chron-
icles. Firstly, it must be pointed out, as Jonathan
Sterne does very clearly in what he calls sonic
imaginations, that: "We must not automatically
take any discourse about sound on its own
terms, but rather interrogate the terms upon
which it is built. We must attend to the forma-
tions of power and subjectivity with which vari-
ous knowledges transact". (Sterne 2012: 9).

On the other hand, the consequences of
choosing and retaining the abstract sounds of
their cultural connections have a deep impact on
political identity. Sounds can impose their story
about the compositions, or cancel this effect by
being treated as any other "concrete sound" 7,
chosen for functional other than cultural associ-
ations. Both routes are feasible and although the
results may not transcend the line that separ-
ates speculation from certainty, they promise to
give birth to new forms of questioning our rela-
tionships with sound practices of that and the
current time.

2 Time and work of a generation

Huayno is like the clear and detailed footprint 
that the mestizo people continue to leave on 
their never-ending path of salvation and 
creation. All life has been invested in Huayno, all
the moments of pain, of joy, of terrible fighting, 
and all the moments that have found light and 

6 Anonymous, "Contemporary music in Peru", seminar in 
Peru, April 3rd, 1957.

7 Sound experimentation and evolution are particularly related
to technological progress, especially with the improvement 
of recording and capture equipment; technologies that 
disassociated the sound from its source, making it an 
object for further manipulation (copy, cut, paste, reverse, 
etc.)  This made the production of new works from sounds 
possible, pieces detached from the traditional idea of 
harmony. With this, a sound taken from any source or 
produced synthetically, may be the starting material of a 
sound piece and in each one of them there is a universe of 
sound and expressive information that the artist can 
manipulate at will.
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the exit to the big world as to be like the best 
and yield as the best. [...]Today's Indian and 
mestizo, like that of 100 years ago, still find in 
this music the whole expression of their spirit 
and all of their emotions. (Arguedas, 1977: 7)

Until the nineteen forties, Peru was a predom-
inantly rural and indigenous country which ex-
perienced a strong process of centralization pro-
ducing a massive migration to the urban centre
of the country (Lima). As a result, not surpris-
ingly, in the year 1946 there was a remarkable
number of young people applying to the newly
created Conservatory, coinciding with the "gen-
eration of the thirties", which marks the best
years of the Peruvian musical vanguard. Names
like Edgar Valcárcel, Enrique Pinilla, Celso Gar-
rido- Lecca and César Bolaños, among others,
would be responsible for introducing Peru into
the musical languages of the international avant-
garde.

Peru and most of Latin America, has been
characterized by a social and artistic stance
which, still today, seems to be irreconcilable
with the big questions: Is it possible to establish
a single cannon for the wide variety of Latin
American music that a broad range of social
groups enjoy? How do we speak, then, of the di-
versity of music in Latin America? These ques-
tions can be summed up in the words of Per-
uvian musicologist Julio Mendívil who says: "I
don't think that music has ethnic marks. I be-
lieve that ethnic marks are invented in the tradi-
tion of what we call traditional and in the tradi-
tions that we invent in non-traditional societies,
they differ in degree, in the reading of the mater-
ial". (Mendivil July, 2016). This material in Peru of
the 1930, had its musical version based on the
concept of the indigenous, the recovery of the
native image for music and the use of the
pentatonic characteristics of Andean folk music
melodies. This generation includes composers
like Luis Duncker Lavalle, Manuel Aguirre,
Roberto Carpio, Ernesto López Mindreau, Carlos
Sánchez Málaga, Alomía Robles, Theodoro Val-
cárcel and, linked to them, the cosmopolitan Alf-
onso de Silva. By the 1940s this musical move-
ment was already in decline.

Later, the major challenge for this new gener-
ation of composers was to achieve a musical

balance that picked up the best of both scen-
arios, without forcing a search that could result
in a "touristic" approach to indigenous music
fused with the European trends prevailing at
that time. The cultural and technological back-
wardness under which not only Peru, but also
the whole region, suffered did not provide the
necessary conditions for further education,
reason why the majority of Peruvian composers
emigrated.

The role of César Bolaños in this musical re-
volution is fundamental. In 1958 he travelled to
New York to enrol at the Manhattan School of
Music. On the other hand, and after evidencing
that the academic differences were mere discip-
linary distinctions, the composer decided to as-
sist to a course in electronics at the RCA School
of Electronic Technology. This would be of vital
importance in his later musical development and
would prove not to be the only "happy accident"
during his time in New York.

In 1961, in the company of Edgar Valcárcel he
attended a concert given by the Argentinian mu-
sician Alberto Ginastera. Ginastera invited them
both to apply with their work for a grant offering
twelve scholarships to the first generation of
student fellows of the Latin American Centre of
Musical High Studies of the Di Tella Institute
(CLAEM). The institute’s intention was to level
and transform the considerable musical delay in
the region. Concerning this issue Valcárcel
wrote: "the essential features of this new gener-
ation are the following, in the terminology of
Díaz Plaja: the burden factor would be the echo
of our musicians under the influence of a west-
ernising tendency;" the typical factor would be
that which is our present, i.e., a marked atonality
within free conceptions. Finally, the future
factor, a nationalism perceived in more than one
young composer; a nationalism free of rhapsod-
ists, born of the intimate union of the blood and
the spirit of the musician, with his soil and with
all that he owns as a Peruvian. In other words, a
telluric nationalism, free of all decadent senti-
mentality, wrought with experiences and ex-
empt from any receptive trend, passive and
copyist, almost photographic". 8

8 Valcárcel, Edgar, “The generation of composers from 53 in 
Peru”, in Ballet N ° 6 Lima, 1954.
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Edgar Valcárcel called this process of contact
with the international academic world "a stage
of updating", a crucial moment in the context of
Peruvian music: it is not only the accession to a
musical cultural model but also the beginning of
the musical searches of a new generation of
composers who want to distinguish themselves
from the articulate picturesqueness that identi-
fied the previous musical generation known as
the indigenist movement. The claim to represent
a national music could not be reduced to the
mere quote of a folk melody attached to a clas-
sical piece, instead such pretentions also re-
quired an awareness of the new modes of being
that urban life had established. In 1956 with re-
gard to the premiere of the work Ensayo, from
César Bolaños, a commentator wrote: "for César
Bolaños musical nationalism, regarded from the
point of view of indigenous people, is ineffect-
ive. He thinks that the coastal musician, born as
he was in Lima, a city with enough cars and
noises to drive anybody crazy, it is incoherent to
believe in a vulgar autochthony, when, as is his
case, "he does not even directly know a tinya or
a quena". This way of thinking, diametrically op-
posed to that of other Peruvian composers,
makes Bolaños’ music be regarded as highly dis-
sonant and modern within our field."9

The conformation of the CLAEM and its open-
ness to the world was also based on the facilit-
ies that the U.S. Government offered through
the Alliance for Progress, a program established
by John F. Kennedy, with the purpose of promot-
ing Latin American art and culture, in an attempt
to stop the emergence of guerrillas inspired by
the recent Cuban revolution, which definitely in-
fluenced many intellectuals and artists in Latin
America, including César Bolaños. The penetra-
tion of American capital was accompanied, in
the cultural field, by grants from the Ford and
Rockefeller foundations; the latter made the
opening of the CLAEM possible. 

Such investments were intended to encour-
age research on topics of interest to a new so-
cio-economic age and promote the theoretical
orientation prevailing in the United States. Ac-
cording to Garcia Canclini: "structuralism-func-
tionalism swiftly becomes the hegemonic tend-
ency; the dualistic model traditionalism/modern-

9 Anonymous, El Comercio newspaper, Lima, 1956.

ism, which opposes rural societies governed by
the laws of subsistence and traditional values
against modern, urban societies of lively com-
petition and commercial economy, becomes a
theoretical support for those who believe that
the solution of our problems lies in imitating the
United States” 10.

Fig . 1. The 60’s generation: César Bolaños , Francisco 
Pulgar Vidal, Leopoldo La Rosa and  Edgar Valcárcel.   
CLAEM and the Birth of the Peruvian Electroacoustic 
Music.

As we can be noted, the periods of distancing
from tradition are followed by others of clear re-
instatement of that tradition launching
everything back into the conventional margins of
the genre. It could not have been otherwise
since, like Feld notes, it is only through the his-
tory of hearing that a listener can recognize
whether a song can be considered within a rep-
ertoire (Feld, 1994: 83). In fact, the distancing re-
ports on the innovative intentions of the author;
but the role of the comeback is not least import-
ant because, ultimately, they provide the listener
with a framework in order to determine the right
affiliation. Far from the destructive nature tradi-
tionalists attach to it, these distances from the
current tradition also contribute to its own con-
servation, not only renewing but also perpetuat-
ing conventional forms giving them renewed
strength. This series of musical transformations
are, of course, in close connection with a new
way of understanding Peruvian identity, how to
play and present it (Mendivil, 2000: 74). 

During 1964 Bolaños composed his first piece
for tape Intensidad y Altura based on a poem

10 Canclini, García, op. cit., p. 104.
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with the same name by César Vallejos at the
CLAEM. This was also the first electroacustic
pieces created at the centre, while its laboratory
was still at its initial stages of development, and
was the first electronic piece by a Peruvian. At
the time the CLAEM only had three open reel
recorders of different qualities (one stereo
Ampex, one stereo Grundig and a mono Philips),
a white noise generator, a filter bandpass and
some simple modulators. Bolaños used as
sound sources three voices, white noise and dif-
ferent metal plates for this piece. 

Although the use of folklore was not vital to
Bolaños, his work could not fail to be read as a
sign of the social transformations that Peru ex-
perienced in the fifties and sixties. This is was
the piece Homenaje al Cerro San Cosme (1957)
suggests. Bolaños said: “My father had a busi-
ness in the town of El Porvenir, that’s where I
established contact with the world of Cerro San
Cosme. I was struck by the recent invasion of
the Andean world, they were coming to Lima.
There were a few stands along Aviación Avenue.
In the central part, there where the gardens
should be. Wooden stalls with speakers were
selling music that you could hear throughout the
Aviación Avenue. It was nice, I was struck by the
Creole music played there, it was a very special
world; also the houses in El Porvenir were very
peculiar. I think president Prado ordered their
construction. It really was a very special, very
curious, neighborhood of impoverished middle
class people, but other than that, there was the
invasion of Cerro San Cosme ".11

We will let Delalande (1986) help us reinforce
the idea. He suggests a search for similarities in
musicians’ musical behaviour; in every part of
the world there are certain characteristics in mu-
sical practices. There are three musical beha-
viours that explain the dimensions present in
music: the sensorimotor, symbolic and regu-
lated aspects. When focusing on musical beha-
viour, as Delalande (1995) has noted, it is essen-
tial to relate the research of sound and gesture
with the sensorimotor game (motor skill and
preference for sound), the expression and
meaning in music with symbolic play (sound ac-
quires a sense) and the regulated aspect with
organized games (organization, composition,
11 Interview by Luis Alvarado, July 2009.

construction, analysis and the ability to recog-
nize that order).

Secondly, Pierre Bourdieu (1995, 2003) has
analysed the relationship between aesthetic
value and power relations from another point of
view. For him, these relations are not confined
to appropriations and manipulations of the ruling
classes, but are intrinsic to artistic production.
Precisely what characterizes the field of artistic
production, understood as a "field"12, what is
really at stake, that which defines positions, is
the struggle for legitimacy in a specifically "cul-
tural" aspect (as opposed to seeking " commer-
cial " consecration) and the "dialectics of differ-
entiation." It is upon this dialectic of differenti-
ation that the social existence of an artist de-
pends on, which constantly leads to the search
of differentiators (often "excisions"), and the
need to place value on them. And it is this same
dialectic that limits the core of receptors more
and more, opposed to what Bourdieu called the
"big production" of the culture industry oriented
to mass audiences.

In other words, there is a relationship
between value and rarity, value and difficulty of
access; seen from this point of view those in-
herent traits that make a work of art canonical in
the tradition of the humanities (complexity, diffi-
culty, formal work, etc.) acquire another sense.
From a sociological point of view these formal
features are needed to produce the oddity that
is the basis of the social assessment. The more
inaccessible a work is, the more value it has.
And it also takes on another meaning that those
traits, converted into value criteria, be adopted
for the legitimation of popular music.

During the following years Bolaños used elec-
troacoustic media, and even later, computers in
his musical works. He created works for tape
only and mixed pieces, including live electronics
and multimedia resources in some of them. One
of the most representative works of the com-
poser during his stay in the CLAEM Inter-
polaciones, a four-channel work for electric gui-

12 With the concept of "field" Bourdieu (1995) refers to a 
specific social “game”, with its own rules and with relative 
autonomy in relation to global social space. In each field a 
social system of relations is established between positions 
that hold certain control of those resources considered 
valuable within the field.
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tar and magnetic band. One of the channels has
the potential to spin in the room through a
photoresistive system.

Fig. 2. César Bolaños, in the Torcuato di Tella, Buenos 
Aires, Argentina, 1966.

  

The guitar does not have the conventional
speaker of any electric guitar, instead it has a
device composed of micro-switches controlled
by the guitarist’s foot that can place the  ampli-
fied guitar sound in any of the six speakers of
the room. The speakers can also rotate by rotat-
ing the foot. The work is structured from a set of
values and a geometric ratio. The instrumentalist
translates these approximate values and heights
that fall within a certain area. 

Interpolaciones was made for playback sys-
tems incorporated in the Audiovisual Room of
the Torcuato Di Tella Institute. It was first per-
formed in its original version during the third
concert of the Fifth Festival of Contemporary
Music of the Latin American Centre for Musical
Studies Institute Torcuato Di Tella in 1966. Years
later, in the presentation of his work Ñacahuasu
(1970), a work that includes recited excerpts
from the diary of Che Guevara in Bolivia, during
a meeting of Latin American Music held in Cuba
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Fig. 3. Interpolations, for electric guitar and magnetic tape, 1966. 



in September 1972, Bolaños said: "the funda-
mental problem of Latin American music is not
in the assimilation of techniques, but finding a
way to express the convulsive political and so-
cial reality of this continent. "13

Latin America as a region and the assertion of
its cultural independence was a constant con-
cern for Bolaños throughout his career as a
composer and researcher. Already in 1964, in an
interview by Enrique Pinilla he said: "I do believe
that there is a Latin American style that is
already displayed in folklore like in any other
work that the author freely use atonality, poly-
tonalism, dodecaphony, etc. Admittedly,
European culture weighs significantly on our
own, because we are in a process of assimila-
tion, but nonetheless the Latin American per-
sonality exists primarily in the rhythmic vitality
that is not present in the already worn-out
European avant-garde. "14

3 Choral chant to Tupac Amaru

... the role of the gesture in music calls for an 
integrated vision of perception and action, 
which involves a shift from the knowledge 
based on hearing towards incarnate knowledge,
an approach that includes the full human body 
as mediator between mental processes and 
physical energy. (Leman & Camurri. 2006:1)

In August 1968 the New Music collective
had a concert in the Alzedo hall. In the words
of the journalists it was a slap in the face for
the public. The presentation of the experi-
mental work "Ssiri Eterieo Bebebero" as a col-
lective creation of the group for traditional
Culina tribe instruments made critic Luis Anto-
nio Meza loose his patience and call it banal
and tasteless. The presentation also included
works by John Cage, Gustavo Becerra, César
Bolaños and Leopoldo La Rosa (the latter rad-
icalizes his random provocations while being
assistant director of the National Symphony
Orchestra). In October of that year the Revolu-

13 Cited by Luis Hector Correa de Azevedo in  “ La música en 
América Latina ”, in Aretz, Isabel (ed.), América Latina y su 
música, Siglo Veintiuno Editores, 1987, p. 67.

14 Pinilla, Enrique, "Young musicians: twelve American 
composers meet to study. Interview with César Bolaños "in 
Estampa, Expreso magazine, Lima, February 1964.

tionary Government of the Armed Forces was
installed under the command of General Juan
Velasco Alvarado, with a nationalistic and anti-
imperialist political profile. The manifesto pro-
claimed: "The action of the Revolutionary Gov-
ernment will draw on the need to transform
the structure of the State, in a way that allows
efficient government action; transforms social,
economic and cultural structures; maintaining
a definite nationalistic attitude, a clear inde-
pendent position and firm defense of national
sovereignty and dignity " As a result, a series
of reforms that were historically pending were
carried out, as the Agrarian Reform, which
sought to eliminate forms of landlordism
which had been the basis for the formation of
elites. More than 11 million hectares were ex-
propriated and given to cooperatives and rural
communities. Vast lands located in Puno were
expropriated to Edgar Valcárcel. This situation
affected him financially and emotionally. Ironic-
ally, the creator of Canto Coral Tupac Amaru II
would have to bear the slogan of the agrarian
reform which was a quote to Gabriel Con-
dorcanqui: "Farmer, the landlord will no longer
feed from your poverty". The cultural field was
not to be exempted from the reforms. As a
result of the Education Reform in 1970 the
Composition workshop at the National Con-
servatory of Music was created. Enrique Itur-
riaga and Edgar Valcárcel undertook the task
to form a new group of composers: Aurelio
Tello, Luis David Aguilar, Isabel Turon, Walter
Homes Douglas Tarnawiecki and Pedro Seiji
Asato. Many of them performed concerts un-
der the Colectivo Nueva Música.

As an ethnographic method that emerges
from sociology, the appeal in the study of his-
torical actors in ethnomusicology is obvious,
and for this reason, the argument here ad-
dresses some specific problems of circum-
stances and events in the Peruvian musical
history of the mid-twentieth century, as histor-
ical events inserted in Latin American music.
This approach emphasizes the ethnographic
and historical research of the realities of every
day actions and, according to anthropologist
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Christopher Pinney15 and many others, show-
ing that "things happen" so that historical
events cannot be reduced to a single speech
without mentioning the context of these res-
ults.

Fig. 4. Edgar Valcárcel in the electronic music laboratory 
in Columbia (1966).

In October 1970, the National Symphonic
Orchestra premiered Canto Coral a Tupac Am-
aru II by Edgar Valcárcel, a piece for choir, per-
cussion, electronic sounds, projections and
lights, upon the sound sample of Alejandro
Romulado reciting the poem which he wrote
in 1959. The piece had been composed in
1968, while Valcárcel was studying electronic
music at the University of Columbia-Princeton,
thanks to a Guggenheim Fellowship. He was a
student of Vladimir Ussachevsky and the Ar-
gentinian Alcides Lanza. The piece stood out,
besides the light effects by Mario Acha, due to
the use of visual poems (based on the poem
“Canto coral a Tupac Amaru, que es la libertad
”) slide-projected and composed by Romualdo
himself. Among the 117 projections on that
night, there were images of Tupac Amaru’s
face in colour, which gave the presentation a
15 Christopher Pinney, ‘Things Happen: Or, From Which 

Moment Does That Thing Come?’, in Materiality, ed. Daniel 
S. Miller (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2005), 256–
72.

pop flair that was in perfect tune with the
posters designed by Jesús Ruiz Durand for
the revolutionary government of Juan Velasco
Alvarado. Many of Peru´s top political and cul-
tural personalities attended the premiere.
Among them, Alfredo Arrisueño, minister of
education at the time, described the Choral
Chant as magnificent. A note, published in the
Oiga magazine, was titled: Canto Coral: Arte
de Vanguardia, Arte Revolucionario. It seemed
as though the piece embodied the nationalist
spirit of Velasco’s government and became the
exemplary image of an age. Nevertheless, Val-
cárcel had already written the first version of
the Canto Coral in 1965, three years before
the military junta led by Juan Velasco Alvarado
dismissed president Fernando Belaunde Terry
from office and the image of commander José
Gabriel Condorcanqui had become symbolic of
this deed. In an interview from 1975, on the
occasion of the premiere of his Canto Coral to
Pedro Vilca, he was asked: “Is this revolution-
ary music? Has it been composed as a contri-
bution to the Peruvian Revolution?” to which
the composer responded: “One might ask the
same question about the song for Tupac Am-
aru. This piece was written ten years ago,
when there were no signs of the revolutionary
changes. It was merely a personal approach,
of myself to the character, an intuition of what
might lay ahead”. Later he expressed: “I am
against all the revolutionary posing that I en-
counter daily in folks who sit at a desk and are
“revolutionary” but who are anything on the
inside. This is why, compared to them, I am
not revolutionary”.16 

Edgar Valcárcel would later repeatedly declare
that his uncle, indigenist composer Theodoro
Valcárcel Caballero, had been the first to inspire
his devotion for music and, simultaneously, the
last master to enrich his insatiable quest for mu-
sical knowledge. Unlike many composers from
his generation, Edgar Valcárcel defended
Theodoro’s image against the opinion publicized
by Rodolfo Holzmann and to a lesser extent by
Andrés Sas, about a certain amateurism that
defined indigenist composers: “(…) I profoundly
16 LFS: "I do not dare to call myself a revolutionary," says the 

composer of the Cantata of Pedro Vilca, in the press, 
Tuesday 14th October, 1975.

SONOLOGIA 2016 – OUT OF PHASE                                       www .eca.usp.br/sonologia                                                            60                



respect masters Rodolfo Holzmann and Andrés
Sas, distinguished masters, the forgers of cur-
rent generations, but I cannot avoid to recognize
in them the image of the last conquistadors be-
fore whom the musician settlers of these parts,
poor indians, poor cholos, bowed in reverence.
Their words were law for them and the estab-
lishment in Lima took them in as immutable
principles”.17

Fig. 5. Article about Edgar

Fig. 6. Musical score for Choral chant to Tupac Amaru by 
Edgar Valcárcel, Di Tella, 1968.

17  Valcárcel, Edgar, "Memories of Andres Sas" in Journal of 
the Conservatory, No. 6, October 2000

In the context of Peru and Latin America, Ar-
guedas initiated a new musicological perspect-
ive. In order to understand Andean musical cul-
ture, one must comprehend its significant
soundscape, which transcends Western music;
a world that is formed by the multiple and infin-
ite messages that are emitted by all the beings
that inhabit the universe through sound/move-
ment: rocks, rivers, mountains, airs, heavenly
bodies, insects, birds, humans. In other words,
a new musicology, resulting from a holistic vis-
ion, which enables us to approach sociocultural
norms of Andean aesthetics in undreamed di-
mensions (Vásquez 2002: 57).

Fig. 7. Musical score for Flor Sancayo 2 for piano and 
electronics by Edgar Valcárcel, 1976.

From another perspective, Vargas Llosa identi-
fied a mere escapism in this magical-religious
idea of music, a way of fleeing from objective
reality to take refuge in pre-rational modes of
thought (Vargas Llosa 1996: 183-184). But what
the novelist from Arequipa seems to be missing
is that, precisely, through antagonism, this glob-
alizing and mythical view of music, confronts
and undermines the dichotomies established by
Western knowledge. As stated by Rowe, the ra-
tional culture of modern science emphasizes
visual rhythm to the disadvantage of sensory
rhythm (Rowe 1987: 105). Opposing such a
strategy from a lesser literature, in other words
from a literature of a minority (Podestá 1989:
121), Arguedas implicitly questions Western
visualism, supporting a reorientation towards a
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more global understanding of sound. In this
sense Arguedas proposes an alternative form of
analysing music.

The ethnographic or historical subject per-
spective is obviously important because it opens
up ways that allow us to suspend the belief in
our own ontologies and trace new ones, sug-
gesting or configuring other, surprising ones, but
no agent is conscious of the forces that are at
work in each situation, and the indifferent insist-
ence that philosopher Bruno Latour creates in
individual judgements, seems to ignore the
work of repetitive patterns, greatly dispersed
and habituated of all association, especially of
the enduring configurations of race and gender
which come to mind.18

4 The Cholo Feeling

The foreigner who listens to it [the song] con-
siders it a little wild; the artist, no matter how
strange he is, perceives the deep power of the
singing; and he who has always lived in these
towns, even if he is civilized, he feels the world
as illuminated, animated and shaken by a human
emotion. (Arguedas 1976 b:88)

The construction and interpretation of a mu-
sical performance, in this case Peruvian, directs
us to a broader vision in regards to “sound and
knowledge”: within indigenous ontologies the
interaction between human beings and non-hu-
man beings occupies a central position. In this
case, not only is the performance that takes
place among human beings (interspecific inter-
actions) an object of study, but also the perform-
ances that involves animal or spiritual agents, as
well as objects and parts of the landscape (see
fig. 8).

The point of departure in the debates of “Av-
ant Garde” Peru of the 60s and the birth of Per-
uvian electroacoustic music, made it clear that
the support to the culture of that time, de-
pended on a nationalist idea that, to this day, is

18 Points taken at the thought of Latour in ‘On Tardean 
Relations: Temporality and Ethnography’, in The Social After 
Gabriel Tarde: Debates and Assessments, ed. Matei Candea
(London: Routledge, 2009), 230–47.

reflected in its later roles in the context of na-
tional South American Art. 

Fig. 8. Diagram of  different music based on the books of 
Arguedas, Mendivil, July, 2015. 

Many of Latin American and Peruvian tradi-
tional dance forms have long, deep rooted his-
tories that intertwine with the social and political
situations of their specific age. Peruvian com-
poser Rajmil Fischman incorporates dances as
selections of influences, to face the global and
particular notions of these cultural antecedents,
for example in his acusmatic composition Alma
Latina (1997). As Fischman explains, he at-
tempts “to capture from other experiences, the
extreme responses brought on by the strong im-
ages of joy and pain in the midst of the contrast-
ing wealth and poverty of a Peruvian city, that
serve as representatives of a historical-political
situation”. 19 

After analysing popular culture’s strategies to
integrate with modernity, García Canclini con-
cluded that there is no dichotomy between
modern and traditional cultures, but that the lat-
ter are constantly entering and leaving modern-
ity, as well as the former requires tradition in or-
der to be validated.20 

19 Rajmil Fischman, footnote from the CD Alma Latina [Lorelt 
LNT 113], 1997.

20 "The conflict between tradition and modernity is not a 
crushing exercised by the modernizers on traditionalists, or 
as direct and constant resistance from popular sectors 
committed to asserting their traditions. The interaction is 
more sinuous and subtle: popular movements are also 
interested in modernizing and so are hegemonic sectors in 
keeping traditions, or at least part of it, as a historical 
reference and a contemporary symbolic resource " (García 
Canclini, 1995: 257).
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Di Tella’s education was not exempt from this
broad framework. Although the scenario presen-
ted itself as one of open universality, which as-
sumed the image of a credential that enabled
access to that illusory development, one should
not forget that the fellows of the Di Tella came
from Latin American societies that had recently
begun to reclaim their national identities through
music, as stated by Aurelio Tello: “The idea of
creating a “national” art was not exclusive of
one Latin American country in particular. The
“nationalism”, that position that attempted to es-
tablish identity principles for our peoples,
dressed in tonalities, in chromatism, in impres-
sionism (these were the languages akin to the
aesthetic of romanticism), in politonality, in neo-
modalism and even in atonality (in other words,
in modernity, in the broad sense of the word)
was not a trend that developed in Argentina,
Brasil, Cuba and Mexico, but one which respon-
ded to the undeferrable need to consolidate the
artistic mark of our people as the result of a pro-
cess of search for identity that dates back to the
19th century”.21

History has proven that Peruvian electroacous-
tic music is strongly influenced by its cultural en-
vironment. Influences originating from environ-
mental or musical sources that, in time, have
become representative of culture. The most rel-
evant of them is the figure of José Carlos Mar-
iátegui during the 1920s and José María Argue-
das in the 40s. His introduction to the Andean
world-view, his knowledge of the language and
the Andean reformulation of national identity,
and his influence on Peruvian vanguard artists
during the 60s, greatly influenced the formation
of a particular identity (Rebaza Soraluz Luis,
2000).

The quality of the electroacoustic institution is
reflected on the quantity and character of works
in the 60s and 70s. The ability to carry out work
according to an indigenous character was of ut-
most importance to the composers of that time.
This is reflected in an interview to Peruvian com-
poser Edgar Valcárcel. “During my visit to the
University of McGill, where Alcides Lanza
taught, I composed Flor de Sancayo for piano

21 Tello, Aurelio, " Aires nacionales en la música de América 
Latina como respuesta a la búsqueda de identidad", in 
Hueso Húmero N° 44, Lima, Mosca Azul.

and electronic sounds. The title means “small
flower that grows on the mountains”. I was born
on the mountains, close to the shores of the Tit-
icaca Lake, in an area where small flowers can
be found. Alcides played the piano for the per-
formance” (Robert Gluck, In Conversation with
Peruvian composer Edgar Valcárcel, 2006).

The ideas exposed in this article allow us to
read between the lines and understand how un-
stable it is to research a new sub-genre of Av-
ant-Garde “world music”, characterised by a
base of ethnic influences and their incorporation
within the genre of electroacoustic music. By
considering and reviewing a series of works
done by composers of this generation, how they
were conquered and seduced by the sound and
visual landscape of a geography unknown at the
time, while being capable of transmitting
throughout their body of work the starting point
for pieces of a hybrid character which was un-
usual in a technology dependant type of music.
Until then, they had essentially thrown them-
selves over to work in a traditional style and
composition method of Western music, an act
that demanded an early attempt to categorize
them as composers in a discreet discipline. In
short, what I intend to analyse is not the vera-
city of the discourses of this or that interpret or
composer, but to inspect how and why these
types of discourses are laid out. The Orchestra,
for example, speaks of continuity and recovery,
of a return to the source, to the roots, and it in -
vents practices that are intended to revive an-
cestral practices. It is obvious to me that the in-
digenous person did not need these strategies,
because his continuity cannot be questioned (at
least not by me), they are very different dis-
courses, and thus they depend on different prac-
tices.

In conclusion, in the medium of electroacous-
tic music there has been more liberty in the
choice of sound and thus the composer faces
“an acoustic palette as broad as the environ-
ment itself”22. Due to the nature of the elec-
troacoustic genre, especially in South America
and in this particular case Peru, to choose or bor-
row sounds from the ethnic environment is now
common among its composers, but it is also an
implicative option, determined by the decisions
22 Emmerson 1986, 18.
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of abstraction and the imposition of narratives
associated to the piece. As Michael Bull states
in Sounding out the city: “the use of sound tech-
nologies can be understood as part of the West-
ern project of appropriation, control of space,
place and the ‘other’” (2004: 174).23

The case laid out here consists of an attempt
to delve into history in order to evaluate the ex-
tent to which it was (and is) possible to sidestep
aesthetic mandates and make space for an ex-
perience resulting from an aesthetic de- and re-
sensitization in the wake of sound stimuli
(soundscapes) which, according to these man-
dates and moments, belong to the order of
things that are tangible and intangible.

References

Aharonián, Coriún. 1994. “An Approach to Composi-
tional Trends in Latin America”. World New Music
Magazine 4. Cologne, Germany.

Alvarado, Luis. 2012. “Tensiones de la vanguardia,
Nueva música en el Perú” Hueso Húmero No. 60.

Alvarado, Luis y otros. 2009. “ Tiempo y Obra de César
Bolaños”. Edición Centro Cultural de España en Lima.

Blackburn, Manuella. 2010. “Electroacoustic Music In-
corporating Latin American Influences a considera-
tion of implications, reception and borrowing”. Com-
munauté électro acoustique canadienne /Canadian
Electroacoustic Community.

Béhague, Gerard. 2006. “Indianism in Latin American
Art-Music Composition of the 1920s to 1940s: Case
Studies from Mexico, Peru and Brazil”. Latin Amer-
ican Music Review / Revista de Música Latinoameric-
ana, Vol. 27, No. 1 (Spring - Summer, 2006), pp. 28-37.

Bernd Brabec de Mori / Matthias Lewy / Miguel A. Gar-
cía. 2015.  “Sudamérica y sus mundos audibles”.
Estudios Indiana 8: Ibero-Amerikanisches Institut /
Gebr. Mann Verlag, 2015, 277 pp. ISBN: 978-3-7861-
2757-4.

Canclini, García, Néstor. 1989. “Culturas híbridas. Es-
trategias para entrar y salir de la modernidad”. «En-
trada. Primera Edición» México: grijalbo. p. 14.

Chion, Michel. 1983. “Guide des Objets Sonores”. Paris:
Buchet/Chastel.

Dal Farra, Ricardo. 2004. “Latin American Electroacous-
tic Music Collection”. The Daniel Langlois Founda-
tion.Delalande, Francois. 1995. “ La música es un
juego de niños”. Buenos Aires: Ricordi Americana
S.A.

23 “The use of sound technologies can be understood as part 
of the Western project of the appropriation and control of 
space, place, and the ‘other’” (Bull “Sounding Out the City”.
2004: 174).

Feld, Steven. 1994. “Communication, music, and
speech about music”, en Feld, Stephen y Charles Keil.
Music grooves. Chicago y Londres: University
Chicago Press, pp. 77-95.

Fischman, Rajmil. 1999. “Global Village, Local universe:
A Statement of Identity.” Leonardo Music Journal 9.
“Power and Responsibility: Politics, Identity and Tech-
nology in Music,” pp. 53–62.

Gluck, Robert. 2008. “Between, Within and Across Cul-
tures”. Organised Sound, 13, pp 141-152.
doi:10.1017/S1355771808000186.

Gluck, Robert. 2006. “Touching Sound, Like a Sculpture,
Conversation with Peruvian composer Edgar Valcár-
cel”. cec / econtact / 15.4.

Landy, Leigh. 2007. “Understanding the Art of Sound
Organization”. MIT Press, London.

Leman, M y Camurri, A. 2006. “Understanding musical
expressiveness using interactive multimedia plat-
forms”. Ed. R. Parncutt. Special issue on interdiscip-
linary musicology. Musicae Scientiae.

Nattiez, Jean Jacques. 1987. Música y discurso: hacia
una semiología de la música.

Novoa, M. Laura. 2014. “Pensamiento musical y repres-
entación visual en América latina durante la década
del sesenta: la Primera Exposición Americana de
Partituras Contemporáneas.”. En caiana. Revista de
Historia del Arte y Cultura Visual del Centro Argentino
de Inves t igadores de Ar te (CAIA) No 4 .
http://caiana.caia.org.ar/template/caiana.php?pag=art-
icles/article_2.php&obj=142&vo l=4.

Rebaza Soraluz. 2000. “La construcción de un artista
peruano contemporáneo : poética e identidad
nacional en la obra de José María Arguedas, Emilio
Adolfo Westphalen, Javier Sologuren, Jorge Eduardo
Eielson, Sebastián Salazar Bondy, Fernando de
Szyszlo y Blanca Varela”. Pontificia Universidad
Católica del Perú, Lima, Perú.

Rothbart, Peter. 2012. “Ethno-Electro – A Framework for
Examining Cultural Influences In Electroacoustic Mu-
sic”. Proceedings of the Electroacoustic Music Stud-
ies Network Conference Meaning and Meaningful-
ness in Electroacoustic Music, Stockholm.
http://www.ems-network.org/spip.php?article338.

Smalley, Denis. 1997. “Spectromorphology: Explaining
Sound-Shapes”. Organised Sound 2/2. pp. 107–126.

Sans, Juan Francisco/ López Cano, Rubén. 2012.
“Música Popular y juicios de valor: una reflexión
desde América Latina”. Fundación Celarg, 2011. ISBN:
978-980-399-021-3.

Young, John. 2002. “The Interaction of Sound Identities
in Electroacoustic Music”. International Computer
Music Conference - Gotëborg: San Francisco, CA:
ICMA: 342-348.

SONOLOGIA 2016 – OUT OF PHASE                                       www .eca.usp.br/sonologia                                                            64                



Abstract: This work aims to investigate a historical cut
of the development of sound art practices in Brazil, ar-
ticulated through the reference of networked activities
developed by mail artists during the 70's that culmi-
nates in the realization of two editions of the Interna-
tional Ra(u)dio Art Show in Recife/PE, in 1978 and 1979,
organized by Paulo Bruscky and Daniel Santiago. The ar-
ticulation of this exchange network mediated the con-
struction, by these artists, of a praxis based on the
ethics of do-it-yourself and a leading role in construction
of the cultural environment in which they were in-
serted.

1 Connecting (sound) utopias

The experimental sonorities that emerged
since the mid-twentieth century had as a central
issue to break with the repertoire of traditional
musical materials, lexicons  and processess. To
the predominant musical aesthetic was counter-
posed a set of aperiodic sounds, often classified
as non-musical, captured in everyday life or cre-
ated in the studio, supported by technological
devices connecteds to an extended instru-
mental base and compositional processes. The
aestheticization of these sounds, previously
classified as noise, extended the musical per-
ception and the field of research and creation of
composers and sound artists.

These approaches demanded a symbolic re-
arrangement that creates a space for experi-
mentation apart from the hegemonic aesthetics
and institutions, confronting crystallized modes
of production, circulation, categorization and dis-
t i n c t i o n s b e t w e e n d i f fe r e n t a r t i s t i c
languages/practices (KAHN, 2001). Such aes-
thetic changes prompted the musical reflection
to the listening conditions of these sound mater-
ials, be they intentionally produced or perceived
in particular environments, combining them with
elements and own compositional processes of
musical language. Thus, while the traditional
models of sound perception undergo a series of 

transformations, new sensitivities are generated
and processed socially. 

Sound practices presented through the im-
brication of artistic languages in multimedia
works, installations, performances and concep-
tual pieces, catalyzed new forms and aesthetic
expressions, deterritorializing naturalized hier-
archical senses (the composer authority, the skill
and professionalism of the interpreter, the con-
duct of the public, the concert hall, the special-
i z e d a u d i e n c e , f r u i t i o n m o d e s ,
epistemological/analytical approaches etc) and
extending the spectrum of spaces to be occu-
pied through underground networks structured
by the artists themselves.

These issues reverberated over artists and in-
stitutions in a very delicate period of Latin Amer-
ican political history, between the 60's and 80's,
causing transformations, ruptures and
aesthetic/institutional enlargements, as well as
leading to the of art collectives, independent
spaces and circuits organized and maintained by
artists, as a form of resistance and preservation
of a minimum of autonomy in relation to institu-
tional, market and aesthetic pressure, or as a
way to make collective projects viable, given the
precariousness of local cultural institutions.
That's the case, in Latin America, of the actions
and happenings of Movimiento Música Mas in
Argentina, between the 60s and 70s; the events
of Audición de Poesía Fónica, realized in Argen-
tina, Uruguay and Chile between 1969 and 1972,
by Edgardo A. Vigo, Clemente Padin, Juan Ac-
came and Guillermo Deisler, who transmitted
pieces of sound poetry in galleries and college
radio stations; The cooperation between artists
and composers established in the early 80's at
the Estúdio da Glória in Rio de Janeiro, among
other initiatives. 

Paulo Bruscky and Daniel Santiago started
working together in 1970, in Recife/PE, as the
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Bruscky & Santiago Team. In parallel to the indi-
vidual work maintained by both, they began to
work on conceptual projects using various me-
dia and supports, public art and urban interven-
tions throughout the 70s until the dissolution of
the team in the early 90s.

 
They had problems with the Brazilian dictat-

orial regime (1964-1985) due to the II Interna-
tional Mail Art Exhibition, held at the central post
office in Recife in 1976. The show was closed by
government censorship hours after the opening
and they were arrested by federal police agents,
charged with subversion. At that time, Bruscky
had been arrested on two other occasions, in
1968 and 1973, because of his artistic and polit-
ical activities. Other Latin American artists, such
as Clemente Padin and Jorge Caraballo, both
from Uruguay, who suffered persecution, impris-
onment, and had works and archives destroyed
by dictatorial repression.

This tension between the artistic strategies
and the repressive obstacles of this period is
emphasized by Osthoff (2005), for whom

During those years, making art, and especially 
experimental art, in Brazil was a difficult and 
dangerous proposition. Nevertheless, artists 
continued to resist authoritarian structures by 
pushing the boundaries of experimentation and 
the limits of public freedom. They often chose 
to circulate their works outside official artistic 
institutions, perceived by many as being in 
agreement with the oppressive governmental 
regime (OSTHOFF, 2005, p. 262)

Organized by Paulo Bruscky and Daniel Santi-
ago, both editions of the International Ra(u)dio
Art Show took place at the Catholic University
of Pernambuco, during it's first and second
Winter Festival1, with full support from the uni-
1 The 1978 and 1979 editions of the winter festival, with 

general coordination by Paulo Bruscky, had a wide and 
diversified programming, with exhibitions of artist books, 
mail art, rubber stamps, xerox art, concerts, film and video 
art shows, dance and performances, as well as lectures and
workshops . Artists and researchers from other cities and 
countries passed through Recife on such occasions like 
Hélio Oiticica, Ivald Granato, José Roberto Aguilar, Julio 
Bressane, Ulises Carrión (México / Holanda), Aart van 
Barneveld (Holanda). The various exhibitions aggregated 
artists such as Falves Silva, ALM Andrade, Jota Medeiros, 
Dick Higgins (USA), Regina Silveira, Ben Vautier (France), 
Ana Banana (Canada),  Takako Saito (Japan), Neide Sá, Guy 
Schraenen (UK/Belgium), Robin Crozier (UK), John M. 

versity staff/structure. In this sense, despite the
turbulent political period, Bruscky (2010) com-
ments that there was no restriction or censor-
ship on organizers, coordinators, artists, guests
and participants in general (since the contents
and proposals were not submitted to official
censorship) but a sense of complete freedom to
act. 

Prior to the IRAS they had developed previous
experiences with sound works (or mixed media
projects with sound operating as a central ele-
ment), like the Tiro ao Alvo (Target Shooting)
proposal from 1971, in which light rays bathed
by mirrors wielded by the viewer would fire a
photoelectric cell that would turn on a radio with
news about daily events and the Con(c)(s)(?)Erto
Sensonial, realized in 1972,  in the auditorium of
the Faculty of Philosophy in Recife, with 600
colored (yellow, red and green) matchboxes be-
ing played by the public according to the color
projected on the walls of the theater, glasses
and an electronic organ. Also in the 

In 1973, Bruscky performed his piece Onoma-
topaico, e Ele Ainda Está Vivo, ou: A Dor do
Parto (Onomatopoeic, and He Is Still Alive, or:
The Birth Pain) for tape, strobe lights and voice,
with a mummy mannequin on stage, during the
1º Parto de Música Livre do Nordeste (1º North-
east Free Music Birth), in the Santa Isabel
Theater, Recife/PE. From  the mid to late 70s he
also began to work more constantly with sound
poems, graphic scores, body sounds, sound-
scapes and conceptual pieces. He also took part
on the VEC Audio Exchange cassette tape
series, initiated in 1978 by the british mail artist
Rod Summers and active until 1983. 

An analytical approach to the artistic
strategies introduced by these underground net-
works implies observe the relations established
by them and the structures and institutions that
constitute the field of art and music.  As concep-
tualized by Bourdieu (2003), a field is defined as
an instance that form routines and social institu-
tions that demarcate positions and asymmetric
paths to social subjects from the amount of
power (economic, educational, 

Bennet (USA), Michele Perfetti (Italy) and many others. For 
more information on the winter festival, exhibitions and 
artists see Bruscky (2010).
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symbolic) accumulated and reproduced by
certain groups or class fractions with certain
structures. The intertwining of political and cul-
tural assertions brought by individuals within a
particular field involves observing the relation-
ships they established with the scopes that give
texture to the lifeworld. Even if diffuse, they gain
prominence in everyday practices and shape the
way people stand  the contingencies surround-
ing them and the diversity of life forms faced in
their trajectory.

In Latin America, mail art began to strengthen
from the late 1960s and early 1970s, embracing
artists and experimental poets. The first exhibi-
tion that has been registered was the Festival
de la Postal Creativa (Creative Post-Card Fest-
ival) held in Uruguay in 1974, by Clemente Padin.
In the following years, there were other pioneer-
ing exhibitions that brought together a great di-
versity of participating artists and were organ-
ized from the network perspective, such as the
Ultima Exposición Internacional de Arte Postal
(Last International Exhibition of Postal Art) by
Horacio Zabala and Edgardo Antonio Vigo in Ar-
gentina, and the 1ª Exposiçao Internacional de
Arte Postal (First International Exhibition of
Postal Art) organized by Paulo Bruscky and Ypir-
anga Filho in Brazil2, both in 1975.

Considering the circumstances that led to the
expansion of the mail art network (in a text ori-
ginally published in 1976), Bruscky (2010) points
out that: 

Mail Art emerged  at a time when 
communication despite the multiplicity of media
became more difficult, while official art is 
increasingly compromised by the speculation of
the capitalist market, escaping from reality to 
benefit a few: bourgeois , marketers, critics and
most of the galleries that exploit artists in an 
insatiable way (BRUSCKY, 2010, p. 11)

The engagement  with the international mail
art network is a crucial aspect of the IRAS' artic-
ulation. The artists contacted their peers
(through a collective call) and traded tapes with

2 The exhibition was set up in the hall of a hospital where the
two artists were working at the time. This is an interesting 
factor when considering the search for alternative spaces to
galleries and official museums, so characteristic of the 
underground artistic practices of that period.

recordings to be broadcasted on Rádio Clube de
Pernambuco, a local station, and on the univer-
sity's internal radio system. The received tapes
were also available for listening sessions at a
local record store called Disco Sete.

The call was supported and reproduced by
various publications and collectives, such as the
Brazilian Marginal Art Center for Information and
Union (CAMBIU, in the acronym in Portuguese),
and answered by a huge variety of artists, from
different parts of the world, including Maynand
Sobral (Brazil/CE), Álvaro Cardoso (Brazil/SP),
Jomard Muniz de Britto (Brazil/PE), Josefam An-
tunes de Macedo (Brazil/RN), J. Medeiros
( B r a z i l / R N ) , L e o n h a r d F r a n k D u c h
(Germany/Brazil), Victor Sanches (Colombia),
Ulisses Carrión (Mexico/Holland), Besson Nakai-
ama (Japan), Nic Thompson (England), The Audio
Players (USA), Rod Summers (Holland), Buster
Cleveland (USA), Bartolomé Ferrando/Grupo
Texto Poético (Spain), Ruedi Schill (Switzerland),
Lawrence Kucharz (USA), Robin Crozier
(Inglaterra), Larry Wendt (USA), Cesar Toro
Montalvo (Peru), Geoffrey Cook (USA ) and oth-
ers.

The works submitted to the IRAS were of vari-
ous nature, from conceptual propositions and
sound poems to traditional folk songs – as in
Álvaro Cardoso and Maynand Sobral tapes, in
which the artists sings in the traditional way of
Brazilian popular music. Due to the approach of
this paper, the analysis that follows will focus
primarily on the works sent by Brazilian artists.
Most of these sound pieces have had little or no
reverberation after the IRAS and remain largely
unheard nowadays3.

J. Medeiros submitted the absurdist radio
drama/monologue "Dorothy". It's interesting in
this case the notion of parody, as described by
Jameson (1983), wich involves the mimicry of
mannerisms and idiosyncrasies of certain well-
demarcated styles and, with malice or a certain

3 Some of the tapes that were part of IRAS couldn't be 
analyzed because they are still in the process of being 
recovered, such as the pieces by brazilian artists Roberto 
Sandoval, Alvaro Cardoso and Josefam Antunes, besides 
other works by the artists already referred to in this paper. A
new analysis encompassing these other works will be 
produced in the future, as soon as the tape restoration 
process is completed.
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amount of sympathy, satirize certain stylistic pe-
culiarities. In this piece, the  cliché dramatic ex-
pressiveness of the voice in the radio enunci-
ation and kitsch (meta) narratives about the ex-
istential questions of the enunciating character,
who talks about adventures and topics related
to art and cultural criticism. 

Conceptual propositions include Posição(ões),
Interpretação(ões), Linguagem (Position(s) Inter-
preting(s) Language), by Luiz Guardia Neto, ori-
ginally submitted to the 14th São Paulo Biennial,
which deals with the structures and strategies
of the artistic and institutional discourse of legit-
imacy in the field of art, as well as the negoti-
ations between the artist and the institutions
and their ideological basis as a way to reiterate
the urgency of a concept of artistic praxis based
on a conceptual processuality which materializes
as socially situated experiences constantly up-
dated by human action in order to elaborate and
evaluate the approach of such questions by the
artists, public and institutions within the broader
cultural/political system.

The condition of the artist and his affirmation
in the public sphere is worked out by Leonhard
Frank Duch (German artist based in Pernam-
buco/Brazil in the period)  in the piece Eu sou
um Artista (I am an Artist), in which he keeps
emphasizing the phrase "I am an artist" while be-
ing booed by a chorus of hostile voices, until he
need to shout so that his voice is heard through
the expressions of discontent that become in-
creasingly dominant in the recording.

The poet and filmmaker Jomard Muniz de
Britto submitted the sound collage MiXturações
(MiXturations). With the background of Brazilian
popular music songs, sirens and buzz changing
as if in a radio broadcast, Jomard recites (quot-
ing Oswald de Andrade) and repeats accompan-
ied by a chorus, as in a jogral: “See with free
eyes. Keep an eye on them!” and ends: “It
costs you nothing to open your eyes”4. In the
second part of the piece, still with the back-
ground of Brazilian music (a live recording of "It's
forbidden to forbid" by Caetano Veloso), the poet
knocks on a door with increasing force, shouting
"Open, open!". Since the 1960s Jomard acted as

4 “Ver com olhos livres. Olho neles!” and “Não lhe custa 
nada abrir os Olhos” in the original in Portuguese.

a cultural and poetic activist, questioning the re-
gionalist conservatism of traditionalist sectarian
manifestations that sought a unitary definition of
Brazilian culture. He also participated actively in
the tropicalist movement in the late 60s.

Pieces based on everyday rhythms and prac-
tices were presented by Vagner Dante Veloni
and Fernando Barone, whith their sound diary
ca l l ed Rude Movimento (Rude Movement)
made with taped sound impressions from the
daily lives of both artists, such as dialogues, im-
pressions of a walk, conversations about events
with people on the streets, news froam a news-
paper, ending with the reading of a culinary re-
cipe while the rumor of a political march is in-
sinuated in the background (during the dictator-
ship, reporters tried to expose the censorship to
which they were submitted publishing culinary
recipes in the spaces reserved for censored
texts) and Daniel Santiago with the piece
Comendo (Eating), in which the artist processes
the sound of people chewing through multiple
layers, echo and reverberation, dialoguing with a
series of his works of the 70s with hunger as a
topic of interest. Composer Lawrence Kucharz
sent the tape Canal Street, organized through a
series of events related to the subway stations.
The piece was based on a larger action de-
veloped by the artist, mixing images, voices and
environmental sounds. The sonic materialities
approached by permeate social practices and
the instances of daily life experience. 

The ambiguity of oral language and semantic
structures is explored in Poema de Repetição
(Repetition Poem), presented by Paulo Bruscky
in a piece in wich a 7" vinyl record with a locked
groove produced with a cigarette ember, repro-
duces a sound loop while the artist recites the
same phrase over and over again. However, the
inaccuracies of the phonatory apparatus and the
inconstancy of language reiterate repetition as
difference updated in each action/enunciation of
the speaker. Punctuating language as process,
such poetic play between the speech, percep-
tion and the semantic schemes of verbal com-
munication, reiterates the non-linearity of lan-
guage games in a piece based on repetition5. 

5 This piece was also included in the LP compilation "Mail 
Music Project", conceived and compiled by Nicola Frangione
and released through Armadio Officina Audio Editions/Italy  
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Ulises Carrión's tape called The Poet's Tongue
also investigates strategies of dismembering
constitutive aspects of linguistic and literary
practices, highlighting their founding structures
and playing with them, as in the piece Poema, it
discusses the architectural structure of the
poem, in witch he recites the (literal) disposition
of titles, words, verses and other formal ele-
ments of the work, and Hamlet for Two Voices,
recited by him and Martha Hawley, in which the
Shakespearean play is enunciated alternately ar-
ranging the order of appearance of each charac-
ter throughout the text6. 

The proposal sent by Rod Summers for the
exhibition is also very significant to realize the
relevance given to collaborative work practices
in such environment. Instead of submitting an
individual work, he sent a compilation of a VEC
(7)Audio Exchange program with the work of
several artists besides his own, emphasizing the
very organization of the network as a work in it-
self.

During the transmission of the IRAS at the Rá-
dio Clube de Pernambuco station in 1979, Paulo
Bruscky went to the studio to present works by
him, Daniel Santiago and Bob Davis and also to
be interviewed about the show. The journalist in
charge seemed a bit surprised (but still curious
and friendly) after hearing the pieces, which
leads him to question about the nature of the
project of radio art, to which Bruscky responds
that it was a proposal that used the radio as a
medium, support and as a work of art in itself.

Another interesting moment of the interview
is when Bruscky comments on the pioneering
aspect of this radio art experience in Brazil and
points out that working with networked audio,
either on the radio or on cassettes, was an inex-
pensive way of getting around limitations in the
production and circulation of these works. 

The catalogs of the shows were made by
Bruscky, using collages and reproductions of
newspaper reports on summer, flyers,  pamph-
lets about the IRAS published in independent

in 1983.
6 This tape was reissued on vinyl and CD/book by Alga 

Marghen and Guy Schraenen Éditeur.

publications, covers of the cassette tapes and
information about the artistas and pieces and
postal address of the participants, in order to
stimulate the contact between the artists in-
volved, which was a crucial aspect of the mail
art network.

Indeed, the symbolic exchange established by
these artists draws a variety of signification cat-
egories, from which the subcultural community
structures hybrid languages, mixing different
medias, practices and art categories, establish-
ing particular uses of the mainstream mass me-
dia vehicles and formats, giving them new
meanings and approaches — questioning for ex-
ample, the Radio broadcast format, creating me-
diatic utopian "counter-spaces" (at least to some
extent) apart from the economic, institutional
and aesthetic pressures of the hegemonic mass
media formats and standards. 

Radio art practices often highlight the commu-
nicative elements of culture; its dynamic and
procedural character. Not just focusing on the
volume of information circulating between two
abstractly arranged points (the sender/receiver
binomial) to be captured and decoded, but the
emphasis on the horizon of expressive possibilit-
ies that are created and transformed by the
emergence of new technical devices –  and also
constitute and change them. 

Extracted from the analysis of the communic-
ation effects on (purely) informational terms, the
perception of uses and practices related to the
appropriation of technical and cultural goods
gives greater prominence to fragmented pro-
cesses of symbolic exchanges carried out by
subjects who think and act in different ways and
contexts. The social transformations brought
about by the emergence and diffusion of the
mass media have profoundly altered the models
of sociability and perception, creating, as in the
case of radio broadcasting, interesting situations
and raising questions about modes of presence,
place, displacement, fruition and (fragmented)
narratives in an almost oniric environment. As
Whitehead (2001) points out:

Radio happens in sound, but I don’t believe that 
sound is what matters about radio, or any of the
acoustic media. What does matter is the play 

SONOLOGIA 2016 – OUT OF PHASE                                       www .eca.usp.br/sonologia                                                            69                



among relationships: between bodies and 
antibodies, hosts and parasites, pure noise and 
irresistible fact, all in a strange parade, 
destination unknown, fragile, uncertain. Once 
you make the shift from the material of sound 
to the material of the media, the possibilities 
open to infinity, and things start getting 
interesting again. Each broadcast takes place 
inside an echo chamber of informations, 
histories, biographies, life stories—and inside 
the echo chamber resounds the most unnerving
question of all, the ghost question: Who’s 
there? Is anybody out there on the other side of
the wall, on the other side of this broadcast? 
(…) So radio is certainly most captivating as a 
place, but a place of constantly shifting borders 
and multiple identities, a no place where the 
living can dance with the dead, where voices 
can gather, mix, become something else, and 
then disappear into the night—degenerates in 
dreamland. (Whitehead, 2001, p.89)

In contrast to the linear approach of the com-
munication process, characteristic of traditional
aspects of informational research, tactical appro-
priation of medias such as radio art practices in-
terposes an approach of communicational dy-
namics that diverges with the verticalizing prin-
ciple adopted by the hegemonic mass media
culture, with its specialized language and self-
referential discourse, to the extent that potenti-
ates its problematization capacity to build a crit-
ical and dialogic plan. 

This structural change is inseparable from this
logic of conflicting interests, to reflect on the
balance of forces arising from a constant search
for equity, which confronts the unequal distribu-
tion of symbolic power.

The social transformations derived from the
emergence and diffusion of the mass media
have profoundly altered the models of sociability
and the parameters of symbolic valuation in the
West, as well as the strategies of discursive vis-
ibility. From the appearance of the press to the
emergence of electronic media and telematic
networks, the development of the technical ap-
paratus extended the scope of the action of the
media activist, requiring not only a functionalist
view of the most plausible communicational pro-
cesses for the realization of his discourse with
the masses, but through the use of critical ap-
proaches to hegemonic perspectives. Because

of its precarious nature, its privileged environ-
ment is that of affinity groups or underground
networks, although it seeks to interfere in some
way in the public debate. Downing (2002)  char-
acterizes such activities as

experiments in which media are practiced 
outside their hegemonic industrial expression 
by social subjects driven by projects of critical 
intervention, expressing alternative positions to 
dominant policies, even when these 
experiences are comparatively less extensive 
than those practiced in the sectors of mass 
entertainment covered by global capital 
(Downing, 2002, p.10)

Practices of media activism are not usually
linked to traditional journalistic work, guided by
the conventions and institutional routines of the
profession - which doesn't necessarily mean
that there is a lack of care in its production or
ethical concern. Motivated by the opportunity to
express themselves on topics of interest from a
strictly personal angle and share their ideas with
related audiences, they they built networks for
the exchange of ideas and opinions.

Thus, the configuration of these broadcasted
“hybrid frequencies”, supported by the intersec-
tion between technical work, artistic creation
and activist intervention, reframes these these
traditionally distinct competences. Such pro-
cesses underlie the emergence of a critical the-
oretical framework in the approach to such
sound/media practices, whose counterfactual
character boost the materialization of artistic
processes in social practices.

2 Resonating hegemonies:
ideology, culture and language

The study of experimental sound practices
taken over from the perspective of the sound
studies, outlines an analysis that encompasses
the discourse and institutions that define and le-
gitimize the field of music, without leaving aside
the aesthetic aspects and procedures of such
sound practices. Its epistemological scope is not
restricted to purely formal analysis of music, ex-
tending the sonic arts investigation, covering the
modes of listening and perception in music and
sound art, intermedia projects, soundscapes, in-
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stallations,  technological interfaces, ideological
and socio-political aspects involved in the pro-
duction, dissemination and artistic valuation of
sound practices etc (IAZZETTA, 2015).  

The localization of the sound practices de-
veloped since the mid-twentieth century and
characterized by the intersection between con-
temporary artists and composers is given from
the re-signification of the traditional differenti-
ation between artistic languages, questioning
this differentiation (rules of expertise, mastery,
niches etc), counteracting or evidencing its arbit-
rary character. This reframing, encompassed
both by the transformations and formal ruptures
performed within the contemporary musical
scene and by the emergence of sound practices
developed apart (but not necessarily secluded)
from this circuit, such as the works by artists in
which sound acts as a central articulating ele-
ment,  the researches developed by scientists of
diverse areas whose works dialogued with
questions of sound and acoustics, or the incor-
poration by sound poets of electroacoustic tech-
niques for processing and spatial arrangement
of the voice, to name just a few examples. 

The strengthening of the cassette culture in
the 70's as a way for artists and composers to
circulate their production independently from
major labels and professional production stand-
ards often inaccessible, established instances of
exchange and cooperation. These productions
circulated through alternative distribution lists,
festivals, auditions, fanzines and specialized
magazines, artist-run spaces, popular  and col-
lege radio stations etc. The communal character
of this whole circuit is pronounced in the way
the whole network works as a resonance box, in
which the questions, strategies and yearnings
shared by it's participants reverberate (Bailey,
2012). 

The networked activities of these artists un-
veil a universe created and expanded in the un-
derground of a hegemonic universe that dictates
the referentials of proper legitimate art and mu-
sic. An environment where marginalized cultural
elements are raised to a level of significance un-
thinkable in the objectifying structures of estab-
lished aesthetics conventions and modes of pro-
duction and circulation.

Amid the hyperbolization and segregated
nature of the art market and cultural industries,
the mail art network stood itself on it's margins,
as a political position, opting for the exchange of
information as a main north, scrutinizing themat-
izations and creative processes seen as irrelev-
ant to the field of hegemonic art, building net-
works and forming affinity communities around
shared interests.

Such emancipatory approach put them in con-
flict with naturalized cultural and aesthetic
traces, bringing into question the ideal of cohe-
sion in a technical-bureaucratic society. Such
artistic/political inflections, codified in social
practices, expose their anxieties and contradic-
tions in the relationship with the mainstream art
world. Placed as a "symbolic violation" of a natur-
alized order, this critical demands express the
ethos of these experimental artistic practices,
materialized through the establishment of a dia-
logical communicative reason.

The  praxis established in these cultural cir-
cuits  allowed the subjects to make specific
uses of cultural goods with which one interacts.
This is particularly relevant in the case of these
underground networks, to the extent that en-
ables a more accurate perception of their way to
interact with the hegemonic cultural traits in the
field of art, and how they the they gave new
meanings to it in their daily lives and converted
it into shared practices.

Martin-Barbero (2003) lists three primary
areas of mediation in which these issues are
measured and problematized: everydayness, in-
sofar as daily life is perceived as the privileged
sphere of symbolic and discursive negotiations
that mark the meaning of the lifeworld experi-
enced by subjects in constant interaction with
their environment; the social temporality, corres-
ponding to the particularities of the temporal
clipping experienced daily, and its relation with
institutional routines and distinctive cultural
traits of certain groups or communities; (in-
volving questions of class, race, gender) and
putting it in relation to its everyday environment
experienced in the context of a society marked
by naturalized and restrictive relations of power
and domination.
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The classifications of the everyday world de-
veloped by hegemonic groups or communities
constitute a "dominant cultural order" of a given
environment. The various areas of life in society
are arranged hierarchically and organized by the
dominant or preferred meanings. It is used to
distinguish between "dominant" and "determ-
ined" by the possibility of making sense of a
phenomenon from "mappings" within a given so-
cial group.

For the dominant cultural order, the clarifica-
tion of a misunderstanding happens from the
reference to the "maps of meanings" of domin-
ance structures, reinforcing preferred semantic
domains from formally legitimized and massified
discourses. This approach highlights the incipi-
ency of sound-based research that neglects the
analysis of other social fields such as political
and economic, which, as a whole, structure the
material basis that demarcate these sound prac-
tices in a particular field as a socially situated in-
stance.

Even pointing out the absence of a mandatory
correspondence between encoding and decod-
ing hegemonic meanings — the first can
strengthen, but never impose or guarantee the
second strictly from their terms — Hall (2011)
identifies three hypothetical positions from
which the decoding of a discourse can be taken
over: hegemonic-dominant code, in which the
subject operates within expected by the terms
"communication perfectly transparent", to the
extent that dominant codes are reinforced. In
this field, there is the professional code, which
encodes a message which previously has re-
ceived a meaning attached to "maps" hegemonic
"maps". The technical code reproduces the hege-
monic definitions precisely by naturalizing them
surreptitiously. The hegemonic definitions asso-
ciate, implicitly or explicitly, historical phenom-
ena to large totalities and systematized world-
views, assuming "global perspectives" on the is-
sues; negotiated code, which gives legitimacy to
the dominant definitions, but reserves the crit-
ical/analytical concern about the local conditions
and everyday life; opposition code, which occurs
when discourses usually decoded via negotiated
path assume an openly anti-establishment read-
ing. 

The expansion of the network articulated by
these mail artists through the critical inflections
materialized in ordinary communicative practices
(taken not only as inspiration for art, but as art it-
self) impels them to overcome the limits of an
individual ideally isolated in a bubble, from which
its "pure" self-referential subjectivity relates to
the others. It is precisely this constant inter-sub-
jective exchange that build identities and consol-
idate social practices. The community organized
under such terms demand their agents constant
exchange and the continued reorganization of
these discursive/cultural practices as a form of
relationship with the specific dynamics of soci-
ety, i.e., their conflicts, desires, hopes, frustra-
tions, collective projects and agendas etc. 

Communicative practices are characterized as
a pragmatic knowledge that allows individuals to
participate and interfere in such processes. Be-
sides the empirical judgments what comes into
question are gestures, speech acts, textual and
pictorial records, statements, actions, social in-
teractions etc. Is this knowledge that guide the
imbricated context of communicative practices
taken over the lifeworld (HABERMAS, 2004).

Breaking with the idealist approach that con-
ceives reality as a "given" field to be unraveled,
raises the perception that there is no access to
any "layers of reality" that are not permeated by
complex communicative relations performatively
experienced by active subjects (HABERMAS,
2004). The symbolic exchange established by
these artists through — but not only —  mail art
outlines a range of meaning categories, from
which the underground community structure
modes of creation and establishes particular
uses of cultural heritage and traditional artistic
processes, giving them new meanings through
their practices.

The  above mentioned situational characterist-
ics make it possible to understand the instances
in which social actors act and relate to  a vari-
able number of factors, including asymmetrical
power relations, unequal access to resources
and opportunities, institutionalized mechanisms
and the spheres in which issues of public in-
terest are discussed. Structured and structuring
traces that characterize the processes of interac-
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tion and intervention, to the extent that we can
identify traces of these social contingencies in
how individuals update them in their practices
within these artistic underground networks. The
contextual elements of these fields are not
merely restrictive, but are, in equal measure,
spaces of transformation and resistance.

The delimitation of the range of action of indi-
viduals in these often conflicting environments
depends on, imperatively, the volume of power
(economic, educational, symbolic) accumulated
and reproduced by certain groups or class frac-
tions within certain structures. Perceived in such
a way, symbolic systems seem as structured
and structuring mechanisms to demarcate the
hegemony of the dominant sectors in a field,
but also serve as the objective basis for the de-
velopment of confronting strategies (BOUR-
DIEU, 2003).

This aspect is particularly relevant considering
that these underground networks of artists
were structured during the Brazilian dictatorship,
considering their impact in the national political
and cultural context. Ortiz (1994) observes that
the particularities of the expansion of cultural in-
dustries in Brazil (especially in Rio de Janeiro
and Sao Paulo) during the 60s and 70s were
linked to the idea of national integration em-
braced by the authoritarian state.

The ideology of integration seals an intersec-
tion between the marketing interests of entre-
preneurs in expanding their informational net-
works and the discourse of political unification
built by the authoritarian state. National unity ap-
pears, for different reasons, as a great deal for
both parties. The rationality of this modernizing
agent has a double nuance: on the one hand, it
accompanies the transformations of techno-
cratic culture and society, and on the level of the
public sphere proposes a restrictive dimension,
characterized by authoritarianism and repression
(Ortiz, 1994).

To move on the edges of this (so-called) integ-
rated system implies assuming the role of per-
sona non grata, bearing the consequences and
prohibitions derived from this marginal position-
ing. This condition of marginality acquires a
prominent role in the perception of the inde-

pendent cultural circuits established in this
period, from the understanding of the cultural
field beyond the scope of the "aesthetic" experi-
ence, also encompassing it as space of dispute
and processes of change. It is symptomatic that
Bruscky (2010) refers to the dynamics estab-
lished by the mail art network as "the history of
the unwritten history" of this underground
artistic universe.

This is not to limit the analysis to problematiz-
ations on the effects of the hegemonic refer-
ences in a particular field (of the arts, for ex-
ample) over its agents and structures, nor just to
observe what they do of these hegemonic refer-
ences, but to understand how an instance and
another influence each other; the negotiations
between both and the contradictions observable
in this process. The ability to give meaning (to a
phenomenon, process or experience) is charac-
terized from that relational and communicative
dynamics, and not as a self-referential structure.

Such perspective, far from implying in a reduc-
tionism that subsumes, in the study of under-
ground artistic strategies and networks, the
preoccupation with its internal structures to the
benefit of a hypertrophied value given to eco-
nomic and productive instances as the primary
basis of reference, reiterates the need to search
the dialectical correlation between both in-
stances, to extend the analytical perspective.

In contrast to atomized analysis regarding the
cultural field, it seems more relevant an ap-
proach capable to realize that the social organiz-
ation of culture,

as a meaning system realized, is embedded in a
complex series of activities, relationships and 
institutions, only some of which are manifestly 
"cultural". At least for modern society, it is a 
more efficient use of the rhetorical sense of 
culture as an overall lifestyle. This sense, arising
from anthropology, has the great merit to point 
out a general system - specific and organized 
practices, meanings and values played and 
encouraged. It is in powerful principle against 
the habits of individual studies, historically 
developed within the capitalist social order, 
which assumes, in theory and in practice, an 
"economic side of life," a "political side", a 
"private side" a 'leisure side "and so on. 
(WILLIAMS, 1992, p.208)
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The dominant cultural traces in a complex so-
ciety are not a monolithic structure. Rather, they
are constituted by imbricated layers of meanings
that reflect the diversity of interests and bench-
marks of social groups (ethnic, social, religious,
generational etc). Given the fragmented nature
of cultural dispute, it can't be boiled down to a
binary logic of confrontation. The concept of cul-
ture as a structure (abstractly) unified ignores
the multiplicity of cultural traces in society in a
certain historical period. It is important to con-
sider the dialectical relationship between the
configuration of the routines and social institu-
tions that reproduce the discourse of culture in
its hegemonic forms and  the forms of subordin-
ation and resistance to these processes.

In a mediatic instance, such as a radio trans-
mission system or telematic networks managed
by a media conglomerate, a variable set of pre-
cepts and conventions give reference to the in-
dividuals involved in it. Included in this regard
are institutionally standardized rules, such as
legal or labor codes regulating diretivamente a
field of action and specific social interaction -
and that do not have absolute nature; that is, it
depends on the subject's will, even at the risk of
sanctions. 

There is also another set of implicit
guidelines, more imprecise and open to inter-
pretation. A particular kind of empirical know-
ledge, already naturalized, like the observable
patterns of behavior in environments with dis-
tinct "procedures" already naturalized that typi-
fies this distinctive process – e.g.  how to be-
have in the audience at a classical music concert
hall and a lounge with rock bands and djs or how
to perceive the distinctions (symbolic, legislative
and financial)  between the audience projection
schemes adopted in a public/educational radio
station and in a commercial one.

Such guiding schemes, however, have no ca-
pacity to positivate objective determination. By
appropriating such bases, the subjects change
them in the course of its appropriation and inter-
pretation reframing. Once inserted in historical
contexts, cultural phenomena are constantly
subjected to measurement parameters of the
subjects, as Thompson (2011) characterizes as

"valuation processes." That is, instances through
which individuals and social groups add specific
value types to symbolic goods, suitable in differ-
ent ways for the actors involved. These are not,
as in certain types of economicist reductionism,
mechanical operations of structural determina-
tion and tacit reproduction of hegemonic norm-
ative imperatives in a given context.

3  Conclusion: Notes On
Networked Cultural Practices

The counterfactual premises assumed by
these artists took shape through the factuality of
their own creative practices, tangling over its ne-
gotiations with institutional rules and routines.
The relevance of the design aesthetic counter-
factuality of this underground network gains
strength in the raised questions and exchanges
established with other partners; in their ability to
mobilize forces for the evaluation and resolution
of objective questions and to deal with the ob-
jections and concrete impediments to their ac-
tion.

The reification of these cultural dynamics is
linked rather a socio-economic basis, which will
outline the extent to which these changes will
be processed socially, as well as the focuses of
resistance to the hegemonic systemic significa-
tions. Artistic practices within underground net-
works materialize in the reality of lifeworld inter-
subjectively shared, but this “existential state-
ment” finds a series of obstacles related to the
set of available positions and trajectories within
society, as the symbolic forms are arranged by
specific practices, giving a phenomenon its dis-
tinguishing features and make it be perceived
socially in an equally particular way.

Such referential emphasizes the relevance of
aesthetic problematizations located in conflu-
ence points between the discourses and sym-
bolic goods commoditized by hegemonic sec-
tors of the field of art and music and those con-
nected to a counter part of dissentce and criti-
cism . It's equally important to consider the ap-
propriations process of symbolic production of
these sectors.
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Being an artistic manifestation guided by dis-
sonance (both esthetic and political), these ex-
perimental practices gives a kind of “counter-vis-
ion” of the mainstream art world, supported on
its own references of signification. Because of
its own visceral nature, this counter-hegemonic
culture, based on the do-it-yourself ethos, car-
ries with itself the potential of resistance. 
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4.

Abstract: In 1959, the US writer and composer Paul
Bowles (1910-1999) traveled across Morocco to record
as many examples as possible of traditional music on
tape. The resultant Paul Bowles Moroccan Music Col-
lection was an early attempt at cultural preservation by
means of modern audio technology in Morocco. This
paper proposes a cultural interpretation of this Collection
in terms of specific listening modes and discusses re-
sponses by people in Tafraoute (Morocco) elicited in
2013 in the course of listening sessions with the
Bowles recordings. It concludes with a reflection on
more radically decolonized forms of listening and offers
perspectives for future developments involving artistic
research strategies.

Keywords: Paul Bowles, Morocco, Amazigh music,
sound elicitation, sound studies, histories of listening,
decolonization, critical sound practices, artistic re-
search.

1  Introduction

In 1959, the US writer and composer Paul
Bowles (1910-1999) traveled across Morocco to
record as many examples as possible of tradi-
tional music on tape. Over the course of five
months, Bowles managed to record 72 hours of
music, comprising 250 examples from 22 loca-
tions all over Morocco and covering all the major
traditional music genres such as Ahwouach, An-
daluz, Gnawa, Rwais, and Jewish Sephardic mu-
sic. The resultant Paul Bowles Moroccan Music
Collection was an early attempt at cultural pre-
servation by means of modern audio technology.
In 2010, the Collection was digitized and repatri-
ated from the Library of Congress in Washing-
ton to the American Legation in Tangier (TALIM),
where it is now accessible for consultation.
From the perspective of sound studies and
sound art, the Bowles Collection is a remarkable
case in the history of listening and recording
practices. While a few other early Moroccan re-
cordings do exist, e.g. by the ethnomusicologist
Constantin Brăiloiu from the early 1950s, the
Bowles Collection is remarkable in its size and

scope, as well as in the diversity of the music
genres that it documents. Moreover, Bowles
was not an ethnographer, but an already estab-
lished writer and composer with an expressed
interest in sound aesthetics and avant-garde
music practices. As an American expatriate liv-
ing in Tangier since 1947, he had much experi-
ence of Morocco and clear opinions about Mo-
roccan music and society.

My PhD in art and anthropology focuses on a
re-interpretation of the Bowles Collection as a
complex configuration of listening and recording
practices. This includes situating it historically
and culturally, along with returning some of the
recordings to their place of origin in order to dis-
cuss them with local musicians. By extension,
my goal is to explore new modes of listening in
the form of sound experiments in collaboration
with Moroccan artists, based on the auditory
knowledge elicited by means of the Bowles re-
cordings. In this article I want to focus on my
field research in the town of Tafraoute in the
Anti-Atlas region of Morocco in 2013, which I
carried out in collaboration with the performing
artist Zouheir Atbane from Casablanca. I start
with an introduction to Paul Bowles's approach
to listening and recording for his music preser-
vation project, and follow this with responses to
his recordings elicited from people in Tafraoute
in the course of listening sessions. I conclude
with a few thoughts about possible future devel-
opments of this research towards more radically
'decolonized' forms of listening.

2  Paul Bowles's approaches to
listening and recording in

Morocco

Paul Bowles's notes and published writings
about his Moroccan music collection allow us to
trace back his sound practices and to describe
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them in terms of historically and culturally situ-
ated listening modes. The theoretical basis for
this approach comes from Sterne's definition of
the audio recording as a “medium” (Sterne,
2003: 182), rather than as just a container for
whatever sound event that needs to be recor-
ded. Sterne further defines the audio-recording
medium as a “recurring set of contingent social
relations and social practices” (ibid.) and a pro-
cess that involves “a distinct practice of sound
production” (ibid.). As such, audio recordings
should not be considered as mere reproduc-
tions of sound events, but rather as the result of
an operation aimed at “producing a particular
kind of listening experience” (ibid. 246). He fur-
ther suggests that “technologies of listening”
(ibid. 92) – such as audio recording technology –
“emerge out of techniques of listening” (ibid.),
which are “assembled for the individual not by
himself alone, but by all his education, by the
whole society to which he belongs, in the place
he occupies in it” (ibid. 91).

Sterne's concept of the sound medium allows
us to approach Bowles's Moroccan recordings
as representations of his own listening and re-
cording practices as an amateur ethnographer,
music collector, composer and writer. While his
recordings certainly documented original music
performances, Bowles's recording practices also
resulted in a re-interpretation of these perform-
ances according to his ideas. As we will see,
these ideas relate as much to Bowles's own ex-
periences in Morocco as to his understanding of
the sound medium as a means of achieving po-
tentially transformative listening experiences.

2.1 The collector's ear

Paul Bowles's recording initiative took place in
1959 in the immediate post-colonial period in
Morocco, following 44 years of French and
Spanish colonization (1912-1956). After an initial
visit to Morocco in 1931, he settled permanently
in Tangier in 1947. So by the time he made his
recordings in 1959, he had already known Mo-
rocco and Moroccan music for many years.
Bowles submitted his proposal for the project to
the Library of Congress in Washington in 1957,
and it shows that his motivation was a desire to
preserve Moroccan traditional musical traditions
from the dangers he saw arising from the in-

creasing modernization of the country and from
the national cultural policies of the newly inde-
pendent Moroccan state (see Schuyler, 2016).
Once his proposal was accepted by the Library
and its finances secured by a grant from the
Rockefeller Foundation, Bowles started his pre-
servation project without following any specific
scholarly method. Instead, his plan was to re-
cord as many different examples as possible, an
approach described by Schuyler as that of a
“music collector” and “music lover” (see ibid.).

For my study of Bowles's sound practices, I
propose using the expression “collector's ear”
in order to describe a mode of listening that is
concerned with the material appropriation of its
sound object and with the possibility of organiz-
ing these materials according to one's own per-
sonal taste. Bowles's medium for recording tra-
ditional music performances was magnetic tape:
he used an Ampex 603 recorder with an Electro-
voice EV 654 microphone. “Like earlier collect-
ors”, Schuyler notes, “Bowles believed that his
job was to 'capture' the sounds, a term he used
frequently” and that it was “up to others to
make sense of them” (ibid.). The idea of using
modern sound technology in order to preserve
cultural traditions from the dangers of moderniz-
ation was not new. As a form of “salvage an-
thropology”, it relied on a faith in the ability of
sound reproduction technology to preserve cul-
tures. For Sterne, the principle of “permanence”
in sound ethnography was a “Victorian fantasy”
(Sterne, 2003: 324) as “the performance itself
was transformed in order to be reproduced”
(ibid. 320). Bowles's notes attest to this ap-
proach on his part, as they contain very little in-
formation about the musicians, the song lyrics
and the broader cultural and social context of
the music practices he documented. Instead,
they tell us a lot about the circumstances of the
recording situations – thus about capturing the
sounds – and about Bowles’s personal appreci-
ation of the music performances.

This collector's ear approach to recording res-
ults in a sound collection which has both a ma-
terial and a symbolic value. While the symbolic
value might be interpreted in terms of a (colo-
nial) trophy and the personal prestige of the col-
lector, the material value has implications that
can extend beyond the collector's own exist-
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ence with regard to issues of intellectual prop-
erty, repatriation and public access to the Col-
lection. At the end of Bowles's recording trip,
his music tapes were sent to the Library of Con-
gress in Washington in order to be archived.
Parts of the Collection were published commer-
cially in 1972 and 2000 and were re-issued in
2016. Today, some of the music tracks can be ac-
cessed and downloaded freely on the website
of the Aga Khan Documentation Center at MIT,
but the Collection is still not accessible in its en-
tirety to the general public. The collector's ear
thus raises questions about what exactly is be-
ing preserved through making such recordings,
about authorship, and about related issues of
property and access to the documents.

2.2 The arranger's ear

As Bowles was a writer and composer at the
time he made his recordings, it seems apt to de-
scribe his music collection as an artistic “realiza-
tion” of his own with a strong authorial charac-
ter, and based on a creative use of recording
technology. A study of Bowles's notes reveals
important elements of such an approach. They
contain a lot of information about technical as-
pects of the recording process, such as the
placement of the microphone amongst the mu-
sicians. In some cases, this information is
enough to reconstruct the recording situation
precisely and to allow for a comparison with
other recording practices of the time, such as
studio recordings of jazz and folk music in Amer-
ica. By clearly expressing his preference for cer-
tain instruments and his distaste for others, and
by taking the initiative during the recording in or-
der to modify the balance between the instru-
ments or by asking for unusual music interpreta-
tions, Paul Bowles did not hesitate to take the
role of an arranger o r producer. In such cases,
Bowles appears as someone who was not ap-
proaching the field as a passive listener, but
much more as an active agent who had to make
sure that his recordings sounded good.

In his book “Listen: A History of our Ears”,
Peter Szendy describes the arranger as “a
listener who writes and signs his listening”
(Szendy, 2001). In my study, the arranger's ear
describes a listening mode that is concerned
with both the aesthetics of the recording and its

effect on the listener. In the case of Bowles, this
mode of listening is closely related to his aes-
thetic tastes, his conception of what makes a
good recording and his self-appointed right to
impose transformations of the instrumentation
and performative aspects on the music he recor-
ded. The potentially affective and transformative
character of a listening experience also appears
as a major preoccupation of Bowles. He fre-
quently refers to “ecstatic” and “hypnotic” (see
e.g. Bowles, 1960: 4B and 44B) mind states
among the musicians and listeners during Ber-
ber music performances, and occasionally de-
scribes other affective states induced by listen-
ing to music, such as “solitude” (ibid. 24A). The
arranger's ear is thus interested in the produc-
tion of a specific aesthetic experience through
an artistic re-interpretation of the initial sonic
situation.

2.3 The colonial ear

The colonial ear describes a mode of listening
that is produced by the forms of epistemic viol-
ence (Spivak, 1988) that characterize Western
colonial and neo-colonial discourses, and at the
same time sustains them. By privileging certain
voices and by silencing other “subaltern” (ibid.)
voices, this form of cultural domination also ap-
plies to the history of sound recording and
listening. For Brady, recording practices in early
ethnography were especially successful at
providing “means to measure how far civilized
Europeans had come” (Brady, 1999: 16), and
similar ideas can be found in accounts of early
commercial recording expeditions outside
Europe. In the case of Bowles, the colonial ear
relates to his primitivist views about Moroccan
traditional cultures such as the Amazigh, which
he believed were more pure and authentic than
other Moroccan music genres (see Bowles,
1960). Such views are exemplified, for example,
in the way he chose to organize his Moroccan
recordings when they were first published in
1972 as a double LP: the first record (Highlands
– The Berbers) contained only 'pure' Amazigh
music, and the second (Lowlands – Influent
Strains) only 'hybrid' music with Arabic, Sub-
Saharan or Jewish influences.

The second matter pertaining to Bowles's co-
lonial ear is his experience as an American ex-
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patriate in Tangier since 1947, a city which had
the special status of an International Zone es-
tablished by France, Spain and Great Britain in
1923. Like other American writers such as Wil-
liam Burroughs and Alfred Chester, Bowles
found in Tangier a place of intellectual and sexual
freedom that allowed space for personal experi-
mentation. As Mullins suggests, however, such
a freedom was itself secured through the spe-
cific forms of political and juridical domination
established in Tangier by colonial powers (see
Mullins, 2002). This meant, for example, that
American residents were “not subject to Moroc-
can laws or taxes” (ibid.) and thus benefited
from European colonialism. Moreover, they par-
ticipated in the “social structures of colonialism”
(ibid.) and their interactions with Moroccan
people were “shaped by the psychology of colo-
nialism” (ibid.). I argue that such aspects are
also present in the Bowles Collection, especially
regarding the conditions under which certain
musicians were 'asked' to come and perform for
his recordings.

Bowles frequently provides information in his
notes about the procedure he followed in order
to gather the musicians together. The following
example refers to an Ahwach music perform-
ance he recorded in Tafraoute on August 15,
1959, involving more than 30 musicians living in
different villages in the valley:

Getting musicians in Tafraout was complicated. 
The acting governmental chief took us several 
miles down the valley one morning to meet a 
certain caid who would send out a moqqadem 
to each village, commanding the men to appear 
the following night at the military bordj. 
(Bowles, 1960: 9B)

While Bowles did not have official permission
for his project from the Moroccan authorities, he
did not hesitate to use his influential position as
an American citizen in order to convince the
local authorities (governmental chief, caid and
moqqadem) to force the musicians to come and
play for him. Such a practice was in itself not un-
common, because musicians were often forced
to play when the caid was celebrating. In the
case of a project aimed at preserving local mu-
sical traditions, however, the procedure seems
highly questionable from an ethical point of

view. It is probably safe to assume that all of
Bowles’s recordings of large Amazigh music
groups took place under similar circumstances,
with the musicians being forced to play in front
of him and the local authorities, sometimes
even in the presence of armed soldiers. Such a
procedure, I argue, was a perpetuation of forms
of structural and epistemic violence character-
istic of the colonial regime with which Bowles
had become familiar during his previous twelve
years in Morocco. While Bowles was not a de-
fender of Western colonialism and frequently cri-
ticized the negative influence of French politics
in his writings, his way of listening was, how-
ever, shaped by the formal structure of
European colonialism and its preconceptions
about the Orient.

By thus analyzing the Bowles Collection in
terms of sound practices and describing them
as specific listening modes – the collector's ear,
the arranger's ear and the colonial ear – my in-
tention is to propose a new cultural interpreta-
tion of the Collection as a particular case in the
history of sound and listening. This approach will
be consolidated in the course of my research
and enriched with additional examples in order
to propose a more accurate representation of
the complexity of Bowles's sound practices. I
believe that such a task by necessity requires in-
volving Moroccan listeners in the process, so
that their own perspective on the Bowles Col-
lection may be included in this study. I began
with this in June 2013 by returning digital copies
of some of the Bowles recordings to their place
of origin in the Amazigh regions of Morocco, in
collaboration with Zouheir Atbane, a performing
artist from Casablanca. Together, we have so far
visited eight different locations, each time enga-
ging in a process of listening to the Bowles re-
cordings and discussing them with various local
people including professional and amateur musi-
cians, members of cultural organizations, instru-
ment makers, festival promoters and traditional
music lovers. We also were lucky enough to be
able to identify three of the original musicians
who participated in the Bowles recordings in
1959. In the following section, I present some
the responses elicited in the course of listening
sessions with people in the town of Tafraoute in
the Anti-Atlas region of Morocco, 54 years after
Bowles made his recordings.
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3 Responses in Tafraoute

“Listen! That’s us. This comes from us, it’s old!”
(Mohamed Anjjar, Tafraoute, 2013)

These were the first words uttered by Mo-
hamed Anjjar, an 85-year-old Ahwach singer
from Tafraoute, when we started playing back to
him a music track with his own voice recorded
by Bowles in 1959. Addressing his wife, who
had not been one of the performers on the re-
cording, he spontaneously used the pronoun
'us' instead of 'me'. Ahwach performances in
the Moroccan Atlas Mountains are not limited to
making music, but also include dances and im-
provised poetic exchanges with up to 60 per-
formers. As Rovsing Olson remarks, “the pre-
dominant mode of singing in Ahouach groups is
unison” (Rovsing Olson, 1997: 36), with “the in-
tention for the choir to be one” (ibid.). For such a
form of collective expression, the us is of partic-
ular significance and refers to the performers as
much as to the spectators. My intention in this
research is to use the Bowles Collection to ex-
plore the possible forms that this 'us' might
come to represent today, including transcultural
forms and possibly even inter-species forms.

Fig. 1. Mohamed Anjjar, Tafraoute, June 2013 (photo by 
Gilles Aubry).

When we arrived in Tafraoute in June 2013, no
one there had ever heard of the recordings
made by Bowles at this location in 1959. Like
Bowles before us, Zouheir and I introduced
ourselves and our project to the local authorit-
ies, who in turn put us in touch with a member
of a local Ahwach music ensemble. As we
played the Bowles recordings to her, she quickly
identified the singing voice of Mohamed Anjjar.
Meeting Mr. Anjjar at his house in Tahala was for
us a highpoint in our research, as he was not

only very alert and extremely welcoming, but
also ready to spend time with us listening to the
Bowles recordings and sharing his comments as
a participant and as a contemporary witness to
them. We later had the opportunity to organize a
listening session with Hamida Khaddouj, Mam-
mas Ben Rais, and Mina Moustaid, who are in
their 50s and are active as singers in a female
Ahwach music ensemble in Tafraoute. Another
important encounter was with Farid Zalhoud, an
Amazigh writer and language teacher at the local
school, who was very knowledgeable about
Amazigh oral culture and traditions in the region.

What follows are responses and comments
elicited during separate listening sessions with
these people. I have grouped these responses
into categories corresponding to specific listen-
ing modes – the native ear, the social ear, the
counter ear – in order to further elaborate my
cultural interpretation of the Bowles Collection.
This approach will help me to identify possible
ways of listening to the Collection from a Mo-
roccan perspective today, and to suggest addi-
tional ways of researching on it and with it.

Fig. 2. Listening session with Hamida Khaddouj, 
Mammas Ben Rais, Mina Moustaid and Zouheir Atbane in 
Tafraoute, June 2013 (photo Gilles Aubry)

3.1 The native ear

The us identified by Mohamed Anjjar in the re-
cordings was certainly a they for Paul Bowles –
that is, a native voice, which represented to him
the complete other of his own us. With the nat-
ive ear, I want to describe a mode of listening
which is purposely limited to the representation
of an idealized local and authentic listener. By
using this term I also want to refer to the fact
that Bowles came to Tafraoute precisely in order
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to record authentic native music and, by con-
sequence, the fact that Mohamed Anjjar auto-
matically became part of his collection as a nat-
ive musician. I offer below a few examples of re-
sponses that I associate with the native mode
of listening. They are in fact simply emotional re-
actions and personal memories of the listeners.
They also relate to the 'content' of the record-
ings, that is to music and lyrics that are very fa-
miliar to people in Tafraoute.

Moulay the Haj, it’s him singing! All those who 
are singing this song are dead. Today, me and 
my brother are the only ones left. The others are
gone! (Mohamed Anjjar)

The lyrics are always linked to the values of 
sharing and generosity. This song praises the 
“generous hand”. When this hand is cut off, 
then everyone is sad. But nobody regrets it 
when it is stingy. This other one is about love, 
which needs to be detached from material 
values. This one is like a prayer, the lyrics invoke
peace and wish other countries to resolve their 
conflict and to live in peace. This one is about 
King Hassan II: “God have mercy on your soul 
and that you may always be with us”. It was our 
choice. We were happy to sing for our king. 
(ibid.)

We were thrilled during listening, because all 
those who are singing have disappeared, 
except a few ones. (Mammas Ben Rais)

The lyrics are of great quality. As singers, we 
would like to imitate such a style of poetry. 
Those who sing today don't have the skills to 
improvise like this. When the Maalem starts to 
improvise his poetic lines, you need the skills to
respond to it. Kids don't want to hear this today.
(Hamida Khaddouj)

The bendirs (percussion) were not made of 
plastic like today! These were the good times, 
you could find real bread, olive oil, natural 
products without chemical fertilizers. At the 
time we didn't wear a veil, there was respect. 
(Mina Moustaid)

In the face of such comments, Zouheir and I
could only be passive listeners. The native ear
thus often goes systematically together with a
foreign ear, its cultural counterpart, which is ex-
terior to the local people and their histories. As
both sides can only end up being frustrated

when listening is restricted to such modes, it is
necessary and possible to consider other
modes.

3.2 The counter ear

T h e counter ear comes to represent what
Zouheir and I were probably really looking for,
namely the rebellious and critical ear of local
listeners who might be unsatisfied with the role
o f natives that was attributed to them in the
sound history traced by Bowles many years ago.
The counter ear emerges together with the no-
t ion o f “counter-narrative” (Bamberg & An-
drews, 2004), when a subaltern voice starts
speaking against its masters' narrative in order
to tell its own version of the story. In the follow-
ing examples, Mohamed Anjjar responds to
Bowles, to his preservation project and his re-
cordings, as well as to his collector's ear and co-
lonial ear. He also responds to the violence im-
posed on him and his people by the Moroccan
authorities at the time, just as the French occu-
piers had done until 1956.

I do not remember this American who came to 
record us. I don’t recognize the guy on the 
photo. Foreigners were always protected, 
inaccessible. The men of the caid would not let 
us approach them to talk or exchange 
addresses. (Mohamed Anjjar)

At the time, we were often forced to play 
Ahwach in front of strangers. The state, 
authorities forced us. We had to come on foot 
and we weren’t paid for it. For the celebrations 
of the caid, the words were imposed. One had 
to honor him, and also his guests. During the 
French protectorate the Ahwachs were also 
forced to come and sing. Some say that the 
Ahwach music was used to criticize the 
occupiers... That’s not true. People were afraid. 
They saw men being killed. It was only after the
departure of the French that they began to 
speak about it in Ahwach poetry. (ibid.)

These recordings are indeed an example of 
preservation. I regret that only Paul Bowles is 
known today. The musicians themselves, they 
have been forgotten! One never mentions them
as important contributors to preservation. What 
is missing are the names and the biographies of
the musicians, so that they are not presented 
as anonymous people. Identification is not only 
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the name, but it is also the origin of the people, 
their history. (ibid.)

We never thought to say that it was our music! 
I participated in the recordings, but I don’t own 
them. We didn't know that we were being 
recorded. It’s not correct to record without the 
musicians being aware. I find it outrageous! If 
we had known, we would have made a greater 
effort to play well. (ibid.)

While Mohamed Anjjar's comments clearly
speak for themselves, they also raise questions
regarding the Collection today, such as its own-
ership and accessibility. Today, access to the
whole Collection indeed remains limited, and
there has so far been no proper process of re-
patriation of the Collection to Morocco on an of-
ficial level, despite an attempt made by the
American Legation in Tangier in 2010. Hearing
Mohamed Anjjar's responses, one also starts to
wonder why there is still so little interest today
in the musicians themselves and in their role in
Bowles's project and their views about it. For
example, the recently issued extended version
of Bowles's original 1972 double-LP “Music of
Morocco” on the American label “Dust to Di-
gital” contains a very instructive introduction on
the Collection and annotations by the musicolo-
gist Philip D. Schuyler, but unfortunately no new
information about the musicians themselves.

The counter ear is of course not limited to a
critique of the past, or of the West and its 'colo-
nial ear', and can also include contemporary
politics. The following example expresses dissat-
isfaction with the ways in which cultural preser-
vation is practiced by the Moroccan state today,
and also proposes another approach.

State politics in the field of cultural preservation
are too often limited to a mere folklorization of 
Amazigh music, that is, inviting ensembles for 
festivals or touristic events. Preservation is a 
matter of collective work. The musicians, the 
state, the associations, the intellectuals, that is, 
representatives of each field of competence, 
should be involved. What is needed is the 
consolidation of the local bonds between the 
musicians and the population, in order for them 
to be appreciated. This also means involving 
younger generations of musicians via musical 
activities at school. (Farid Zalhoud)

3.3 The social ear

According to the ethnomusicologist Miriam
Rovsing Olson, the music practices of the popu-
lations of the Atlas regions are characterized by
“a strong connection to the natural environ-
ment” and are largely determined by “social life
and agricultural activities” (Rovsing Olson, 1997:
19). Bowles's notes on his recordings contain no
information about the social function of the mu-
sic practices that interested him, which is sur-
prising for a project aiming at cultural preserva-
tion. He instead focused exclusively on the mu-
sic performances, assuming perhaps that their
social context would somehow automatically be
preserved in the recordings themselves.

As we started researching in Tafraoute, many
of the responses we received addressed the tra-
ditional social and communicative functions of
Ahwach music, which I describe here as a result
of the social ear listening mode. They refer to
the almost exclusively oral character of Amazigh
culture, including its transmission and perform-
ance based on poetic improvisations. While frag-
mentary, these responses necessarily also ad-
dress the changes that have occurred since
Bowles's times, as in the following example:

The music, the rhythms, the instruments, are 
more or less the same today, what has been 
lost is this ability of the singers to improvise, 
which is central to oral culture. It is about 
finding a smart and poetic response to another 
bard challenging you during an Ahwach. This 
involves sometimes inventing new words or 
expressions. The oral poet is in a way the 
awareness of the community and of the ethnic 
group. He needs to be able to read the society, 
its aspirations and transformations. Many 
different things can be debated in this way 
during an all-night Ahwach evening: Amazigh 
identity, political, social and religious problems, 
but also love and passion. It's a mix of topics, 
including sports and the local football team, as 
well as Hugo Chavez, Saddam Hussein or the 
Arab spring. (Farid Zalhoud)

In the next example, Mohamed Anjjar insists
on the importance of the audience as a com-
munity of active listeners, whose presence is in-
tegral to the performance. Because a sound re-
cording cannot directly document the presence
of a silent audience, the sonic medium alone ap-
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pears limited in its ability to perform cultural pre-
servation in this regard. 'Frozen' on tape, the re-
corded performance becomes a sound product,
allowing in turn for new kinds of mediated
listening experiences. At the same time, the re-
cording seems disconnected from its original
audience:

At the time, one had to go to the performance 
to hear this music. The presence of the 
musicians, the Ahwachs, was essential, 
because there were no CDs in circulation. It's 
good to record... but it is better to attend an 
‘Ahwach’ in person. This vibration, this state, 
cannot be recorded, one only feels it live. Like a
football game! The on-site presence of the 
audience is just as important. Which means that
poets cannot just say anything. Poetry is aimed 
at people and one is very aware of it when 
celebrating an Ahwach. There is a form of 
respect that is directly related to the presence 
of the audience. This is an aspect that is not 
captured by the recording. (Mohamed Anjjar)

The lack of development policies on the part
of the Moroccan state in most Amazigh territor-
ies after independence has forced many inhabit-
ants to leave, either migrating to the big coastal
cities or quitting the country altogether. The res-
ultant transformation has led to a progressive re-
structuring of the local economy to create a mix-
ture of rural, tourist and trade activities. The fol-
lowing statement by Mr. Anjjar explains how this
phenomenon has also affected the social dimen-
sion of Ahwach music:

Ahwach music is transmitted orally, parents 
teach their children. But today the tradition is 
lost. My children did not continue... They left the
village to go and live in Casablanca. The 
musicians who play Ahwach nowadays learn it 
via CDs and not with their parents anymore. 
They do it first and foremost for the money. 
Ahwach should be free, but today it's money 
that matters. At the time, we mostly played 
among ourselves and for ourselves. It was 
basically not a service to satisfy so-and-so.  
(Mohamed Anjjar)

The responses elicited so far in Tafraoute are
fragmentary, and the process ought to be re-
peated in order to get a broader sense of how
such recordings can be received locally today. It
is also clear that the proposed listening modes
are not exclusive to each other, and that some

of the responses may be interpreted in terms of
several modes, possibly including additional
ones. This approach nevertheless provides us
with a useful basis for considering how the vari-
ous listening modes may relate to each other.

3.4 Relations between listening modes

I have so far identified three modes of listen-
ing in relation to Bowles’s sound practices – the
collector’s ear, the arranger’s ear and the colo-
nial ear, as well as another three local modes of
responding to the Bowles recordings today – the
native ear, the counter ear and the social ear.
The collector’s ear and the colonial ear are his-
torically related, as both belong to the long tradi-
tion of Western materialism and colonialism. The
material fixation of music on tape allows for its
later categorization along formal and racial cri-
teria, as in the case of the first publication of the
Bowles recordings in 1972. What emerges from
the combination of these two listening modes is
the personal prestige of the recorder, a tape col-
lection with a growing material value, and a set
of questionable cultural representations of Mo-
roccan music practices. The native ear and the
counter ear are directly related to these first two
listening modes. The colonial master ear sys-
tematically creates a subaltern native ear, which
itself generates a rebellious counter ear as soon
as it gets a chance to be enacted.

The social ear also relates to the first three
modes of listening, perhaps in a more indirect
way, as it refers especially to what is mostly ab-
sent in the Collection, namely the fundament-
ally social character of Amazigh music making.
One can speculate today about Bowles's reas-
ons for systematically neglecting to refer to so-
cial aspects of the music practices he was re-
cording, but at least we can be happy to have
his recordings and must respect his choices
while at the same time regretting them for the
sake of 'cultural preservation'. The social ear
only indirectly relates to Bowles, because it
mostly refers to transformations within Moroc-
can society since the 1950s that have affected
Amazigh populations independently of Bowles.
The telos of the social ear generally matches
well-known descriptions of how worldwide rural
societies had no choice other than 'developing'
into modern urban societies and then, more re-
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cently, into globalized, post-modern societies, a
process that is still in progress and that often
encompasses the commodification and/or folk-
lorization of traditional cultural practices.

The arranger's ear does not relate directly to
either of the three local listening modes identi-
fied in the responses by people in Tafraoute. The
reason for this, I argue, is that Bowles was not
addressing a Moroccan audience when he made
his recordings, but apparently an exclusively
Western one. His recording aesthetics were
largely influenced by his own musical tastes,
which were mostly for Western classical, jazz
and avant-garde music. While Bowles insisted
on his Moroccan recordings being published
soon after his trip, it was apparently never a pri-
ority for him to make the recordings available to
a Moroccan audience. When the double LP
“Music of Morocco” was finally released by the
Library of Congress in 1972, the record quickly
came to consolidate Bowles's already estab-
lished status as an 'anti-conformist' and 'ori-
ginal' artist who was highly regarded especially
among non-institutional, experimental and psy-
chedelic (Western) musicians; this is still the
case today. As problematic as his views on Mo-
roccan music and cultural preservation might ap-
pear, Bowles's creative use of recording and his
ideas about transformative listening might
provide a useful starting point for a reconsidera-
tion of critical sound practices.

4 Towards 'decolonized'
listening

It was important to meet Mohamed Anjjar in
Tafraoute to be able to give him the opportunity
to respond to his representation as created by
Bowles through his recordings in 1959. While
this was a modest step to take, it could at least
constitute a symbolic contribution to a moment-
ary release of the colonial tension perpetuated
thus far through each public presentation of the
Bowles recordings that implicitly reduces the
musicians to the status of mute, quasi-anonym-
ous, subaltern voices. Decolonizing listening,
however, cannot be limited to a historico-cultural
re-interpretation of documents. As Stevenson
and Kohn remark, the problem with the cultural
approach is that it systematically ends up “do-

mesticating [indigenous realities] as human, so-
cial, cultural, or linguistic constructions” (Steven-
son & Kohn, 2015: 52). Such dividing cultural
constructions, Viveiros de Castro argues, are in-
tegral to Western metaphysics and, therefore, to
“every colonialism” (Viveiros de Castro, 2014:
41). Decolonization, he adds, means first and
foremost “decolonizing [Western] thought”
(ibid.) in order to make room for “indigenous
practices of knowledge” (ibid. 42). I do not in-
tend to enter here into a detailed reflection on
how Viveiros de Castro's notions of “perspectiv-
ism” and “multinaturalism” (see Viveiros de
Castro, 2014) may consistently apply to an eth-
nography of Amazigh concepts in Morocco. Suf-
fice it to say that I am convinced that new ap-
proaches are also needed in the field of sound
studies, beyond cultural analysis, critical theory
and deconstruction.

4.1 Unreducing cultural categories

As a possible starting point, Viveiros de Castro
suggests that the question is not of abolishing
“the borders that unite/separate sign and world,
persons and things, "us" and "them", "humans"
and "nonhumans", […], but of "unreducing" [irré-
duire] (Latour) and undefining them, by bending
every line of division into an infinitely complex
curve” (ibid. 45). In order to embrace this com-
plexity, Latour calls for the necessity “[not] to
ge t away from facts but closer to them, not
fighting empiricism but, on the contrary, renew-
ing empiricism” (Latour, 2004: 231), which
should be the task of ethnography today. Such
an ethnography, Stevenson & Kohn suggest,
means making room for “other kinds of realit-
ies” (Stevenson & Kohn, 2015: 52), which in-
volves “letting go of our sovereign self […] and
of our reference points” (ibid. 51). Based on
these assertions, the first condition for a decol-
onized listening, I suggest, is to put aside our lo-
gocentric, cultural grid of interpretation in order
to engage more fully in bodily experience. In the
sound domain, this means letting go of the 'crit-
ical sound expert' in us and concentrating on our
experience as sonic selves.

4.2 Savage ears

Because of its immersive and relational char-
acter, sound provides us with an appropriate
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way to engage with other kinds of realities
which emerge when one assumes a non-logo-
centric point-of-listening. By asking “what other
voices resonate when voice is decoupled from
speech?” (ibid. 49), Stevenson and Kohn call for
“a different way of listening” (ibid. 51). This re-
quires “developing an ethnographic attunement
to the voices that haunt our world” (ibid. 52) –
including those of non-human entities and other
agents – which need first to be heard through
observation before they can “make us over”
(ibid. 49). By thinking through sound I suggest a
way of experiencing the relationality between
the various sonic beings (human and non-hu-
man) which co-exist in an environment, includ-
ing oneself. The second condition for decolon-
ized listening, therefore, is to acknowledge the
existence and intentionality of all participating
voices in the experience.

In his description of the “Savage Mind”
(1962), Lévi-Strauss suggests that it is precisely
this grouping of inter-related beings that
provides the basis for “introducing a beginning
of order in the universe” (Lévi-Strauss, 1962:
16). “Mythical thinking”, he argues, is “totaliz-
ing” in the sense that “it refuses that any being
might remain foreign to it” (ibid. 324). Savage
listening, I suggest, similarly emerges out of a
community of sound beings. Open to constant
remodeling, savage listening operates by ana-
logy and association, and refuses “classificatory
systems” and “schematization” (ibid.). Engaging
in such a listening experience also means “offer-
ing the participants arenas in which to gather” in
order to identify common “matters of concern”
(Latour, 2004: 246). The third condition for decol-
onized listening, I suggest, is the grouping of
sonic selves into systems of relations, which
can eventually serve as new concepts.

4.3 Artistic approach

When ethnography becomes attentive to bod-
ily experience and to the meaning emerging dir-
ectly within materials, it also appears very close
to artistic practice. Some of the responses de-
scribed in section 3 are included in the sound
work “And who sees the mystery”,1 an artistic at-

1  The video can be accessed under: 
www.archive.org/details/tributetotheear

tempt by Zouheir Atbane and myself to render
our experience in Tafraoute in 2013 with the
Bowles recordings. The piece is not 'just' a doc-
umentary, but rather a sonic exploration of the
various auditory regimes and perspectives we
had encountered in the course of our research.
As it is sound-based, we hope that the piece is
more sensual than the present text, and it also
includes non-vocal sounds – field recordings,
music, and feedback. Combined together, these
elements open up additional possibilities for
sonic experience, in ways which seem to me
more adequate than a written text for dealing
with the complexity of transcultural situations.

Fig. 3. Listening session with the musicians Manssour 
Belkhyalatt, Abdallah Haddou, Ben Allal Abderrahmane 
and Zouheir Atbane, Oujda, March 2014 (photo Gilles 
Aubry)

Fig. 4. Still from the performance “Befuddling the ar-
chive” (Zouheir Atbane), by Aubry & Atbane, Marrakech, 
April 2014

As I have recently engaged again in listening
sessions in Morocco, it has become even
clearer to me that yet more aspects are at play
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in such situations. These aspects involve the
very experience of listening collectively and its
potential for attunement between the partici-
pants, despite obvious cultural differences. An-
ticipating future researches in Morocco, our task
will consist of finding ways of populating this
system of relations with yet other voices, to be
revealed through immersive ethnography and
artistic experiments.

5 Conclusion

I have proposed in this paper an interpretation
of the Paul Bowles Moroccan Music Collection
in terms of specific listening modes (section 2),
followed by another three listening modes for
the responses collected in Tafraoute (section 3).
My point is to demonstrate how such music re-
cordings can be described as the result of cul-
turally and historically determined sound prac-
tices, and how their meaning might change ac-
cording to who are the listeners today. This
method will be further developed in the future
through the collection of additional ethnograph-
ical data to be interpreted in a more detailed cul-
tural analysis. In order to make room for new on-
tologies in our study, my Moroccan collaborators
and I will redefine our artistic strategies as a
means of coming closer to decolonized listening,
for which I have attempted to sketch the condi-
tions in section four. These involve letting go of
our respective 'cultural' self (1), getting attuned
to all possible kinds of 'sonic beings' (2), and
grouping these voices into new systems of rela-
tions (3).

Despite my attempt at cultural analysis of the
Bowles recordings, it remains impossible to tell
precisely where the cultural border runs within
each of them, between what belonged to
Bowles's culture and to that of the musicians.
Because they are transcultural products, I argue
that these recordings provide a suitable arena
for engaging in decolonized listening experi-
ences. In this way, the us identified by Mo-
hamed Anjjar in the recordings and discussed in
section two might come to include surprising
new beings – animals, plants, spirits, saints,
echoes, and other entities – to be assembled
into a re-configured we, possibly new to all the
participants.
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Abstract: in March of 1973, the machines at one of
the most important electronic music laboratories of
Latin America in Buenos Aires were turned back on. It
was built in the previous decade at the Torcuato Di Tella
Institute, with funding from the Rockefeller Foundation
(Novoa 2007). Changes in the political and economic
landscape led to the closing of the Institute in 1971
(Orobigt et al. 2003, Dal Farra 2006). Its’ main actors,
Francisco Kröpfl, José Maranzano, Fernando von Re-
ichenbach, Gerardo Gandini and Gabriel Brnčić, were
forced to look for a new place to further develop their
activities. In this framework a new center was founded
inspired by the multidisciplinary premise: the Center for
Research in Mass Communication, Art and Technology
(CICMAT). Unlike its predecessor, the funding came
from municipal source, and consequently the project
was directly related to the political situation and its’ ob-
jective was to be partly devoted to “community ser-
vice”. By 1973, the new Peronist administration changed
the agenda and reformed some “research areas” incor-
porating new divisions with substantial differences form
the original work groups, which were in the line of mod-
ernist international avant-garde (Garutti 2015). 

The aim of this paper is to provide new information,
which has not been addressed by prior literary work,
explaining, in reflection on economics conditioning, the
connections between aesthetic conceptions and polit-
ical ideas. The “missions” Peron told every Argentine
countrymen to know and fulfill, converge on the
CICMAT with ideas on vanguards movements and se-
lective traditions as diverse as the techno-scientific ima-
ginary supposedly autonomous from politics, “Latin
Americanist” composers working in solidarity with res-
istance movements (Corrado 2011, Perrone 2007, 2016),
and the “militante (activist) theatre” (Verzero 2012). For
this purpose, I will draw on documents recently found
in the Archive Fernando von Reichenbach and mention
some works produced at the lab.

Keywords: electroacoustic, developmentalism, Peron-
ism, autonomy of art.

Introduction

The Center for the investigation of Mass Com-
munication, Arts and Technology (CICMAT) was
inaugurated in November 1972 with the object-
ive of continuing the work of some areas of the
recently shut down Di Tella Institute. But in the
beginning of the decade politics was an inescap-
able topic. If production in the 60’s was in tune
with the optimism of the developmental period,
the 70’s presented the need for compromise
that brought tension to the modernist
autonomy. This paper pretends to analyze this
change in the conditions of production and
present some poetics that were sympathetic
with political radicalization.

Developmentalism and
electronic music pioneers

From the experiences that transpired in capit-
als during the great post-war, Argentine elec-
tronic music was closely associated with tech-
nological development as state policy. From our
bibliography we know that the first experience
took place in an industrial expo in Mendoza in
1954 (Koremblit 2006, Monjeau 2004, Edelstein
1992). Composer Mauricio Kagel installed loud-
speakers in a tower designed by Cesar Janello,
through which he broadcasted a loop consisting
in concrète and electronic music especially ar-
ranged for the occasion. The experience was re-
visited in 1961 in Buenos Aires for similar reas-
ons when inventor Fernando von Reichenbach
was responsible for the multimedia design of
the Shell Company’s stand in a modernist fair,
this time with ethnic music in charge of Leda
Valladares.
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The installment of the first electronic music
laboratory in Buenos Aires in 1958 is a case that
coincides with the analysis conducted by
Timothy Taylor (2001: 44) on the technological
fever that characterized the post war period. The
expansion of the “techno-scientific imaginary”
as part of a huge investment from the US gov-
ernment to change the meaning of destruction
that nuclear energy had been associated, and by
extension scientific research, resonated in Ar-
gentina during Peron first administration. In
1948, German physicist Ronald Richter con-
vinced President to obtain financing for his re-
search projects on controlled thermonuclear fis-
sion, an unprecedented technique that could re-
volutionize the history of energy production.
Peron agreed and set up an important lab in
Huemul Island, Bariloche city, 1500 km from
Buenos Aires. Three years later, and after he an-
nounced the official success of the Project, an
expert committee discovered that Richter
suffered from dementia and that the investment
had been in vain (Minsburg 2010: 4)1. 

This episode will be fundamental to the his-
tory of electronic music. A large part of this
equipment –the most sophisticated means of
acoustic measurement of its’ time– arrived to
the University of Buenos Aires in 1956, thanks
to the work of the Director of the Institute of
Technology of the School Of Architecture, and
fell into disuse. The next year, Argentinean com-
poser Francisco Kröpfl landed his first contract
to study the feasibility of putting together a new
lab and had become aware of Richter’s lab,
which had just begun creating sounds far from
his founder’s atomic dream in October of 1958.
Among the works produced in this lab were
Kröpfl’s first pieces2 and the first pedagogical ex-
periences began, with disciples including Dante
Grela, Jorge Rotter, Eduardo Tejeda, Nelly Mor-
etto, José Maranzano, Jacqueline Nova and
Eduardo Bértola among others (Orobirg et al.

1 Esteban Buch, author of an opera about the scientist’ life, 
described the scene: “a day before a psychiatrist declared 
that Richter was affected by «a crepuscular state» he was 
spotted wandering among loudspeakers blasting such im-
pressive yet useless sounds”. On La Nacion 09/25/2003. 
Avaible online: http://www.lanacion.com.ar/530127-richter-la-
opera-de-laimpostura. Consulted 10/5/2016

2 There was “Ejercicio de texturas” (An exercise on texture), 
“Ejercicio de impulsos” (An exercise on impulses) between
59 and 60 and “Ejercicio para diálogos” (An exercise on dia-
logues) composed in 1960. (Minsburg 2010). 

2003). Raul Minsburg (2010) indicates that the
main objective Kröpfl and Fausto Maranca set
themselves up to once the Phonology lab was
founded was “not so much to compose, but
rather to manufacture devices that didn’t exist,
at least in this country”. The proposal of reaching
levels of complexity surpassing the artisanal
technique of tape-cutting set the precedents for
what would be the second and most productive
laboratory in the city within the Torcuato Di Tella
Institute (ITDT).

Around the 1950’s, Argentina was excelling
from the other countries of the region in having
achieved an “intermediate development”
(James 2002: 13). After a massive rural exodus,
the most important cities extended their middle
classes with a high capacity for consumption
and access to education. Even though during
the early stages of Peronism, regardless of its
endorsement of anything “national and popular”,
there weren’t any limitations to the influx of for-
eign information, in the new decade modernism
presented itself as a rush resulting in a true rev-
olution of the cities’ customs. The endorse-
ments of foreign investment as conditions for
the chance at inner development was the main
thesis of the project of President Arturo Frondizi.
In the cultural field an analog event finally con-
solidated Buenos Aires as a regional landmark
with international recognition. As Andrea Giunta
analyzes in her book Vanguardia, internacional-
ismo y política (2001) an upcoming sector of the
industrial bourgeoisie and the intellectual field
initiated bonds with US institutions with the ob-
jective of positioning local production in the met-
ropolitan areas. The internationalist approach
was present both in the need to stay updated
regarding the negative assessment of the gen-
eral level of production, as well as it was in the
need for international recognition. The local insti-
tution that best condensed the project was the
acclaimed Torcuato Di Tella Institute that remains
to this day a reference in the cultural field, for
the extension and depth of research pursued
there. Art Music had two dedicated spaces in
the institute, the Latin American Centre for High
Musical Studies (CLAEM) run by Alberto Gi-
nastera, and his Laboratory for Electronic Music
attached to the concert Hall, in charge of Fran-
cisco Kröpfl and Fernando von Reichenbach. 
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If, as we'll see, the American-financed plan in
visual arts didn’t succeed in turning the domin-
ant problem from innovation in formal structures
to openly political conundrums, in the music
field this relationship developed in a different
way. As we will analyze, the financing conditions
allowed the institutional predominance of an
"aesthetic autonomy", and some changes took
place when relationships with politicians was
necessary in order to guarantee subsistence.

Autonomy and funding: from
CLAEM to CICMAT

A six years subsidy granted by the Rockefeller
Foundation in the framework of “Pan-American”
cultural policy from the Alliance for Progress
was the condition for the creation of CLAEM.
This center for musical postgraduate training
was funded with the intent of updating young
composers of the continent with the current
aesthetic tendencies and musical techniques in
the main international centers. It worked
through a system of biannual scholarships, gran-
ted by contest to study and arrange “advanced”
music in the Florida St. headquarters, in the fin-
ancial center of Buenos Aires.

Alberto Ginastera was a key driver of the pro-
ject, which he later directed, when he was hired
by John P. Harrison, the assistant director of the
Humanities wing of the Rockefeller Foundation.
Ginastera had several years of experience re-
garding US cultural policies and had become a
regional referent both as a composer and a man-
ager of “Pan-American” music festivals, in Cara-
cas as well as in Washington. As Eduardo Her-
rera (2011) proposes, in Harrison’s notes on trips
to Buenos Aires figures an entry in which he
connect the relevance that Ginastera’s career
reached with the US financial help: 

Ginastera argued that among all the difficulties 
of sustaining a living, practically all of his works 
in the last decade had been achieved under 
scholarships or commissions from some US 
organization. He said that, apart from his time 
being subsidized by the Guggenheim or 
Rockefeller association, whether directly or 
indirectly, the only time he had to write music 
was during the weekend. (Herrera 2011: 32).

The justification to organize the CLAEM from
Ginastera and Harrison originated from a dia-
gnosis: the technical deficiency and the aes-
thetic outdating of Latin American composers.
That regional impact was a fundamental argu-
ment in the approval of the project by the Rock-
efeller Foundation whose interest, especially
after the Cuban Revolution in 1959, aimed at im-
proving the image of the intellectual and artistic
elites of the US in center and South America
(Canclini 1990, Giunta 2001). “The Americas’ cul-
tural welfare” that “some morally responsible
US foundation” could support that Ginastera’s
argue in a public discourse in Washington (Her-
rera 2011: 32), sound like words being uttered by
President Frondizi himself under the premise
that the region could not emerge from under-
development without help from developed
countries. Frondizi said at the US Congress in
1959:

You can’t be indifferent to the fact that millions 
of individuals live in poor conditions in the 
American continent. The conditions that these 
countrymen face is not only an appeal to our 
common ideals of human solidarity, but also a 
strong source of danger for the hemisphere’s 
safety. To leave an American country in disarray 
is as dangerous as the danger coming from a 
communist power. The fight against the 
detriment of the masses claims for more 
solidarity within the hemisphere than the one 
promoted by your military or political defense. 
True defense of the continent consist in 
eliminating the causes that generate misery, 
injustice and cultural stagnation. (Morgenfeld 
2012).

Regardless of the explicitness of political
speeches –and the ties with politicians, a part of
the broadcast strategy of one’s own work– and
the evident importance of social issues in his
music, when it came to funding Ginastera
seems to have continuously operated under the
premise of aesthetic autonomy. Before consolid-
ating the establishment of CLAEM In the Di Tella
Institute, amidst the search of a partnering insti-
tution on a local level, Herrera claims, Ginastera
and Harrison had one certainty: in order to avoid
political interference, “any school would have to
be completely divorced from national, municipal
or state control, in order to fulfill its’ objectives”
(Herrera 2011: 31).
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Finally, the first scholars arrived in ‘63 and in
‘67 the electronic music Lab was formally inaug-
urated –having been built since ‘64 first by En-
gineer Bozarello with the advising of Mario Dav-
idovsky and, since 1966, by Fernando von
Reichenbach. The arrival of Francisco Kröpfl re-
commended by Davidovsky on that same year,
and delayed by the dispute between Ginastera
and Juan Carlos Paz (Buch 2007), as Novoa in-
dicates, coincided with a quantum leap in the
work of the scholars in reference to the integra-
tion of technology to the creative process. Also,
in contrast with the UBA Phonology Lab, now
with sufficient technical resources optimized by
Reichenbach’s ingenuity and Walter Guth’s ex-
pertise, CLAEM’s laboratory’s production was
prolific.

Fig 1. Fernando von Reichenbach with his Graphic-
analogic Converter in the only known photo of the 
CICMAT’s Lab (left) and the Space distribution device 
(right) at the Instituto Torcuato Di Tella’s Lab. Source: 
Archivo von Reichenbach

In this framework Reichenbach excelled by his
inventiveness in creating innovative machines
with rudimentary resources. Apart from his
most famous device, the Graphic-analogue Con-
verter patented in the US, he developed projects
with photo-sensitive sensors that up to then had
not been acknowledged in writing. Is the space
distribution device, which played a key role in
the presentation of the piece Mnemon I by José
Maranzano on December 11, 1970 (Castañeira
de Dios 2011: 123). In this device, built with
Meccano set pieces, an acetate roll with differ-
ent degrees of transparency was moved allow-
ing the graduation of light directed at photo-
sensitive cells connected to six loudspeakers

distributed in the concert hall of the ITDT. Each
roll, specially designed for a piece of tape music
worked as an automatic spacialization. In
Mnemon I, also arranged by the Graphic-Ana-
logue Converter, we can see how in those years
an integration between musical composition and
technological design was achieved. Reichen-
bach’s machines were the most publicized and
interdisciplinary projects of the ITDT. They motiv-
ated the visit from one of the most watched
news programs. The inventor’s reply to the
journalist’s inquiry on the machine’s cost is an-
other testimony of the developmentalist ambi-
tions of the time:

Journalist: how much does this machine cost, 
being the only one of his kind? Reichenbach: 
well, the cost isn’t that important as what is 
left. With around 6 thousand dollars we could 

have the 
first labora-
tory in the 
world […]. 
(Archivo von
Reichen-
bach, IT-
DT.BQS.F-
FVR- 
CLAEM-
VHS84)

As it was in
Reichenbach’s

case, in the stories of the producers that passed
through ITDT the reference to a feeling of power
and freedom is a common thread. This is due to
the fact that the funding policy wasn’t presented
in terms of retribution –that is, that blind loyalty
to the US wasn’t expected of anyone. The Pan-
American project for the arts (unlike the political
and economic ones) didn’t care for intervening
in production since its goals was to distinguish
itself from the interventionist policies of the
communist bloc. Andrea Giunta analyzes:

The US efforts consisted in articulating a 
system of propaganda that aimed at 
continuously exhibiting proof of what good 
neighbors they are. The saturation of discourse 
with notions of “trading”, “friendship”, “interest”
or “pluralism” and the succession of meetings 
to favor dialogue and acknowledge Latin-
American issues and value their cultural work 
constituted the axis of American strategy to 
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neutralize the incidence of the Cuban 
Revolution in the Latin American artistic and 
intellectual scene. (2001: 297)

In fact, a shift in focus took place in produc-
tion from the concern in transforming formal
structures to the need to reflect on the practice
in relation to society’s issues. This reflection
turned artists into intellectuals which, in addition
to thinking about the correct forms to respond
to the need of political involvement, intervene
directly in the public scene under the feeling
that they possess the capacity of “jeopardizing
the current values in the society they belong to
and contribute in funding an alternative order”
(Giunta 2001: 264). For this author, this process
puts the problem on the autonomy of art both in
what refers to the incorporation of narrative ele-
ments as well as the anti-institutional and nor-
mative component. This process didn’t happen
in music in the same way, as Novoa indicates
(2007: 76). On the one hand, differing from other
areas in the ITDT, the CLAEM was a pedagogical
institution, and the artists, students under a
scholarship. On the other hand, the public pro-
jection, according to composer Gerardo Gandini
(King 1989: 406) was throughout concerts and
festivals, that is, through traditional institutional
distribution. In that sense, Omar Corrado, when
talking about the processes of significance in Ar-
gentine contemporary music, indicates that the
social-political relationship is one of the most al-
gid points in his view. Following that same line
of self-imposed moderation of the expressive
with the goal of avoiding “pathetism” or «senti-
mental inflation», for the author this music kept
the line of aesthetic autonomy, “obsessively re-
silient to reveal itself as social context”
(1998:29).

An example of this attitude evidences itself in
the opinions of Kröpfl on the political context,
where musical practice and political positions
are situated in different terrains. When referring
to the politicization of visual and theatrical art
areas within ITDT, the composer reflects on the
administrative awkwardness and difficulty that
sharing an institutional space meant:

[It was difficult, being associated to the ITDT] of
course, because of that, because of ideological 
connotations. But no, it wasn’t a…. let’s say 
that Di Tella didn’t constitute a political 

movement of sorts. But as some aspects of the
artistic activities reached a breaking point, 
where art started to make ideological points, 
things turned difficult. And anyone willing to 
move to other branches, like in music was 
already impregnated with the connotation of 
the Di Tella Institute. That was a major setback 
in the development of the movement. (King 
1989: 405).

If self-defining the activity as a “movement”
addresses the avant-garde imaginary, and a clear
distinction between art and politics is estab-
lished, adopting technical progress, indepen-
dence and critical autonomy as a “cause”, institu-
tional work becomes seriously problematic,
along with the dependence to political climates
that this way of funding brought. At this point
the question emerges regarding Kröpfl’s re-
sponse to this conflict, the aesthetic concept
that refers to the relationship between music
and social context, with the famous statement
on this issue from American composer Milton
Babbitt. In “Who cares if you listen?” in 1958,
after a diminished argument justifying contem-
porary music’s isolation due to the specificity of
its language –that inevitably excludes elements
that didn’t go through the learning process– the
author proposes:

 “[…] the composer would make himself and 
his music and immediate and eventual service, 
by withdrawing willingly, totally, and voluntarily 
from this public world into one of private perfor -
mances and electronic means, conforming the 
most real possibility of eliminating the public 
and social aspects of music composition.” (Bab -
bitt 1958: 126)

This type of composition that rids itself of
“public and social aspects” ought to be funded,
as the author suggests, by Universities in the
same way that important areas of science such
as math are funded. The efforts, then, would be
orientated to benefit universal production of
knowledge carried out by ascetic composers,
practically unknown to the general public. As
American musicologist Richard Taruskin points
out, Babbitt’s Ideal worked perfectly in a few
years an expansion process took place across
US college campuses in the fields of advanced
composition –reaching PhD standards– as well
as music theory, which had repercussions in the
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infrastructure, in the form of labs and concert
halls exclusive enough to avoid “exhibitionism”.3

Fig. 2. The professors-researchers in the press photo 
taken on the occasion of the inauguration of CICMAT. 
Source: “Milagro en las alturas”, Panorama, Nº 292, 30 de 
noviembre de 1972, p. 60

CLAEM partly fulfilled this goal. Nevertheless,
after the Rockefeller Foundation’s funding ended
and the ITDT closed, the changes in the eco-
nomic situation and political dynamics com-
prised the perception of composers’ autonomy
in CICMAT not at all metaphoric way. Supported
only by state funding, the professor-researchers
now turned municipal workers had to incorpor-
ate the concept of “community service” to the
agenda and the public discourse. However, we
propose that the contradiction between
autonomy and financing remained, confining
autonomous music to a private environment
with little to no circulation. The exposition to the
public of sounds produced under commission as
“Community service” was inverse. It was the
case of soundtracks for the General San Martin
Theatre, the Planetarium, Municipal Radio, and,
perhaps the most famous and less documented
case, the fountain in the Dos Congresos Square.
3 How Anne C. Shreffler (2015) analyze about the connections

between music and politics in the narratives about postwar 
music, Taruskin is skeptical of the political potency of a mu-
sic that “could ever reach the audiences it would need in or-
der to disseminate its political subject matter”. For the au-
thor, he ignores the tradition of left-wing modernist, partici-
pating of an American postwar mentality which erases a 
leftist history of any type.  In a first approach to the Argen-
tine case, the actors stayed in a position closer to Dahlhaus’
ideas of autonomy, commented in Shreffler’s work. How-
ever the problem is not concluded and it will be motive of 
future works.

In this sense, the change of administration in
1973 intensified the conflict even more. When

referring to the taking of of-
fice of Alfredo Policastro as
CICMAT’s director, replacing
Jose Maria Paoloantonio, his
first act as director was to
create the “department of na-
tional creativity”, Kröpfl draws
attention to the double other-
ness that his figure represen-
ted to the Peronist officials:

There was a lot of coming 
and going, until finally the 
semiologist group in charge
of Mass Communication 
and the folks running the 
graphic team quit and we 
were left so as not to lose 

the theme of the Lab and our activities. In 73, I 
was fired from the School of Architecture 
because I was perceived as an elitist. It is 
curious that to leftist Peronists I was an elitist 
and to right-wing Peronists I was a Marxist, and
that was their excuse to close CICMAT (Orobigt
et al. 2003: 91)

As sociologist Sebastian Carassai points out,
towards 1973 the middle class wasn’t actively
involved in politics, however they maintained
“non Peronist sensibility” as a result of anti-Per-
onism that was characteristic of this class during
Peronist government between ‘46 and ‘55.
Among the reasons that the author finds to jus-
tify this position is the “anti-cultural premise […]
anti-intellectualism […] the exacerbation of emo-
tional and passion elements in the masses in
detriment of rationality” (2013: 26). These sec-
tors saw themselves as “autonomous and free
thinkers”. As a consequence, the threat of “Pero-
nism, experienced as a fascist, dictatorial, im-
moral or anti cultural regime” represented to the
intended autonomy of the class as a whole, was
twice as uncomfortable to the liberal profession-
als that justified their activities in the beginning.

For the time being the information on CICMAT
is scarce. The almost six years of activities in the
lab between 72 and 77 were never subject of re-
search and is only considered as a transition
between CLAEM and LIPM (Laboratorio de In-
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vestigación y Producción Musical)4. According to
the testimony of some of its participants, with
the closing of CICMAT came the destruction of
all administrative information. But, part of the
audio tapes and some documents were saved
on Reichenbach’s initiative and form the newly
created archive in the University of Quilmes.
These documents, essential in the task of re-
constructing the activity, are an eloquent ac-
count of the subject at hand. The purpose of the
next excerpt is to mention beginning from the
analysis of some of them, the other positions
that presented a counterpoint to the aesthetic of
autonomy in the developmentalist period.

Latinamericanism and new music

Since the military coup of 55 until 73 Peron-
ism was outlawed. Its’ leader, from exile first in
Latin American countries and mostly in Madrid,
continued to be the highest authority in the
movement. His speeches had to appeal to per-
onists coming from all social classes: students,
workers, servicemen and businessmen, repres-
enting the political spectrum from left to right.
Since 1955 political violence coming from the
state and towards all factions intensified. From
1972 the return of Peron to Argentina was ne-
cessary to maintain the institutional order en-
dangered by popular violence since 1966. Up un-
til his arrival in 73, the leader maintained fluid re-
lations with each sector of the movement that
arranged electoral fronts once the political ban
had been lifted. After winning the elections, Per-
onism developed its activities both by renovating
public administration as well as by engaging in
armed revolutionary and paramilitary struggle.
The Argentine historian Maristella Svampa indic-
ates that public support for progressive and re-
volutionary sectors had turned Peron into “the
Man”, with a tone that exacerbated the mascu-
line figure as a charismatic messiah. Through
speeches given from his exile he managed to
establish alliances between catholic, nationalist
and leftist sectors:

In the practical policy of the Leader, the National
Justicialist [Peronist] Movement was, above all, 
the art of discursive contradiction. In effect, as 
the years and generations went by, Peron’s 

4 See, for instance, Monjeau 2002, Dal Farra 2006, Orbigt et 
alt. 2003, Herrera 2011, Chadabe 1996, Aharonian 1992.

speech turned to a sort of holy book in which 
you could always find two contradictory an -
swers to the same question. (Svampa 2003: 
403)

Once in government, Peron withdrew his sup-
port to the left, starting a war within the move-
ment. The premise of National Unity was broad-
cast through all official channels belonging to dif-
ferent factions. This is the case of the new ad-
ministration of CICMAT that incorporated party
quotes to the modernist agenda.

Fig. 3.  Cover of the Cuaderno CICMAT 5”, with the 
Peron’s quotation “Every argentine man should know 
what his mission is and fulfill it”. Source: Archivo von 
Reichenbach.

While the transformation of the administrative
structure in 73 and 74 are yet to be determined
in detail, the first materials found allow us to
have an eloquent account of the change in situ-
ation. The partially preserved institutional docu-
ment “Cuaderno CICMAT 5” with the Peron’s
quote about “missions” in the cover, distributed
in July and August of 1974 gives proof of the
“Departament of National Creativity” for the
“projection and dynamics of national culture”
and of a lecture by the new director Alfredo Pol-
icastro entitled “Argentine culture as a geopolit-
ical factor”. Another of these documents from
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May 1975, whose creation is attributed to the
area of “artistic communication, and theatrical
research division” acknowledges the event of a
national gathering of theatre authors. Citing
Peron exclusively, among all of the conclusions
that the participants arrived at there was the
need to create a “national and popular” lan-
guage and to avoid foreign infiltration opposing
the vital “popular culture” embodied in theatre
help to revert the process of “morally destroying
the Argentine man” (Cuaderno CICMAT). Far
from aesthetic autonomy these groups, denom-
inated by investigator Lorena Verzero as “milit-
ante (activist) theatre”, were reached by the
politicization process and developed their activit-
ies according to their revolutionary commitment.
Theatrical activity –says the author– due to its
immediacy, economy and materiality presented
“special conditions” for the artist that “pursued
a deep social transformation based, in schem-
atic terms, in the modification of the dynamics
of domination, the end of dependence and the
socialization of the means of production” (2013:
383). As mentioned before, the lab was expec-
ted to produce electronic sound as “service to
the community”, according to the initial project.
One of the result of these transactions is
“CICMAT Informa”, an institutional newscast
dating to July of 1974 devoted to the broadcast
of “global thoughts of Lieutenant General Juan
Domingo Peron” where the domesticated elec-
tronic sounds (Taylor 2012: 391) produce a
framework for the well-known developmentalist
prestige within party propaganda amidst the
political crisis during the “anti-imperialist”
period.

“[…] City of Buenos Aires, Argentina, Latin
America…” says the anchorwoman locating her-
self while presenting “CICMAT Informa”. This
tape was not found in the archives of Municipal
Radio, had were actually destroyed. But in a ra-
diophonic collage by composer Eduardo Bértola,
trained in the institutes mentioned above and in
Paris, who worked during those years as a radio
technician. Trovas, cronica y epigramas is com-
prised of different radio and TV recordings lin-
eally disposed almost without cuts or overlaps,
conceived like Tramos to be interposed between
instrumental pieces in a concert (Paraskevaídis
2001: 21). In this piece are presented both politi-
cal and aesthetic problems: it is made evidenc-

ing acousmatic devices, the diffusion of the vio-
lence as a spectacle, the arrival of foreign broad-
casting in neutral Spanish, contemporary music
for instruments, Latin-American identity and Per-
onism. In the penultimate “episode”, Jorge Luis
Borges’ voice answers the question “where do
you think Latin American culture is heading?”:

I don’t know to what degree we can talk about 
Latin America… since it’s a very vast region… 
and… has many and great ethnic 
differences….and… whose history does not co -
incide. With the exception of Uruguay and Ar -
gentina. (…) I don’t know to what degree, out -
side of language, a community, a brotherhood 
can exist, between Mexico, Colombia, Ar -
gentina and of course, Brazil. I believe the word 
“Latin America” responds simply to a sense of 
comfort, to a need of simplifying things but I 
don’t know to what degree it responds to a feel -
ing (…). (Bértola Trovas, crónicas y epigramas, 
12’30’’).

Fig 4. Second page that announcing the premiere of the 
piece of Graciela Paraskevaídis "Magma". Source: Archivo 
“von Reichenbach.

As composer Graciela Paraskevaídis said, Bér-
tola proposed in those years a “poor electronic
music” in consonance with his commitment to
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the Latin Americanist cause that other com-
posers like him reunited periodically in the
Courses of Latin American Contemporary Music
maintained. Bértola’s position can be seen in the
critics he made to the idealization of European
teachings:

I believe that in order to be an artist it’s 
necessary first to be a man, to assume all the 
social responsibilities and to define oneself 
politically. In Europe, I’ve learnt to know Latin 
America and I believe more and more in it, in its
social revolution and its’ cultural liberation. I 
think that Argentina, especially, has been and 
still is a cultural colony of France and its’ myths. 
Ours is a generation that must fight until 
cultural liberation is achieved; the first task is to 
destroy the myths that the Argentine Oligarchy 
has constructed to their own self-prestige and 
status. It is necessary to look at Europe with 
critical eyes and learn to know oneself. 
(Paraskevaídis 2001: 19)

In the assessment by Uruguayan composer
Coriun Aharonian (2012) both in the Phonology
Lab as well as CLAEM were one of the “at-
tempts to repeat the metropolitan model of a
“big” studio (…)”. About the phonology lab he
said: “the studio is big and expensive, but it pro-
duces relatively few works in its’ long years of
existence”. This critique will also be sustained by
another composer, Oscar Bazán in his series
Austeras, electroacoustic works produced under
the premise of economizing to the maximum on
technological resources provided by the lab. The
actors agree, however, in that the richness of
these institutions was not so much technologi-
cal rather that in the framework of pedagogical
updating that allowed the existence of diverse
poetics. Among these, those who reflected on
the relationship between music and society,
which in most cases aimed at Latin American
identity –in contrast with European and North
American aesthetic models– more than partici-
pating in public activities (like it happened with
visual arts and theatre). This critique is often ar-
gued as resistance to the cultural industry, re-
trieving to some extent the ideals of Adorno on
the authenticity of autonomous art and “the di-
alect of solitude” (Adorno 2004, Subotnik 1976),
which in cases like the Latin American Courses
on Contemporary music, also, addressed the
avant-garde anti institutionalism. Corrado refers

to this process as one of the alternative means
towards serialism, as long as “the buffering of a
new reflection on our identity, critical both of
folklorizing solutions as well of the Universalist
mirage”:

[…] in the context that a musician produces his 
work here would lie –according to composers 
like Etkin, Paraskevaídis or Aharonian on the 
subject of sound, its texture, its immediacy, its 
sensuality, as foundation for the creative 
process– in the intensive exploration of dynamic
and pitch registry, in the expressive value of si -
lence, in the repetitive process, in accidental, 
discursive, non-dialectic nor discursive forms, 
metaphorizing landscapes and ways of being in 
America. This concept, opposed to the Euro-
pean musical paradigm, could result thus in a 
counter model […]. (Corrado 2011, 14)

Just like in other even more radical avant-
garde musical groups, like the Movimiento
Música Más (MMM), which took free improvisa-
tion to the street (Raffo Dewar 2012: 151), the
solidarity with resistance movements refer-
enced once again to the musical material’s own
universe. Even though in a different way that the
abstract pieces, this attitude continues in the
distancing from political practices5. The history
of the reception of this pieces is still pending.
Having more information about this will help to
have a clearer idea of the relations between
political discourse and social impact that these
productions had.

Conclusion: a mission for
everyone

Anyone looking through discursive production
in Argentina is probably under the impression
5 As Georgina Born explains (1995: 42), the relationship be-

tween politics and modernist avant-garde “has always been
largely rhetorical, limited to Anarchist and Libertarian ges-
tures against the structures of official and bourgeois art”. 
Even in the case of experimental electronic groups --which 
could be called “postmodern” for their refusal to make a se-
rialist and rationalist application of the technology- the politi-
cal connotation are “soft” when compared to artists from 
other disciplines. But in her definition of postmodernism in 
music, the author remarks the fluid relation with popular 
music. In the Argentinean case, there's a shared opinion 
between the most traditional and the most politically com-
mitted composers: new music must avoid populism. They 
hold this position until today. See, for instance, the Coriun 
Aharonian interview (Vazquez 2015: 37) or the Kröpfl text 
“Música contemporánea: perspectiva-prospectiva” (2006).
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that any subject can be related to with a quote
from Juan Domingo Peron or Jorge Luis Borges.
As we saw here, the history of electroacoustic
music is no exception. 

The seventies in Argentina were a time in
which political and social factors set up to build
a modern and developed country. This process
was signed by conflict and tensions that de-
veloped all over society. In the case of artistic
work, since the mid 70’s, policy became a cent-
ral issue, replacing the interest for technical in-
novation –characteristic of developmentalism–
towards an active role in the revolutionary pro-
cess. In matters of art music produced in mul-
tidisciplinary institution and with eminent devel-
opmentalist origins, the relationship with politics
didn’t happen in the same way that with other
forms of art. Some of its protagonists saw the
need for involvement with political power in or-
der to guarantee the continuity of the lab, origin-
ally funded by the Rockefeller foundation as part
of the Pan-American strategy set to avoid com-
munist proliferation. Others, in solidarity with re-
volutionary movements, made politics explicit in
their work and saw in the lab an example of
“neo colonialism”, local representative of the
metropolis endorsing a monopoly over the
means of producing electronic sound. Both
groups kept their labor under an aesthetics of
autonomy always centered on the development
of materials rather than public action. The case
of Eduardo Bértola, whose instrumental work
deals with spectral exploration (Paraskevaídis
2001; Freire & Rodrigues 1999), is perhaps the
most extreme: in his radiophonic collages polit-
ical speech was transformed into music mater-
ial. 

With the rise to power of Peronism to power
in 73-76 both tension and illusion intensified. An
optimistic tone was common to many diverse
projects. Whether it was about the evolution of
a particular language or the transformation and
resolution of social contradictions, there was a
strong conviction of everything that was to be
done and had the potential to do. In a frame-
work of extreme violence, Peron ends one of his
last speeches with, “Every Argentine man
should know what his mission is and fulfill it”6,

6 This appointment is an implicit paraphrases from Frantz 
Fanon’s first book Les Damnés de la terre, published in 

while proclaiming a new strategic plan, with a
reference towards art: 

I have known, because I have seen it, about 
some wonderful plans in other countries I’ve 
been in; perfect plans, which that could not 
have been carried out. It is as if there had been 
any plans at all. A work of art does not lie within
conceiving a thing, but achieving it. (Peron 1974)

Contradictory projects and works shared
space. Most of them were either partially or
never carried out. The intent of this text was to
add new information on our project of recon-
struction of CICMAT’s activity, which main por-
poise is present a still unknown body of work
contained within tapes that is an unusual part of
acoustic collective memory of the city in the
years where no scene was a stranger to politics.
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5.

Abstract: Ambient sound is a standard term used by
sound practitioners to denote the site-specific back-
ground sound component that provides locational atmo-
sphere and spatial information. In this paper the spe-
cific role of ambient sound to create the context for the
spatial experience in film and media art has been thor-
oughly examined in the light of sound studies. The pa-
per investigates the capacity of ambient sounds to
sculpt the presence of the site by producing an embod-
ied experience. The paper brings in a much-needed fo-
cus on the complex relationship between sound and
site by examining the spatial environments constructed
by the sound practice. Guided by the production studies
of sound, the paper draws on the theories of diegesis,
mimesis and presence to reformulate the notion of the
soundscape, while keeping a conceptual base in phe-
nomenology of sound in analyzing the spatial and atmo-
spheric listening experience. The paper cites examples
from representative Indian films and sound-based me-
dia artworks as case studies to make critical listening
and reflective analysis of the processes through which
ambient sound practice enhances the spatial and atmo-
spheric sensations. The paper draws insights from
prominent sound practitioners, such as sound design-
ers, mixing engineers, and recording artists in the form
of long interviews and in-depth conversations conduc-
ted by the author over several years. The practice-led in-
puts make the empirical basis of the paper shedding
light on the production process providing links between
certain techniques available to specific phases of sound
production and aesthetic principles shaped by the re-
spective phases of practice with ambient sounds. The
paper locates a distinct shift occurring through these
trajectories of sound practice, and relates this shift to
the recent “spatial turn” in Sound Studies, making valu-
able contributions to the field of Sound Studies inter-
ested to inquire about the emerging spatiality as the
embodied experience of the site.

Keywords: Sound Studies, Ambience, Atmosphere,
Ambient Sound, Site, Presence.

1 Introduction

The world within the film and media art pro-
duction appears by means of the place or the
site1 depicted on the screen and created within

1 Place is a generic term, while site as a term is more 
specific. Site denotes a point of an occurrence or event, 
where something important happens; site suggests a 
particular place that is used for a certain activity. Hence, I 

the environment of sound. We involve ourselves
with mediated environment of the production by
recognizing relative presence of the site within
this constructed world. The embodied experi-
ence2 of presence3 may vary in degree and in-
tensity, depending on the art and craft of the
sound practitioners and their intention to attend
to the visual and sonic details of the site recor-
ded and represented during the process of the
making. We believe in the constructed world
when resonance of the site reverberates in our
ears and to our sonic sensibilities even long
after the medial experience. It is no surprise
then that creating the presence of the site in the
sound production is of foremost importance
when it comes to convincingly convey the nar-
rative development to the individual audience.    

How is the site in the film and media artworks
recorded and produced through the practice of
sound? Certainly, there are specific methods
and creative strategies involved in constructing
or evoking presence of the site within the media
environment by recording and organizing sounds
that intend to create a relatively convincing uni-
verse through the mediation process. How
much degree of presence is achieved in sound
practice? Or the site still remains mostly absent
when we listen to these works? 

In the case of the film as a mediated environ-
ment constructing a convincing universe, the
cinematic experience is essentially crafted by re-
corded materials put together by the practitioner
with a narrative structure in mind (Bordwell and

will be using the term site more often than place to specify 
the narrative depiction of the particular location in cinema. 

2 "Embodied experience" is defined by scholars of digital 
media as a state of “being surrounded by simulated 
sensorimotor information in mediated environments that 
create the sensation of personally undergoing the 
experience at that moment.” (Ahn, 2011: iv)

3 The conceptualization of “presence” concerns the degree 
to which a medium can generate seemingly accurate 
reproduction of objects, events, and space – 
representations that look, sound, and/or feel like the “real”.
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Thompson, 1997). These audiovisual materials
may or may not be directly or synchronously re-
corded from the site or environmental setting
we see and hear in cinema. However, the stra-
tegic combination of these disparate materials
suggests the presence of a fictional site where
the actors move and within which the story
takes place. It is a question of degree how much
association and engagement the spectators de-
velop with the sites narratively portrayed in the
reproduced sonic environment on and around
the screen, and how resoundingly present they
appear following various stages of production
processes involving recording and spatial organ-
ization of sound. Hence, in the hands of film
sound practitioners, such as the location sound
recordist, sound designer, production mixer and
mixing engineer, the answers to these ques-
tions may be found. 

As Susan Hayward (2006: 359) has observed,
coming of sound in cinema introduced “a crucial
element to the registering of authentic reality”;
henceforth, sound film “was touted as being
closer to reality”. Adding of sound to the screen
could provide for perceptually realistic delin-
eation of the site through the process in which
“the experience of sound may become more
spatially defined. By contrast with a two-dimen-
sional image, the temporal nature of sound be-
comes related to the hearing subject’s own loca-
tion in any given space” (Bloom, 2014). The spa-
tial characteristics of sound were recognized
and explored after the coming of sound in
cinema as an anchor to the story-world as the
tangible setting of a site that could be associ-
ated through our lived experience of place.
Sound recording also opened up the palette for
the film practitioners to choose materials for
providing the sitely evidence in terms of spatial
details. In this palette, the background noises
like natural and environmental sounds and other
location-specific sounds that were recorded and
put together along with other sonic elements
such as voice, music and effects, primarily con-
tributed to the realization of the site or the envir-
onmental setting since the time of the talkies.
My interest in this paper lies in understanding
trajectories of this practice, i.e. the way these
specific layers of sound are recorded and spa-
tially incorporated so as to produce the associ-
ation of site since the advent of sound in film

and media arts developing toward the contem-
porary digital realm. This trajectory perhaps
poses a large historical canvas, but the singular
focus of this paper remains on the study of the
practice of ambient sounds to construct and pro-
duce the presence of the site in film and media
artworks. A qualitative evaluation of the produc-
tion practices and various methods used by
sound practitioners working within the film in-
dustry as well as description and reflective ana-
lysis of a number of relevant artworks will in-
form this inquiry. 

On the qualitative difference between talkies
and films that explored sound, René Clair stated
that “The talking film is not everything, there is
also the sound film” (1929). What make the
then ‘sound films’ different from the talkies was
the complex layer of sounds besides “almost al-
ways voice” (Chion, 1994) and the background
musical score. These layers of sound included
sync effects, and most importantly the sitely
noise, or the “ambient sounds”. From the very
advent of sound in cinema, ambient sound has
been a practical concern in film production.
What is the specific role of these ambient
sounds in cinema? Every site depicted in the
story has distinct and subtle sounds emanating
from its environment. These sound sources can
include wind, rain, running water, rustling leaves,
distant traffic, aircraft and machinery noise, the
sound of distant human movement and speech,
creaks from thermal contraction, air conditioners
and plumbing, fan and motor noises, hum of
electrical machines and room tones. Although
film sound has received extensive academic in-
terest, much of that attention has been invested
explaining the role of the voice and music in re-
lation to the visual image. The natural, environ-
mental or ambient sounds remained underex-
plored albeit these specific layers of sound carry
the primary spatial information for constructing
the “presence” (Doane, 1985; Skalski and Whit-
bred, 2010; Grimshaw, 2011; Reiter, 2011; Lom-
bard and Ditton, 1997) of the site through an in-
terplay between “diegesis” (Percheron, 1980;
Burch, 1982) and “mimesis” (Kassabian, 2013;
Weiss, 2011) in the narrative strategy that is un-
dertaken within the production process facilit-
ated by the sound practitioners. Therefore the
term “ambient sound” and its specific mode of

SONOLOGIA 2016 – OUT OF PHASE                                       www .eca.usp.br/sonologia                                                            100              



practice need careful attention and in-depth ana-
lysis. 

2 Defining Ambient Sound

The central topic of this paper is ambience or,
more precisely, ambient sounds.4 I intend to ex-
amine how ambient sound is used in the pro-
cess of sound production, both in fiction films,
and in media arts - for instance, the emerging
field recording-based sound artworks, especially
produced in my home country India. The focus
of the comparative investigation is on the pro-
cesses of (re)constructing the presence of a site
by means of ambient sounds recorded from the
site: in film it is the fictional site, while in sound
art it is the site for making field recordings with
the purpose of developing production of a sound
work through artistic intervention and transform-
ation of the site. 

How can the terms “ambience” and “ambient
sound” be adequately defined? There are many
intersecting definitions and explanations avail-
able on the public domain. A quick (and dirty) on-
line search on Google may lead to some of the
term’s many interpretations, but it is quite
doubtful whether they correspond to each other
and help conceptualize the term coprehensively.
According to the online resources Wikipedia and
Media College5, in the context of filmmaking
“ambience” consists of the sounds of a given
location or space. This definition correlates ambi-
ence with other associated terms, such as at-
mosphere, atmos, or background sound. The re-
source-rich website FilmSound.org suggests:
“ambience pertains to the pervading atmo-
sphere of a place.” The website further claims
that, “ambience is widely used as a synonym
for ambient sound, which consists of noises
present in the environment.” Drawing on these
sources, I argue that these two terms belong to
the same “family” of concepts in sound practice
as well as sound theory, and can be used inter-
changeably. However, etymologically, “ambient
sound” underscores the material and functional

4 Ambient sound broadly denotes the background sounds 
that are present in a location: wind, water, birds, room-tone,
office rumbles, traffic, forest murmurs, waves from 
seashore, neighborhood mutters, etc. Detailed explanation 
follows later in this article.  

5 See: http://www.mediacollege.com/audio/ambient/

aspects of the term, while “ambience” emphas-
izes the term’s social and cultural connotations.

Terminology aside, for the sound artists and
practitioners6 ambience and ambient sound gen-
erally denote the surrounding sounds that are
present in a scene or location, e.g. wind, water,
birds, forest murmurs, electrical hum, room-
tone, office clatters, traffic, neighborhood mut-
terings, etc. Ambient sound can provide a spe-
cific atmosphere of a site in the construction of
the diegetic space – or the interior world of a
film or sound-based media artwork. To the
sound artist and practitioners ambient sound in-
jects life and substance not only to what we see
on the cinematic screen but also to the off-
screen story-world. The practitioners use the
material layers of ambient sound to construct
the experience of presence.7 Ambient sound
also helps to mount atmospheres of a specific
site in the mediated environments. These prac-
tical considerations and perspectives under-
score its site-specific and spatial nature. 

Ambient music pioneer Brian Eno has defined
ambience in the liner notes of Music for Airports
“as an atmosphere, or a surrounding influence:
a tint” (Eno, 1978). This sense of subdued color-
ing indeed permeates the field of ambient mu-
sic. However, Eno’s definition shows a tendency
to make an easy association between ambient
music and ambience. In opposition, I will argue
that correlating ambient music readily to ambi-
ent sounds or ambience is debatable. As Joanna
Demers has shown, ambient music “uses a
slew of methods to make it sound as if it lacks a
foreground and thus easily melts into its sur-
roundings” (Demers, 2010: 117), and thus, as
David Toop suggests, hints at an imaginary envir-
onment rather than imposing one (1995). How-
ever, ambient sounds emerge from specific
sites and their site-specificity cannot be easily

6 "Sound practice" is a broad term used throughout the paper;
it encompasses sound recording, production mixing, 
dubbing, studio mixing, Foley, re-recording, and so forth. 
Likewise, the term ”Sound practitioner” accommodates all 
the sound professionals, e.g. location sound recordists, 
field recording experts, directors of audiography, Foley 
artists, sound designers, production mixers and mixing 
engineers, re-recording specialists et al working within film 
and media production.

7 See ongoing project Audible Absence (Chattopadhyay, 
2016), http://budhaditya.org/projects/audible-absence/
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disassociated in artistic transformation in field
recording pieces.

 
Contributing to the discussion of ambient

sound and ambience, Ulrik Schmidt (2012, 2013)
has proposed the term “sonic environmentality”
as a general context for the ways ambient sound
can affect us as environment. The concept of
sonic environmentality further opens up the dis-
course by making distinction between three ma-
jor forms or dimensions: the ambient, the ecolo-
gical and the atmospheric. This threefold dissec-
tion of ambience helps create a deeper engage-
ment with the term in a comprehensive under-
standing. My work so far (Chattopadhyay, 2012,
2014, 2015, 2016) tried to intervene into the dis-
course by considering ambient sound as a ma-
terial in the hand of practitioners and artists for
developing site-driven sound works.  

Ambient sound as a concept gains currency in
contemporary studies of sound in film and field
recording-based sound art practice ever since di-
gital technology made it possible to record
sound more precisely from the actual location
and reconstructing it in a multi-channel spatial
organization of sound in the contemporary me-
dia towards what being termed the “spatial
turn” (Eisenberg 2015) to describe an intellectual
movement that puts emphasis on place, space
and site in social science and the humanities.
The present time is conducive for these consid-
erations since Sound Studies has emerged and
rapidly established itself as a vibrant academic
discipline. A critical listening, informed inquiry
and in-depth analysis of the generally ignored
field of ambient sounds will do justice to the
pertinent discourses in Sound Studies. 

3 Roles of Ambient Sound in
Film and Media Art

For the last few years a major part of my re-
search revolves around the notion of “ambient
sound” or “ambience”.8 The broader interest is to
examine how ambient sound is practiced in the
methodology of filmmaking and media produc-
tion. The specific focus however lies in concep-
tualizing the processes of (re)constructing the
presence of a site by means of ambient sounds,

8 See ongoing project Audible Absence (Chattopadhyay, 2016)

recorded from the site. As explained above, am-
bient sounds used in the narration directly relate
to the sites depicted on the screen to project a
diegetic space9, but the relationship between
the site and sound is constructed according to
the craft of the sound practitioners in terms of
what they intend to suggest in order to enhance
the auditory setting of the narrative. It is there-
fore necessary to understand the specific roles
of ambient sounds in film and media (art) pro-
duction as the primary question driving the re-
search in this paper.

Let us first consider the role of ambient sound
in the films. Since a substantial amount of
sound production scholarship is based on the
historical development and analysis of film
sound, a clearer picture of the context of the pa-
per can be drawn by beginning with an explora-
tion of ambient sound in film. It is my primary
assumption that film sound practitioners choose
to use the layers of ambient sound among a
multitude of other recorded sound components,
incorporating them in the strategy of narration in
such a way that they produce a spatial realiza-
tion of a presence of the site in the diegetic
world. The absence or relative inclusion of ambi-
ent sound in the sound organization determines
qualitative degrees and intensities of the site’s
presence. 

Scholars of film sound production point to-
ward the spatial, enveloping properties of ambi-
e n t s o u n d . Ta k e fo r ex a m p l e D a v i d
Sonnenschein, who suggests that ambient
sound can “create a space within which the
audience can be enveloped” (Sonnenschein,
2001: 47). No wonder, emphasizing the atmo-
spheric properties, Béla Balázs proclaimed that
it is ambient sound’s business to reveal the
acoustic environment— the landscape that we
experience everyday. He called the acoustic en-
vironment the "intimate whispering of the
nature” (Balázs, 1985: 116). Theories of spatial
cognition also suggest that site-specific environ-
mental and ambient sounds can reinforce spatial
aspects of perception “focusing primarily on
9 In film and media works, the term "diegetic" typically refers 

to the internal world created by the story that the 
characters themselves experience and encounter, the 
narrative "space" that includes all the components of the 
story-world, both those that are and those that are not 
actually depicted on the screen.
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perception of sound-source direction” (Waller
and Nadel, 2013: 83). These varied perspectives
inform us how ambient sounds provide depth
and a spatial dimension to a particular filmic se-
quence by establishing conducive environments
to elicit the cognitive association between the
auditor and the site in the diegesis, reinforcing
“the impression of reality” (Percherron, 1980:
17) in the narration. In film sound production,
the organization and design of ambient sound
completes the perception of reality in terms of
direction and localization, enabling the audience
members to relate to the specifics of a site’s
sonic environment in the interior world of a film.
Sound production scholar Tomlinson Holman
states that “ambience most typically consists of
more or less continuous sound, often with a
low-frequency emphasis we associate with
background noise of spaces” (Holman, 1997:
177). Holman further informs us that there are
various kinds of ambient sounds used in film
sound production: they can vary from the char-
acteristic natural environmental sounds of a
given outdoor site to the indoor “room tone”.
Room tone is the low-frequency ambient sound
of an indoor space in which all the actors are si-
lent; it is the sonic layer that is significantly cap-
able of carrying the characteristic details of a
particular indoor location. In this connection,
Holman suggests that, “ambience most typic-
ally consists of more or less continuous sound,
often with a low-frequency emphasis we associ-
ate with background noise of spaces” (Holman,
1997: 177). The advent of digital recording
makes it possible to record and re-present a
deep layer of low-frequency sounds (Kerins,
2011). Earlier recording media, analogue optical
film and analogue magnetic tapes, with their
limited dynamic range were less capable of cap-
turing the full spectrum of locative ambient
sounds, such as the elusive layer of a room
tone. This low frequency content such as room
tone and rumbles in digitally recorded ambient
sound layers arguably contributes to the sense
of embodiment. An embodied experience of
sound in the cinema is provided by site-specific
bodily perceptible location recording of ambient
sounds in their spatial organization proliferated
by full-frequency multi-track digital audio record-
ing and multi-channel surround sound design. As
rightly argued by sound production scholar Mark
Kerins (2006, 2011), this sense of embodiment

through bodily perceptible low frequency
sounds finds prominence in the digital realm of
sound production – an important aspect for
sound design practices where this capacity is
termed “adding body to the sound”.10 The
concept of embodiment draws from phenomen-
ology of sonic perception. Maurice Merleau-
Ponty has argued that perception is the product
of a multisensory relationship between the indi-
vidual’s “body” and its surroundings as a whole
(2005). Don Ihde resonated with similar claims:
“I do not merely hear with my ears, I hear with
my whole body” (Ihde, 2007: 44) substantiating
embodiment as a useful concept in discussing
ambient sound. 

The notions of presence and embodiment as
drawn from Sound Studies, may be quite relev-
ant while discussing ambient sounds in the con-
text of sound art. However, in sound art the
functional aspects of ambient sound are often
dissolved to embrace the artistic imagination
and transformation. The “ambient” in “ambient
sound” often relates to a loosely environmental
and a rather vague understanding of atmo-
sphere (Böhme, 1993). Likewise, sound artist
and theorist Seth Kim-Cohen in his book Against
Ambience (2013) would diagnose the art world’s
recent fascination with ambience. Here “ambi-
ence” is understood as the soothing atmo-
spheric or environmental sounds prevailing in
contemporary sound art exhibition contexts lack-
ing critical and conceptual rigor as Kim-Cohen ar-
gues. These later perspectives however do not
consider the site-specific evidences provided by
ambient sound in any work of sound production
to stimulate a sense of presence and embodi-
ment. 

From a positioning of a sound artist and practi-
tioner myself, I make a counter-argument here,
that in field recording-based sound art the mi-
metic11 representation of a site in the form of
ambient, environmental and natural sounds

10 Referring to interviews I conducted with the many 
renowned sound designers, production mixing specialists, 
mixing engineers, re-recordists, sound editors and location 
sound recordists in the context of the project Audible 
Absence (2016)

11 Opposed to the basic tenets of diegesis, i.e. narration and 
depiction, “mimesis” as a concept suggests imitation or 
representation (Kassabian, 2013; Weiss, 2011). 
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tends to develop more into unrestrained, idio-
syncratic, playful, and often subjective, con-
structs. These constructs, as I reflect while crit-
ically listening to my own artworks, are typically
a result of intricate interplays between recogni-
tion of the site and its abstraction in the com-
positional stages, utilizing the ambient sounds
extensively recorded on the field as composi-
tional ingredients or raw materials. Field record-
ing-based sound artworks often transcend the
Schaferean notion of the soundscape. These
works neither give substantial importance to un-
derscoring stereotypical “soundmarks” of the
site, nor do they intend to enhance the “ecolo-
gical” discourse of differentiating between “lo-
fi” and “hi-fi” environments. These works, in my
assumption, encourage a rather subjective inter-
action with the site. As Brandon LaBelle articu-
lates, “artistic production is but a mirror of the
artist’s own image: mimesis depicting interior
states, psychological anxieties, euphoric hopes,
and ecstatic dreams. Art represents life at its
most poignant, its most dramatic, and its most
memorable” (LaBelle, 2006: 212). The artist’s
own image of the site as derived from the inter-
action with the site while doing field recording
frames the selfhood to be inscribed in these
sound artworks. The artist’s subjectivity also re-
flects in the way these works are “composed.”
The interviews with field recording artists in the
book In the Field: The Art of Field Recording
(2013) reveal the current discourse on field re-
cording as an artistic practice. The discourse re-
veals and contributes to a larger debate
between a "realistic presentation" and an artistic
intervention, transformation, mediation and ma-
nipulation of sound. This tension often chal-
lenges and dictates the artistic decision as to
whether field recording in its presentation as a
composition should be processed or presented
in its raw form, that is, with as little post-produc-
tion editing as possible. This decision largely de-
pends on the artist's intentions in approaching a
specific site as a subject of artistic intervention
and aesthetic transformation. Many listeners
and artists alike tend to appreciate works that
are unprocessed. Likewise, the deliberate
choice of medium and methodology for particu-
lar recordings may contribute to a perceived
compositional structure without the need for
artistic transformation. Needless to say, this
choice of preserving the rawness of sound ma-

terials for the potential listener’s interpretation
essentially arises from a preference for “purity”
in the artist’s sonic sensibility. Taking part in this
debate, I argue that the choice of method largely
depends on the desired intervention of the artist
to produce a certain narrative of the site. In
most cases, the site-specificity of the recorded
sounds are deliberately altered by further com-
positional mediations, be they entirely based on
recording or involving studio processing. How-
ever, I show that sound artworks that go
through artistic transformation via compositional
mediations using sound recording and spatializa-
tion techniques might appeal to a wider range of
engaged listeners than a purely documentary
approach of field recording would do. Through
artistic interventions and transformations, sites
are rendered in intimate, and thoroughly nu-
anced ways. 

I would like to point out here how the dis-
course of “acoustic ecology” becomes recon-
figured in the shift from ambient sounds recor-
ded at the site to the production of what is
termed “soundscape composition,” taking a
point of departure from a Schaferean termino-
logy of the soundscape (Kelman, 2010) and un-
derscoring artistic freedom and aesthetic sens-
ibilities. Using this particular term to denote
compositions developed from field recordings,
Sound Studies scholar Joanna Demers argues
that field recordings as “audio footage ties a
soundscape composition to the ecological, so-
cial, historical, or cultural dynamics of a specific
location, which both personalizes and politicizes
the act of listening” (Demers, 2010: 120). What
she means is that the material layers of ambient
sound collected through field recording from a
particular site always also carry some docu-
mentary evidence. The composition also allows
the listener to co-create the way the site is per-
ceived. To give the listener a fertile space or
open-ended situation in which to listen in an en-
gaged, embodied, and subjective way, the artist
might choose to intervene in and artistically
transform the field recordings in such a way that
they would be considered artwork rather than
pure documentary.

This capacity of ambient sounds to provide
site-specific evidence in sound art does not dif-
fer from that of ambient sounds in film produc-
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tion, but what is unique is a distancing from an
ontologically-driven approach to a site, weaving
it, rather, into an ambivalent reproduction that is
open to multiple contingent interpretations “by
bringing place out of place and toward another”
(LaBelle, 2006: 213). It is no surprise that De-
mers finds sound in an artistic context “a tantal-
izing phenomenon that simultaneously discloses
and hides a great deal about its origin” (Demers,
2010: 115). To substantiate my explanation of
why I believe artists prefer to avoid presenting
field recordings as purely documentary works, I
refer here to John Drever’s essay “Soundscape
Composition: The Convergence of Ethnography
and Acousmatic Music” (2002). In this essay,
Drever describes “soundscape composition” as
the juxtaposition of site-specific ethnography
and musical composition, incorporating ambient
sound as its key ingredient. This articulation
takes into account the aspects of convergence
between the site-based evidence embedded in
the field recording and the sonic abstraction
brought about in the artistic practice of record-
ing and/or composing. Both Demers and Dre-
ver's formulations depart from the Schaferean
notion of the “soundscape,” embedded within
environmental and ecological perspectives of
rural and urban sites, in order to embrace the
artistic possibilities of field recording. 

4 Case studies: Indian films and
sound artworks

Indian cinema is notorious for producing typ-
ical sound experiences that are based on an
overwhelming use of “song and dance” se-
quences whereby careful incorporation and at-
tentive organization of sounds are generally ig-
nored in the narrative strategy (Rajadhyaksha,
2007; Gopalan, 2002). There are indeed many
examples from popular Indian films that have
kept mindful sound design at bay, mostly creat-
ing a loud and high-pitch auditory setting to
provide a remote and imaginary cinematic land-
scape. Challenging this popular preconception
about Indian cinema in the larger public, in this
paper I intend to show that this generalized per-
ception of Indian cinema could be erroneous if
we consider the historical trajectories of sound
production as opposed to exporting an essential-
ist typecast. The advent of digital technology in-

deed makes it possible to incorporate rich layers
of prominent sound components, namely ambi-
ence, in the production scheme of sound organ-
ization in the current breeds of Indian films
made in the digital realm. There is a new breed
of Indian films that methodologically distance it-
self away from the popular mainstream Indian
cinema known for its typical narrative tropes of
the spectacular but escapist song-and-dance ex-
travaganza. This new breed of Indian films cap-
tures an immersive immediate reality of con-
temporary India (Chattopadhyay, 2016). In my
previous research (2013, 2014, 2015, 2016) I
have indicated a major spatial shift within Indian
cinema, marked by the proliferation of a new
trend, with audiences increasingly feeling a
need to relate to the convincingly real and be-
lievable sites within the constructed film space
as a diegetic universe. A number of recent films
such as Asha Jaoar Majhe (Labour of Love,
Aditya Vikram Sengupta, 2014), Court (Chaitanya
Tamhane, 2014), Masaan (Fly Away Solo, Neeraj
Ghaywan, 2015), and Killa (The Fort, Avinash
Arun, 2015) do not rely on the music, or practic-
ally do away with it, using instead a reduced
amount of dialogue (or no dialogue, as with
films like Asha Jaoar Majhe) in the narration.
These films are packed with rich layers of ambi-
ent sounds: street noises, car horns, tram bells,
voices of street hawkers, cats meowing and
crows cawing, background radio’s news an-
nouncement, and other recognizable mundane
ambiences that are present in the everyday life
of India. Due to this careful inclusion and elabor-
ate spatial organization of ambient sounds,
these films have a "gritty documentary feel" to
them, marked by an immersive immediate real-
ism that stands strongly in contrast to the typ-
ical song-and-dance films from the conventional
Bollywood. These independent films represent a
renewed sense of situated-ness in everyday life,
meticulously portraying ordinary sites known
through a lived experience in contemporary In-
dia with its emerging urban spaces and trans-
forming rural hinterlands. Due to their narrative
strategies, these sites become another charac-
ter within the diegetic narrative, contributing a
resounding presence of the site in the film
space. Take for example a typically commercial
film, Highway (Imtiaz Ali, 2014). Even such a
commercial film incorporates a deep layer of
ambient sounds from various sites of northern
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India through which the two characters travel.
These sites become significantly audible
throughout the first half of the film. As informed
by the sound designer of the film Resul Pook-
utty, these layers were all collected through the
technique of digital multi-track sync sound re-
cording and multi-channel surround sound
design, now becoming standards in Indian film
production. The emerging spatial sensibility in
the digital realm’s sound production becomes
apparent in the way contemporary Indian
cinema incorporates the proliferation of ambient
sounds that play out in the mind of the audience
a believable topography relatively closer to the
lived experience of place. The use of ambient
sound via the intricate digital surround spatializa-
tion12 of these sonic layers produces an en-
hanced sited experience of sound. It is no sur-
prise that the current breed of Indian films,
made with digital technologies, compels the
audience to utilize their sensorial and ambient or
environmental faculties of listening. This new
realm of sound production supports the emer-
gence of an embodied experience of the site.
However, there are industry norms and regula-
tions firmly in place now allowing the practi-
tioner’s individual artistry to flourish seamlessly.
In Highway the two protagonists (the abducted
girl and her fugitive captor) travel through many
cities and small towns and rural hinterlands of
north India in a truck, staying in hidden places
for a few days before running away. Every place
is established with a certain “soundmark” spe-
cific to the site. A place in the state of Ra-
jasthan, in north India, for example, is narrated
through the distant and proximate calls of the
Peacock, since Rajasthan is well known home
for a wide variety of Peacocks. This tendency to
underline a particular sound, often at the ex-
pense of many other ambient sounds emanating
from the specific sites and their vibrant environ-
ments, serves as a kind of sonic “compensa-
tion” for the noise reduction and editing of sync
sounds in the post-production. These “indus-
trial” norms, rules and regulations embedded in

12 In multichannel experimental soundscape composition and 
electro-acoustic music creation, production and 
performance, the term “spatialization” is increasingly used 
to denote diffusion of sound in space. The origin of the term
can be found in the English translation of the French term 
“l'espace,” introduced by Henri Lefebvre (1974) with 
reference to sociocultural perception and cognition of 
geographical space.

the film industry’s sound production practices
hinders the practitioner in applying a more
artistic approach that might further enrich the
sound experience offered by the film. 

On the other hand, sound works produced
from similar sites in India use ambient sound
with playful and transformative intervention of
the artist. I mention two works:

Elegy for Bangalore (2013) is a soundscape
composition for stereo and multi-channel
format, premiered at Klangkunst, Deutschlandra-
dio, Berlin and released by Gruenrekorder on
CD. Stemming from the sound/video installa-
tion-project Eye Contact with the City (2010 –
2013) the result of an artists’ residency in Ban-
galore, the primary materials used in the installa-
tion are extensive field recordings made at vari-
ous construction sites of Bangalore and re-
trieved sounds from archival reel-to-reel tapes
found at the city’s flea markets. The repository
of field recordings and other audio materials
eventually took the form of this elegiac composi-
tion during a subsequent artist residency at the
School of Music, Bangor University, in 2011. 

Decomposing Landscape (2015) is an award-
winning sound work that offers in-depth listen-
ing to the transfiguration of rural landscapes in
India, undergoing environmental decay and de-
struction. Using field recordings made on the
site, and diffusing sound in a third-order
Ambisonics B-format, the work is an exclusively
multi-channel sound composition. The work has
been developed through a meticulous collection
of ambient sounds from an SEZ (Special Eco-
nomic Zone) in India during extensive fieldworks
over several years. The collection has been form-
ing a digital archive that was instrumental in real-
izing the work, which was composed, mixed and
produced at ICST, Zurich University of the Arts,
during an artist residency in 2014. The work has
been released in 2015 by Touch (UK) as both Bin-
aural and Ambisonics mixes.

5 Reflective analysis and further
commentary

In the two sound artworks cited, the tension
between site-specific evidence and composi-
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tional abstraction engages the attention of audi-
ence in inclusive and often playful ways. Take for
example my work Elegy for Bangalore (2013),
which has been based on field recordings made
at various metro construction sites in Bangalore.
Materials of the piece also included retrieved au-
dio from old reel-to-reel tapes found at a city’s
flea market. This extensive repository of field re-
cordings and other audio materials eventually
took the form of an elegiac composition, infused
with random recordings gathered through sonic
drifting and reflecting the perceived longing of
the past prevalent in the rapidly modernizing
urbanization of India. The work creates a concep-
tual, practical, and methodological premise for
in-depth listening to the passage of time and of-
fers a psychogeographic reflection on emergent
urban sites in India, with their chaotic, noisy, and
hybridized sonic environments, many of which
are often absent in Indian films. The artistic
methodology involving psychogeographic drifting
helped me to shape the general outer appear-
ances of the city that had become registered in
my mind as a personified construct. Emphasiz-
ing a subjective and adaptive auditory percep-
tion, Elegy for Bangalore suggests a kind of apt
ethnographic methodology for listening to a
noisy Indian city by engaging with the mul-
tilayered ambience and for composing a “truth-
ful” and nuanced sonic portrayal of the city as
opposed to a functional and controlled use of
ambient sound in Indian films.

Take, for comparison, the example of an In-
dian film, shot also in Bangalore during the
same period when recordings for Elegy for Ban-
galore were made, Gori Tere Pyaar Mein (In Your
Love O Lady, Punit Malhotra, 2013). The loca-
tions – such as street corners, restaurants, and
airports depicted in the story-world – are depic-
ted with fewer sonic details than necessary for
an inclusive and thorough understanding of
these urban sites and their auditory characters.
Although shot with sync sound technique, the
sonic quality of Bangalore as a site has been
practically erased within the filmic space. 

These examples show that both film sound
and field recording-based sound art utilize re-
cordings of sound from particular sites and use
similar technological tools and equipment. There
are, however, fundamental differences in their

approaches to the utilization of ambient sounds.
This difference of approach stems from the
structures of functionality and storytelling within
which sound is deployed in cinema as a narrat-
ive component. In many occasions, the dense
and noisy parts of the ambient sound recordings
are controlled and sanitized through editing and
advanced noise reduction to provide “cleaner”
sonic textures, whereby more “aestheticized”
and rather sterilized accounts of the sites are
heard. This compulsion for achieving clarity in
the cinematic soundscape leads the sound prac-
titioner to often employ easy and obvious
“soundmarks” instead of accurately capturing
and rendering the complete ambience of the
sites. This tendency toward highlighting a ste-
reotypical sound, often at the expense of the
many other ambient sounds emanating from a
specific site, is meant to balance out the noise
reduction and editing of digital sync sounds dur-
ing post-production. These “industrial” norms,
practical rules and regulations embedded in the
essentially “functional” aspects of film sound
production often tend to hinder the artistic po-
tential of the sound practitioner and often fails to
further enrich the film’s spatial features. 

In the light of (more or less recent) historical
developments in sound production and looking
towards a future scenario, this paper instigates a
reconsideration of the concept of “presence”
precipitated by the practice of ambient sound in
film and sound art as the mediated construction
of reality. Reading these trajectories of under-
standing presence, one primary theme
emerges, namely a contribution to the sense of
embodied experience through a perceived no-
tion of realism. This sense of embodiment eli-
cited by this perceived realism is a literal transla-
tion of stepping into a site “present” through its
acoustic elements. Through the use of sync
sound recording and surround design in the di-
gital realm of cinema, similar to any other aug-
mented digital media environment, “spatial
presence” is produced to the degree to which
an audience “feels that the mediated environ-
ment and the objects within the environment
that surrounds him or her is real to the extent
that the environment responds realistically"
(Ahn, 2011: 25). Looking through the lenses of
sound art, the presence of a site in Indian
cinema emerges in terms of a functional ap-
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proach in mimetically (re)presenting sound’s in-
herent site-specificity. Presence is, therefore, of-
ten “manufactured,” technically crafted and/or
constructed, rather than being an immediate,
sensitive, and direct exploration of the many lay-
ers of the “real” India and its nebulous but won-
derful sites. In sound art, conversely, the artist
has the likelihood to intervene more intimately
and render a rather nuanced account of the site.
Therefore, the possibility of multiple interpreta-
tions of these works in a more open-ended way
leads to a condition of a “poetic presence”. Like-
wise, in my sound artworks, similar to many
other field recording artists, capturing the real or
constructing the presence of the real is not the
primary aim, but, as Christoph Cox notes in gen-
eral on post-Cagian sound art, my field recording
"offers […] an aural opening onto a region of this
sound" (Cox, 2009: 23). The works foreground
the “background” by framing, accentuating (La-
Belle, 2006), or amplifying (Cox, 2009) the “real”
to trigger fertile imagination and a ground for the
listener to participate.

Conclusion

Ambient sound can be defined as the site-
specific background sound component that
provides locational atmosphere and spatial in-
formation in film and media art production. Am-
bient sound is generally the primary material in
the hand of the sound artist and practitioners to
sculpt the sense of presence and embodied ex-
perience of a site within the interior world of a
sound work. There is a formidable absence of
the subtler actualities of the sites in the Indian
films by way of a functional but controlled use of
ambient sounds. The apparent intensification of
presence in contemporary Indian cinema is
largely artificial and constructed. In sound art,
conversely, the artist has the likelihood to inter-
vene more intimately and render a rather nu-
anced and more inclusive account of a site by
playful practices of field recordings with ambient
sound. This comparative study intends to sug-
gest that filmmakers and media producers
should have some responsibility while projecting
site-specific reality, and practitioners need to be
more connected to the reality they portray and
narrate in their works.   
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6.

Abstract. The development of twentieth-century vinyl
recordings and the contemporary MP3 culture have
profoundly transformed the processes of memorization,
recording, dissemination, reproduction and reception of
music. In order to investigate the narratives that are
created in these settings, in their constructions of
memory and history, the sound studies field requires a
new conceptual, methodological, institutional and dis-
cursive approach. The concepts of “disputed memory”
and “equivalent memory” were developed in order to
diagnose and systematize these challenges and to try
to shed light on some aspects of this new conceptual
scenario.

Keywords: memory, history, music, collection, vinyl,
mp3

There is a long-standing tradition of pleasure
and obsession being central to the collecting of
musical registers, and these appear to be the
defining aspects in the creation of sound
archives, constructed within different perspect-
ives on memory, history and forgetting. Let us
consider two cases that illustrate a few similarit-
ies and many differences between the practices
and habits of the analogue and digital worlds1 re-
garding the creation, dissemination and preser-
vation of sounds:

1. Almirante was one of the most important
collectors and organisers of a specific kind of
memory of Brazilian popular music from the
analogue world.2 From the late 1930s until 1958,
Henrique Foréis Domingues, known as Almir-
ante (‘the Admiral’), was at the helm of a series
of radio programmes whose aim was to present
to the listeners “the good and true” Brazilian
music, but without establishing clear boundaries
between rural and urban popular cultures. He
used to say: “I make use of the radio to take to
listeners all over Brazil what Brazil has most vis-
cerally of its own”.3 Based on these principles,

1 On the concepts of analogue and digital, see Lévy 
(1999: 21–30).

2 The narrative that follows in this paragraph is based on Mor-
aes & Machado (2013).

3 Cited in Moraes & Machado (2013: 294).

Almirante designed and created dozens of pro-
grammes that broadcast via several radio sta-
tions in Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo, but which
had national reach. By means of radio broad-
casts, he exalted artists, consecrated key dates,
clarified events, periodising and organizing them
in a particular diachrony and thematic narrative.
His programmes were based on extensive re-
search and were carefully scripted, giving rise to
his vast personal archive, which would go on to
become a landmark resource for researchers. In
1965 his archive was sold to the Guanabara
state government (today the state of Rio de
Janeiro) and incorporated into the Museu da Im-
agem e do Som do Rio de Janeiro (Museum of
Image and Sound of Rio de Janeiro - MIS/RJ).
Soon after, the phonographic archive of the
journalist Lúcio Rangel, containing approxim-
ately 16 thousand 78-RPM records, was also
bought by the museum’s management. Thus the
first institutional archive containing part of the
memory of 20th-century popular and urban mu-
sical culture was created. Almirante remained
the curator of the entire archive, and since then
it has experienced diverse difficulties and prob-
lems in organizing its collection and keeping it
alive, a situation that persists to the present day.

2. Kenneth Goldsmith is currently the largest
collector and organiser of avant-garde audio-
visual production available in the digital world.
Professor of Contemporary Writing at the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania (USA), in 1996 Goldsmith
c r e a t e d t h e p r o j e c t “ U b u W e b ”
(http://www.ubuweb.com), bringing together in
his website a staggering collection of images,
vocal recordings and videos, amongst other me-
dia, by creators and critics from the period of so-
called modern art and avant-garde experimenta-
tion, such as James Joyce, Samuel Beckett,
Theodor Adorno, Jean Cocteau, Roland Barthes,
Luciano Berio and John Cage. Between 1995
and 2010 Kenny G., as he is known in the radio
world, hosted programmes on WFMU (The New

SONOLOGIA 2016 – OUT OF PHASE                                       www .eca.usp.br/sonologia                                                            111               

10. Between vinyl and mp3: music and memory

Cacá Machado
Departamento de Música do Instituto de Artes da Unicamp/Department of Music, Institute of the

Arts, University of Campinas (Unicamp), Brazil - cacamachado@iar.unicamp.br



Jersey-based freeform radio station), in which
he presented an extension of his work as a pro-
fessor, writer and editor of the “Ubu Web” pro-
ject. The origins of his immense archive lie in his
obsession with collecting: 

My grandfather’s collection made me into a 
collector. But since he did books, I did records. 
It began with The Beatles when I was a kid. 
When I was a teenager, I loved Black Sabbath 
and sold all my Beatles records. When I became
a hippy I loved the Grateful Dead and sold all my
Black Sabbath records. When I became a punk, 
I loved the Sex Pistols and sold all my Grateful 
Dead records. When I became an avant-gardist, 
I loved John Cage and sold all my Sex Pistols 
records. I never sold my John Cage records but 
eventually I bought back all my Beatles, Black 
Sabbath, Grateful Dead and Sex Pistols records.
I learned late in the game that a collector should
never sell anything, for all acquisitions 
constitute a personal history, a way to trace 
one’s intellectual life. (Ràdio Web Macba, 2012)

The UbuWeb website is where Goldsmith
pushes the boundaries of copyright law by freely
sharing files. The website gives free and univer-
sal access to works which had “disappeared” or
were exclusively collectors’ items, the contents
of which were restricted to a private sphere.
Permission for use is only negotiated on a case-
by-case basis when the creators (or their repres-
entatives) demand it. In 2011 the website was
attacked by hackers, remaining down for a few
days, which led Goldsmith to transfer his pro-
viders to Mexico (Conde, 2011: 1).

Analogue-digital

In contemporary Brazil, a project similar to
Kenneth Goldsmith’s, but on a much smaller
scale, is that of the blog Um que tenha (UQT),
managed by Fulano Sicrano (the hacker persona
of its unknown creator). In the last decade, this
blog has become a reference point for research-
ing and sharing on the Internet Brazilian com-
mercial popular music from the late 1960s until
current releases. UQT behaves like a huge data-
base organised only in an alphabetical list, based
on personal choice, namely its creator’s tastes.
At the beginning of 2012, the blog went down
leaving its users suddenly without access to its
archive. This block was imposed by the blog’s

server, the company Rapidshare, for infringe-
ment of current Brazilian laws that prohibit the
reproduction of musical works without the prior
authorisation of the copyright holders (in this
case, major record companies like Universal and
Sony). The entire collection was “lost”. But the
site returned, again challenging the law, because
Fulano Sicrano had made a partial backup on a
hard disk, and its users were asked to help in
the reconstruction of the blog by re-sharing the
MP3 files that they had downloaded.4

Toing and froing, these files had possibly been
enjoyed by audiophiles, or had been used to cre-
ate mashups and remixes, or had perhaps even
been re-organised on a pen drive as a gift for
someone. This intense exchange traffic is a com-
mon practice in this sphere, which has conven-
tionally come to be known as “digital culture”
(Savazoni & Cohn, 2009: 67).

It is clear that the practice of creating and ex-
changing music collections is nothing new or
specific to our generation. As we saw with the
example of Almirante, collecting music is a cul-
tural legacy from the gramophone record world.
Freud noted this at the time when sound record-
ing equipment was becoming popular, in Civiliz-
ation and its Discontents (1930), when he recog-
nised that the gramophone record kept the
“fleeting auditory impressions of man” that,
“are at bottom […] materializations of the power
he possesses of recollection, his memory”
(Freud, 2001: 33). Following over a century of
sound creations and records of the most differ-
ent aesthetic interests and results, we have
grown accustomed to “materializing” our audit-
ory memory in the form of physical resources.
We select, organise and keep vinyl records in
personal collections or institutional archives as
the world’s musical memory or history. Con-
sequently a culture of the phonograph record
has been created that, as Lorenzo Mammí ob-
served: “was no longer just another sound: it
was a world in which different languages were
competing with each other, a system of codes,
a template for life” (Mammì, 2014: 2).5

4 When consulted on 15 July e 2014, the website www.um-
quetenha.org was once again down.

5 Before Mammí, the sociologist Márcia Tosta Dias (2012) de-
veloped a similar argument. For more in-depth research into
this topic, see the work of the historian Sophie Maison-
neuve (2009). Adorno wrote two important articles (Adorno,
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Throughout the 20th century the gramophone
record became an important document for aca-
demic research in the areas of musicology (mu-
sic), especially in the subfield of ethnomusico-
logy, of cultural studies (sociology/anthropology)
and of cultural history (history).6 As the eth-
nomusicologist Samuel Araújo has commented,
phonographic archives “began, in some ways, to
represent for music that had no written form
what manuscript archives represented for 19th-
century classical music” (Araújo, 2008: 43). For
cultural historians, music and sounds preserved
on disc opened up a vast field of research that
entailed the adoption of a new theoretical-meth-
odological approach regarding how they were in-
corporated and treated (Moraes & Saliba,
2010: 11).

In Brazil the record collections of some tena-
cious researchers served as a material founda-
tion for the construction of narratives about the
history of Brazilian music. The most eloquent
and complex cases are, undoubtedly, those of
Mário de Andrade and José Ramos Tinhorão, but
the researcher Humberto Franceschi and, as we
have seen, Almirante also created, on a different
scale, their own narratives (Moraes & Saliba,
2010: 277–304). I have intentionally picked out
these four names because their collections be-
came institutional ones, different from so many
other collectors, who kept or even still keep
their collections within the private domain. It
was during the 1960s that Mário de Andrade
and Almirante saw their collections incorporated
into public institutions, the Institute of Brazilian
Studies at the University of São Paulo (IEB/USP
in 1968) and the MIS/RJ (in 1965), respectively,
and in the late 1990s, Tinhorão and Franceschi’s
collections were acquired by the Instituto Mor-
eira Salles (Moreira Salles Institute - IMS), a
private institution. In spite of the public or
private nature of these institutions (a subject
that is not the focus of these discussions, al-
though it is important to recognise its relevance
for understanding the wider processes of insti-
tutionalisation within Brazilian culture), what
took place in these cases was the transforma-

1990a; 1990b) on this subject (thank you to Márcia Tosta 
Dias for this observation).

6 Cf. Center for the History and Analysis of Recorded Music –
Charm (www.charm.rhul.ac.uk).

tion of archives amassed and preserved as per-
sonal memories (both individual and collective,
according to Maurice Halbwachs, 1968) into in-
stitutional and therefore “historical” documents.

However, we cannot lose sight of the fact that
the processes of construction or invention of
memory and of history often undergo what
Michel de Certeau defined as the creation of
“strategic discourses” and “guerrilla tactics”
(Certeau, 1993: 46–47). There two are drawn in
opposition to each other, undoubtedly, but are
complementary from a wider point of view. The
former has institutional bases and is supported
above all by written documentation so that the
discourses of memory and history take on a he-
gemonic position, often as the voice of the
State, whereas the latter are created in the field
of non-lettered experiences, involving oral trans-
mission, or generically traditional ones.

 
De Certeau’s parameters are also thought pro-

voking in relation to the processes of creating
musical archives in 20th-century Brazil and the
outlook for the 21st century. Beyond the tech-
nical issues involved, institutionalising a collec-
tion of sheet music or vinyl records means in-
venting memory. In this sense, from Mário de
Andrade’s modernist project of inventing and
preserving Brazilian musical culture, to 20th-cen-
tury record collectors, and the new issues raised
by digital music in the 21st century, it is still ne-
cessary to nuance and interpret the “strategic
discourses” and  “guerrilla tactics” through
which the memories and histories of music in
Brazil are created. 

Disputed memory – equivalent
memory

The experiences of the UQT blog is just one
of many such cases on the Internet, a realm that
virtually presents itself as a fluid, discontinuous
space that is highly unstable and in permanent
motion (Featherstone, 2000: 173). In a prelimin-
ary attempt to organise and analyse the natural
spread of Brazilian music collections and
archives, some more organised than others, that
appear and disappear on the Internet, it is pos-
sible to suggest an empirical mapping based on
De Certeau’s notions on “strategic discourses”
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and “guerrilla tactics”. From this perspective,
both the websites of private cultural institutions
(like the Instituto Moreira Salles and Itaú Cul-
tural, for example) and those of public institu-
tions (like the National Library of Rio de Janeiro,
the Joaquim Nabuco Foundation, the MIS/RJ
and the Museum of Image and Sound of São
Paulo - MIS/SP) have become the mouthpiece of
“strategic discourses” on the Internet. In turn
there must also be hundreds of websites or
blogs, like UQT, mouthpieces for “guerrilla tac-
tics”. Let us now take a closer look at this.

In the course of the 20th century, the main
concentrations of memory regarding Brazilian
music arose from individual and collective initiat-
ives. The State has always developed links with
that sphere subsequently, absorbing and expro-
priating several of these projects, transforming
them into museums, libraries and record
archives, as was the case with the Music and
Sound Archives Division of the National Library
(BN), the Oneyda Alvarenga Record Archive, and
the MIS/RJ. Even so, faced with the permanent
riches and multiplicity of the production of mu-
sical registers, and the  “urgency in protecting
and safeguarding them”, the actions taken by the
Brazilian State have been largely insignificant.

 
In these restricted circumstances, in the late

1980s two important cultural institutes arose
that were created directly or indirectly by major
financial corporations: the Itaú Cultural Institute
(1987), set up by the Banco Itaú bank, and the
Instituto Moreira Salles (1990), founded by the
Moreira Salles family, then owners of the Uni-
banco bank.7 Brazil’s re-democratisation process
and the opening up of the economy to global
capital also help explain the context of the emer-
gence of these institutes. Obviously detailed
analysis will reveal a more complex historical
process, but that is not the focus of this re-
search. In any case, from the 1990s onwards
these cultural institutions established a bench-
mark in terms of: a) preservation — with the
IMS coming to prominence as the leading insti-
tution focusing on investment in the creation
and digitisation of musical archives; and b) dis-
semination of contemporary Brazilian popular
music — with Itaú Cultural’s creation of the pro-
ject “Rumos musicais” (“Musical Directions”)
7 www.itaucultural.org.br e www.ims.com.br.

that aims to map the contemporary music
scene.8 At the same time as the creation of
these institutes, which to a certain extent were
responsible for institutionalising memory and
music archives, informal cultural practices and
relationships continued to proliferate in Brazilian
society. In this sense Michael de Certeau’s para-
meter of “guerrilla tactics” suggests an accur-
ate image to describe the dynamics of new pro-
jects promoted on the Internet by “digital col-
lectors-guerrillas”. 

As we know, the rapid technological evolution
and its immediate expansion in the first decade
of the 21st century were factors that determined
the expansion of this process. In that period
broadband Internet became widely available, at
the same time as equipment for digitising im-
ages, as well as audio and video material, be-
came accessibly priced. This made it possible for
music lovers to create sophisticated oases of
production in their homes – so-called home stu-
dios – (Lévy 1999: 140–141), something that
was previously only possible for professionals.
This immediately led to the staggering prolifera-
tion of blogs with digitised musical content in
MP3 format.  In reality, this practice is not all
that different from that of collectors during the
analogue era who kept their records and mag-
netic tapes in their homes, but with the major
difference that it is now possible to record a
much greater quantity of material, as well as to
give immediate access to it, and disseminate it
to a vast global public. Another very common
dynamic in the digital sphere is the formation of
personal collections created from other existing
collections available on the Internet, as if they
were meta-collections – collections made under
the “curatorship” of the individual who selected
material from the content of the Internet itself.
As will be discussed below, these meta-collec-
tions are the main selection dynamic of musical
memories on the Internet.

To summarise, digital collectors are currently
able, with incredible speed and at extremely low
cost, to publish their archives on the Internet. In
this respect, the tangle of blogs that connect to
each other has become the “guerrilla” camp of
music lovers/collectors. They thus create a large

8 http://novo.itaucultural.org.br/conheca/programa-rumos.
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mosaic formed from small thematic pieces: lov-
ers of jazz, classical music, rock, Brazilian MPB
and so on. Some of these have clearly chosen to
establish themselves as sources for historical
research and have created rigorous archives.

It is necessary to point out, however, that al-
though effective as more general interpretive
models, the notions of “strategy” and “guerrilla”,
when applied to the context of digital culture,
prove to be ambiguous. Because the Internet is
above all a horizontal navigational experience,
the infinite possibilities that present themselves
suggest to the user/researcher a certain experi-
ence that I will refer to here as equivalence, in
other words, the frontiers and boundaries
between personal music collections (“guerrilla”)
and institutional archives (“strategic”) are
clouded and confused in an environment in
which everything presents itself in a similar or
equivalent way.

 
In the analogue world, this was not the case,

since amateur music collectors only had access
to the records available on the market, and their
collections would only become public, as an
archive, if acquired by an institution. This means
that collecting a musical memory involved keep-
ing a physical object (records or magnetic tapes)
within the private sphere. On the other hand,
there was a clear distinction, a natural and intuit-
ive one, between vinyl records kept as personal
memories and those preserved by institutions.
The latter were clearly understood as “histor-
ical” documents, records that resulted from a
selection of history as official memory, whose
organisation and whose criteria for dissemina-
tion and access were defined and used by the
community of research “professionals”.

In the digital world, an everyday search is
enough to exemplify this cloudy terrain where
the “strategic” and the “guerrilla” find them-
selves. For an ordinary user who is looking for
Brazilian music files, the location, for example,
of the original recording by Orlando Silva of the
song Carinhoso, composed by Pixinguinha in
1917, and which acquired lyrics written by João
de Barro (Braguinha) in 1937, he or she would
probably begin with the leading internet search
engine: Google. Typing the key-words “Carin-
hoso, Orlando Silva, Pixinguinha”, this user

would be directed to blogs like UTQ or to
Brazilian music’s 300 important records, and, in
the latter case, would find the original recording
made in 1937 by Orlando Silva re-released on
CD by RCA/BMG in 1995.9 Another possibility is
that this user would be directed to the IMS
website. Once there, he or she would enter the
specific search system for the website’s own
archives, where he or she would quite easily
find the original 78-RPM recording by RCA,
made available as a digital archive in the data-
base of the Humberto Franceschi archive (the
vinyl record, furthermore, that was probably
used for the re-mastered CD available on the
previously mentioned blog. However, it is neces-
sary to bear in mind that the Google search en-
gine is based on an algorithmic calculation to
rank external occurrences, both quantitative and
“qualitative”, that link to a page (PageRank®).10

Consequently, the first search results produced
by this system will be those with the highest
level of incidence, in this case, blogs that, con-
nected to each other via recommendation links
and commentaries/messages (posts), attract a
greater flow of attention than institutional web-
sites, which receive less visits.

 
This example illustrates that both a personal

collection made available on a blog, and a “his-
torical” archive that is part of an institution, con-
stitute a place of equivalent memory in the
global, horizontal digital world. The perception of
equivalence is, in my opinion, the main point
of distinction with the analogue world, in which
memory is constructed in a permanent field of
dispute – whose theoretical tradition, with its
constructivist foundations, is aimed at a more
totalising historical narrative (Pollak, 1989).

In this respect, the traces of negotiation, or of
dispute, between concurrent individual and
collective memories are intimately linked to a
dynamic of creation, dissemination and preser-
vation of institutional collections and personal
archives (musical or not) that pre-date the Inter-
net era. The historian Robert Darnton has identi-
fied a similar dynamic in the context of the rela-

9 See http://300discos.wordpress.com/2009/03/04/027-
orlando-silva-o-cantor-das-multidoes-1995/. Retrieved on 15 
April 2014. 

10  It is therefore a Google trademark (Page et al., 1999). 
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tionship between processes of knowledge and
libraries: 

[...] to students in the 1950s, libraries looked 
like citadels of learning. [...] The knowledge 
came ordered into standard categories which 
could be pursued through a card catalogue and 
into the pages of the books. In colleges 
everywhere the library stood at the center of 
the campus. It was the most important building,
a temple set off by classical columns, where 
one read in silence. (Darnton 2009: 32) 

In the digital world of today, the historian re-
cognises a different dynamic of construction of
knowledge: 

[...] modern or postmodern students do most of
their research at computers in their rooms. To 
them, knowledge comes online, not in libraries. 
They know that libraries could never contain it 
all within their walls, because information is 
endless, extending everywhere on the Internet,
and to find it one needs a search engine, not a 
card catalogue. (Darnton 2009: 33)

The main Brazilian popular music archives
amassed in the 20th century, like that of the
MIS/RJ and the IMS, for example, were created
within a pre-Internet logic. Their archives are part
of the same world as the standard categories of
organisation and exhibition used by the libraries
cited by Darnton. Even in the case of the IMS,
where there is a pioneering project to create an
online database of sound recordings, its dy-
namic of occupying digital space is restricted to
the dissemination, via the Internet, of its ana-
logue collections, catalogued according to ana-
logue criteria of hierarchy. In reality, this is a vir-
tual mirror of what actually exists as tangible
material, the results, so to speak, of an inexor-
able process of changing media formats that
aims, above all, to make the material available
via a new technological medium. We know that
this involves a vast and complex operation, in
which technical concerns revolve around a de-
bate particular to the fields of information theory
and archival science about analogue-digital con-
versions, metadata, cataloguing criteria, main-
tenance, and so on.11 In other words, it is a de-
bate about changing media. However, the prin-
ciple of constructing and organising its archive is

11 Cf.  National Recording Preservation Board, 2012.

essentially analogue, the conservation of a col-
lective institutional memory created by the dis-
pute between individual memories, whose
traces, contemporary historians can follow and
interpret to thus form a totalising reading of a
historical process.

Institutional archives with these characterist-
ics, which allow for understandings that encom-
pass totalities, have not yet emerged within
and/or from Internet content itself. This is per-
haps because there has not yet been time,
given that the Internet has been in existence for
roughly thirty years, or because maybe the very
nature of the digital medium encourages other
dynamics of creation, dissemination and preser-
vation, a theory that I favour. Therefore it seems
to be in the spread of “digital-collectors-guerril-
las” that inhabit the daily life of the Internet that
the ins and outs of the disputes between
memories in the realm of digital culture are for-
mulated. But are they really disputes? Let us
now take a closer look to try to understand
these dynamics.

 
In the particular case of contemporary digital

culture that has grown up around music and
sound archives, I underline the beginning of
Kenneth Goldsmith’s interview. Asked about the
changes in musical language in the digital era,
he directs his answer to another aspect:

I don’t think that the change in music is only 
aesthetic, but about distribution. Nobody pays 
attention any more to what something is. The 
important thing is how it is being distributed. 
This is what is radical. Nobody pays attention to 
the content, but to how it is published. This is 
why the most important websites are not those
that create original content, but those that 
identify what is the best content. In the blog 
BoingBoing, for example, the editors don’t 
create anything, but they know how to identify 
what are the coolest things. So, who chooses 
becomes more powerful than the creators. 
People who know how to manage information 
and show you what’s the best. They are the real
artists of today. We all do this, because the 
digital archive is the new popular art. It is 
something we all do, we are all archivists now. 
(Goldsmith, 2011: 156)
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In essence, Goldsmith is describing a kind of
levelling out of individualised actions (original
creations) that, in their equivalences, appear to
form a homogenous group ruled by a logic of
distribution and redistribution ad infinitum. With
the enthusiastic guerrilla spirit of a militant, his
own words are confused with the object that he
is trying to analyse:

Your MP3 collection, your photos are your 
archives. You take care of them, organise and 
arrange them, remove things. We all do that, 
everyone. We have all become great archivists 
of photos, music, films and even gmail 
correspondence. It’s a crazy time. People spend
most of their day collecting: we move the file to
our machines, then we keep it in some folder or
other, then we send it to some people so that 
they can go to the file and download it. We 
share information and we re-tweet, re-blog etc. 
And via your influence in these networks, you 
become very powerful. The most interesting 
and relevant art is dealing with archives, with 
distribution, copyright, these issues. 
(Goldsmith, 2011: 157)

Despite the commitment of Goldsmith’s
words, what I believe to be important in this ac-
count is the recognition of an information culture
characterised by abundance and redundancy and
created via accumulation. This obsession with
collecting has already been identified as one of
the principal characteristics of the information
era (Castells, 1999).

Fausto Colombo, in a pioneering, visionary
study Gli archivi imperfetti, published in 1986, a
long time before the Internet took on the central
role in our lives that it occupies today, recog-
nised that we are living in an era obsessed by
memory – a veritable “passion for archiving”.12

The processes of equivalence in digital culture
heralded by Kenneth Goldsmith as “new” forms
of creation (music) and distribution (collections,
archives), take on another meaning if we look
through the memory lens developed in Fausto
Colombo’s study. In a surprisingly accurate syn-
thesis avant la lettre, Colombo hits the nail on

12 The importance of the archive in the 20th century as a 
focus for cultural studies comes from the philosophical 
tradition initiated by Michel Foucault in L’Archéologie du 
savoir (Foucault, 1969) and developed by Jacques Derrida in
Mal d’archive (Derrida, 1995), around ideas about units of 
memory, forgetting and power. 

the head in relation to our contemporary digital
experience:

The great social systems of memory — to 
which global memory is entrusted — are used 
by the individual, it is true, but not to recognise 
his or her own subjectivity. This task is 
entrusted prevailingly to the personal and 
private process of recording, which imitates the
social process, rejecting, however, the 
information and relationships that the latter 
entails. The paradox of current emphases, 
which consider the user to be the centre of a 
system of informational, televisual, computing 
and telematic networks, is that it has not 
understood that the user does not tend to 
interpret him- or herself as such, but rather as 
an amateur hoarder and archivist, for whom the 
importance of the information that s/he is able 
to amass does not lie in its power to inform the 
world, but in the possibility of finding pleasure 
in the act of social storing, creating a 
warehouse-album of memories that is his or her
own, and also autonomous, external, often 
useless, and yet reassuring, refuting the act of 
forgetting. (Colombo, 1991: 119–120)

In the particular context of this research about
music’s memory narratives, I believe that, in the
present-day scenario, almost thirty years after
Fausto Colombo’s study, the categories of mem-
orisation that he proposed could essentially be
understood as the following two notions: the re-
cord (analogue) and the processing (digital).
From this perspective, memorisation via record-
ing (the document) appears to translate very
well that vinyl record culture mentioned at the
beginning of this article, in which preserved
memory recorded on vinyl records became a re-
search trail based on different individual and/or
collective narratives in dispute over a totalising
understanding of the historical experience. On
the other land, memory via archiving (pro-
cessing) seems to express the logic of digital
culture centred on MP3, wherein the obsession
for collecting and archiving, in a constant state
of processing, suggests an experience equival-
ent to memory narratives. However, this does
not mean that these memories are useless, as
Colombo insinuated, but that they are incapable,
due to the neutrality of their disputes, to con-
struct narratives from a totalising perspective. 
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On mp3

Nowadays I do not think it is an exaggeration
to see MP3 as the replacement for the vinyl re-
cord culture. There is no doubt that it symbolises
a new era in the history of the creation, percep-
tion and reproduction of sounds. More than a
contemporary media format based on audio
compression, MP3 is linked to a new kind of cul-
tural, social and economic behaviour relating to
sounds in the 21st century, just as the record
was in the 20th century, as the historian Sophie
Maisonneuve has accurately described:

[...] from the talking machine to the record, from
the fascinating laboratory invention to the home
music medium, the history of the phonograph 
in the first half of the 20 th century is a complex 
and collective invention, in which the object is 
invented at the same time as its practices, in 
which the market is created together with the 
media and their uses. It is because of this triple 
innovation [technical, commercial and cultural] 
that the record and hedonistic domestic music-
listening have become what they are today: 
both transparent and omnipresent in everyday 
culture. At a time when this media is becoming 
history, overtaken by new media, it is not 
useless to re-examine its trajectory: it allows us
not only to assess the extent of that revolution 
in the last century, but also to better understand
the present context of new mutations taking 
place in the audiovisual realm today.  
(Maisonneuve, 2006: 31)

The abundance of information that digital cul-
ture has brought into the contemporary world is
most dramatically emblematised by MP3 tech-
nology: never has so much music been listened
to, created and shared. With its low resolution
and small size, MP3 is able to navigate the Inter-
net quickly and efficiently, crossing hundreds of
countries, each with their own local laws, licens-
ing agreements and policies. It is also clear that
as it travels, this small sound “package” trans-
forms and is transformed by those who create,
listen to and share music. Jonathan Sterne
writes:

MP3 is also an artefact in another sense. MP3 
is a crystalised collection of social and material 
relationships. It is an object that “works for” 
and is “worked by” a group of people, 
ideologies, technologies and other social and 

material elements. Those who have written on 
the traditions of the social construction of 
technology and the actor-network theory [...] 
have focused on the relationship between 
human and non-human actors in the contruction
of technologies, showing how they group 
together with what could be considered, in 
another way, as disparate elements. Cultural 
studies of technology have concerned 
themselves with more wide-ranging analyses 
and how technologies are involved in these 
contexts [...]. But all these approaches refer to 
the artefact-like nature of technologies such as 
MP3. They prompt us to consider MP3 as the 
result of social and technical processes, as 
opposed to something beyond that. 
[...] Even so, in most analyses, researchers treat
MP3 as an inanimate, mute object, which 
“impacts” on an industry, a social environment 
or a legal system. It is not unusual for texts on 
the subject to use the MP3 format as an 
obvious “given”, with little in-depth reflection on 
the topic, a requirement for addressing real 
legal and economic problems. At the same 
time, surprisingly, there has been little 
discussion about the aesthetic dimensions of 
MP3, whether understood as the experience of 
listening to MP3, the sound of MP3 itself, or 
the meanings that the MP3 format may have. 
(Sterne, 2010: 64–65)

In his study MP3, the meaning of a format
(Sterne, 2012a), Sterne develops this under-
standing of MP3 as an artefact, attempting to
provide a rough history of the “audibility” exper-
iences of the cultural relationships that surround
what he likes to call “container technology” — a
media technology developed to make use of
other media technologies, namely, a storage fa-
cility for sound recordings. Before focusing on
MP3, Sterne wrote a study of the “audibility” of
the past, The audible past: cultural origins of
sound reproduction (Sterne, 2003). Sterne thus
continues to delineate, with the collaboration of
other researchers, a field of study recognised in
the areas of ethnomusicology and cultural stud-
ies, in countries such as the USA, Canada and
the Netherlands, as Sound Studies.13

13 “Sound Studies is a name for the interdisciplinary ferment 
in the human sciences that takes sound as its analytical 
point of departure or arrival. By analyzing both sonic prac-
tices and the discourses and institutions that describes 
them, its redescribe what sound does in the human world, 
and what humans do in the sonic world” (Sterne, 2012b:2). 
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One area of debate regarding our understand-
ing of MP3 as an artefact has emerged around
the first issues that digital culture brought to the
fore about ideas of freedom, copyright, and a
particular notion of democracy based on univer-
sal access to the Internet. Eliane Costa summar-
ises the problems as follows: 

Based on the fact that technological systems 
are socially produced and social production is 
culturally structured, Castells considers that 
what can be called Internet culture reflects the 
culture of its creators, who being, 
simultaneously, its first users, reintroduced 
their practice into the technology that they 
created. This collaborative, self-sustaining 
culture, found in the early Internet, is the 
inspiration for many of the battles of a 
libertarian nature that are being fought today in 
cyberspace. (Costa, 2011: 96–97)

It is symptomatic that, in today’s economically
globalised world, the relationships between
sounds and the new digital culture have centred
most strongly, and prominently, on the eco-
nomic issues related to the property rights of
the musical works stored on MP3. In April 2011,
the Berkman Center for Internet and Society,
linked to the Harvard Law School in Cambridge,
Massachusetts, hosted the conference “Rethink
music” (www.rethink-music.com). The music in-
dustry in the digital world was the dominant
theme of the conference. The discussions, or-
ganised in the form of an article signed institu-
tionally by the Berkman Center,14 began by re-
cognising something already observed in other
areas of research into the impact of the Internet
on contemporary culture, namely that with the
spread of the use of information and communic-
ation technologies, new possibilities for access-
ing and producing knowledge had come into ex-
istence, challenging laws, business models and
public policies, such as they are presented
nowadays. Based on this observation, a re-
search/discussion agenda was proposed about:
1) sampling, mashups and the emergence of
the remix culture; 2) the relationship between
artists and digital music labels; 3) law, politics
and the distribution of digital music — sub-
themes: 3.1) rights regarding public perform-
ance and sound recordings in digital media; 3.2)
collective licencings, like Creative Commons;
14  Revista Auditório (2011b).

3.4) fighting piracy and copyright compliance on-
line; 4) the role of Internet providers; 5) stream-
ing and cloud storage for digital music; and 6) In-
ternet neutrality.

The response to this excessive attention to
the product has been, furthermore, centred on
discussions of a sociological and aesthetic
nature15 concerning the possibilities for collect-
ive experiences that new technologies permit –
a specific notion of “democracy” rooted in the
empirical perception of universal access to the
Internet and the enthusiastic reception of new
aesthetic procedures known as post-production
techniques (mashups and remixes), as we have
seen in the words of Kenneth Goldsmith.16 How-
ever, little is being said about the new place of
authorship (not of copyright) within this new
scenario that suggests, as I have been seeking
to demonstrate, a certain equivalence of experi-
ences — both in terms of memories and of au-
thorial creation.17

Up until this point it can be noted that, seem-
ing to mimic the logic of the Internet experience
of horizontal multiplication, the themes sur-
rounding MP3 culture are suggestive of a wide-
ranging and complex field, systematised here
into its main currents. We have seen that these
issues (for example, file sharing, universal ac-
cess, remix culture, or the technical characterist-
ics of digital media symbolised by the “pack-
ages” of the MP3 file) relate directly to the
habits of collecting or creating institutional mu-

15 In Brazil the Ministry of Culture, when presided over by 
Gilberto Gil (2002/2008) and Juca Ferreira (2008/2009) 
adopted a pioneering position internationally by encouraging
and discussing conceptually digital culture in its social, 
cultural and artistic dimensions (Costa, 2011; Savazoni & 
Cohn, 2009).

16 “Post-production” and “relational aesthetics” are notions 
developed by Nicolas Bourriaud in relation to artistic cre-
ation in contemporary culture (the information society), in 
which the separation between author and spectator, he ar-
gues, is lost in favour of a continuous, collective experi-
ence, one that is open and democratic. In Bourriaud’s opin-
ion, current art, born from a hyperinflated regime of sounds 
and images, inserts “[...] the work into a continuum of an 
existential device. [...] These works are no longer paintings, 
sculptures, installations, terms that correspond to cate-
gories from the domain [...] of products, but rather mere 
surfaces, shapes, devices that fit into strategies of exis-
tence” (Bourriaud, 2009: 141).

17 For a discussion of the idea of the author in the 
contemporary world see: Barthes (1984), Foucault (2011), 
Bosco (2013: 403–428) and Carvalho (2011: 52–55). 
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sic archives on the Internet. They thus relate to a
certain type of memory and forgetting specific
to digital culture.

Having roughly mapped the terrain, from a
more theoretical point of view, we can now em-
bark on a specific line of enquiry to test the lim-
its of the hypotheses of a present-day field of
study, which will only have more concrete an-
swers in the future, when MP3 culture has be-
come history; perhaps in an analogous process
to that identified by Sophie Maisonneuve with
regard to vinyl record culture of the last century.

Network movement

I now propose a preliminary, panoramic view
involving our so-called primary sources: web-
sites and blogs of collections and archives of
Brazilian music. In reality, the key questions
emerged, in the first instance, from the con-
crete observation of the collective experiences
of the UQT blog and the IMS archive, as well as
the individual trajectories, narrated at the start of
this article, of Almirante and Kenneth Goldsmith.

The points that I will make are some of the ini-
tial results of on-going research.18 The survey
carried out throughout 2013 involving websites
and blogs that make available Brazilian music
archives concentrated on the field that we have
conventionally referred to here as “guerrilla tac-
tics”. The choice of this corpus is justified by my
specific interest in the dynamics of file sharing
of music as practices of a present time peculiar
to digital culture, which institutional archives
take part in in a specific way. The websites that
feature “strategic” discourses, as previously dis-
cussed, have clear objectives to “save” the dis-
puted memory/ies from the act of forgetting
what “remained” in their physical archives,
within a logic, of course, specific to analogue
culture. In this sense, the criteria for determin-
ing what is digitised and made available defined

18 Scientific initiation research developed in the Department of
History, in the Faculty of Philosophy, Arts and Humanities of
the University of São Paulo (FFLCH/USP), under my 
supervision, carried out by Gabriel Piotto in 2014, and 
entitled “Documentos e fontes digitais: navegando na maré
dos acervos universais de música no Brasil do século XXI 
(2001-2010)”[“Digital sources and documents: navigating 
the tide of universal music archives in 21st-century Brazil 
(2001-2010)”], funded by  Fapesp grant no. 2012/22336-8.

by the IMS, for example, relate to the obsolence
of certain media. According to the coordinator of
the IMS’s music section, Beatriz Paes Leme,

[the] main focus of the sound archive made 
available by the IMS is the Brazilian 78-RPM 
discography. In this respect, the “concept” that 
guides us first and foremost is the preservation 
of Brazil’s musical memory that is most under 
threat. Rightly or wrongly, what was recorded 
on 33RPM and, later, on CD, has a much more 
guaranteed survival. (Cited it Piotto, 2014: 18)

As I pointed out at the beginning of this art-
icle, the UQT blog has become a reference point
on the Internet for making available commercial
Brazilian popular music produced from 1960 un-
til the present day. Before “losing” its content,
UQT had around 1.3 million pages accessed per
month (Piotto, 2014: 17). This is indicative of the
importance and the relevance that the blog had
on the Internet. For this reason, I restricted the
mapping to blogs and websites that, in some
way, are connected by the network of links that
stem from UQT. The blog’s administrator, Fulano
Sicrano, appears to be a collector aware of his
power to influence:

The criterion for choosing and posting albums is
merely personal, I try to cater to all tastes, 
trends, musical genres, without straying into 
the trashy, into fads. I don’t like everything that 
is published, however, in my view, everything 
that is published has cultural and social 
importance. The majority of visitors when they 
refer to UQT say that it is dedicated to 
promoting “quality” Brazilian music. But, at the 
end of the day, what does “quality” mean? In 
the case of music, it is a very vague, imprecise 
term, based on personal criteria of choice and 
exclusion, for sure, but those who frequent 
UQT like what is published much more than 
they dislike it. It is extremely difficult to please 
everyone – even I have said that I don’t like 
everything –, but, on average, I think we fulfil 
our mission. (Piotto, 2014: 14)

At the same time as blogs like UQT strive to
create thematic groupings in their collections
(“quality” Brazilian music, for example), others
simply set out to re-publish files from different
Internet “sources”, or to publish new information
(sound files) without any thematic criterion. In
view of this naturally fluid and fragmented scen-
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ario, I have grouped together these initiatives
into two types of behaviour: 1) opinion formers:
blogs/websites of collections of Brazilian music
with a specific focus in their approach (group-
ings by genre or timeframe) that have achieved
recognition and influence on the Internet; and 2)
“contentists” (meta-collections): blogs and web-
sites that bring together the largest number of
random digital phonographic documents,
without any selection criterion of a thematic or
temporal nature – or any other kind we could
imagine. The origin of the sound archives is also
different in the case of each group: the former,
in general, usually digitise LPs or “rip”19 CDs
from their personal (physical) collections to cre-
ate an MP3 file format, and allow free down-
loads (ignoring copyright) on their blogs/web-
sites, whereas the latter only copy existing links
from other blogs/websites (for this reason I have
termed them meta-collections), thus multiplying
the infinite possibilities for consultation on the
Internet.

 
Having identified this initial scenario, which is

more reminiscent, as has already been said, of a
“building site” than a planned development, the
question arises as to how to deal with this
source, that has emerged at such a highly un-
stable moment in time. A possible way of devel-
oping this research could be, for example, to fol-
low the lead of ethnographic study, using the
traditional methodological tools of anthropology.
A group of users of these blogs/sites that share
Brazilian music could be defined, and analyses
of their practices would perhaps reveal musical
preferences and choices or narratives that we
could identify as trails of memories and/or for-
gettings. Or, in a contemporary inversion in-
spired by the symmetric anthropologist Bruno
Latour (1983; 2009), we could base research on
the hypothesis that the Internet itself is the sub-
ject that is active in large socio-technical net-
works, as an agent immersed in chains of rela-
tionships with innumerable other agents – in
this case, the memory trails would undoubtedly
be much more complex.

However, and not so far removed from La-
tour’s perspective, in this digital world inhabited

19 “Ripping” is the term used to refer to taking music tracks 
from CDs and transferring them to MP3, the format used, 
in general, for sharing on the Internet.

by collectors-guerrillas of Brazilian music in a
state of a certain equivalence, there is a digital
trail that can prove to be a surprising record of
memory on the Internet: metadata – information
(data) that the digital document (piece of data)
stores within itself. Memory, understood here in
the two senses previously discussed: 1) as a
specific process of recording (for example, tech-
nical information about the recording and pro-
cessing of audio); and 2) as an individual and/or
collective experience and, thus, also a socio-cul-
tural one relating to history and forgetting. Un-
like the analogue register of a document in a lib-
rary that is preserved in catalogues, metadata
travels with the digital file and is able to memor-
ise, in addition to other potentialities, its own
journey. Nowadays, the metadata of musical
files are primarily of a technical nature, contain-
ing information about recording dates, the type
of conversion and compression of the sound
wave, or about the copyright registration of the
phonogram, above all the interests of the record
industry. But they could be different with the in-
corporation, for example, of the same technical
mechanism (XML) as metadata used in texts.20

This is roughly what enables search engines like
Google to find any keyword or phrase digitised
on the Internet in articles, books or texts in gen-
eral. This would open up an avenue of “infinite”
possibilities in terms of resources for archivistic
description and for historical criticism of digital
sound archives. However, I do not intend to em-
bark on such discussions here because it would
deviate too much from the aims of this article.
But I propose this research hypothesis that, with
the necessary rigorous scholarship, would un-
doubtedly present “new” digital sources for a
historiography of musical memory within digital
culture.

* * *

If we return to the two initial narratives of
Almirante and Kenneth Goldsmith, we will no-
tice that both were radio presenters. In es-
sence, the radio presenter is someone who se-
lects musical memories influenced by the fash-

20 XML, extensible markup language, is a programming lan-
guage that enables you to describe diverse types of data 
with the objective of giving widespread access to the shar-
ing of information on the Internet. On the subject of meta-
data in sound files see Waters and Allen (2010).
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ions of the era, record industry interests, or
simply by personal taste. In general, radio
presenters are collectors. It could be said that,
since the beginning of this articles, I have
sought to identify the characteristics of these
two radio presenters/collectors, each one in his
particular temporal context, one analogue, the
other digital. However, the differences between
the practices of the collector/creator of an ana-
logue archive (disputed memory) as compared
with a digital one (equivalent memory) have
served more as a methodological strategy to
characterise, in contrast, what is new (Internet
culture) rather than as an an interpretive tool.
From the point of view of memory, history and
forgetting, the analogue and digital worlds seem
to co-exist in contemporary culture. So the inclu-
sion within the Internet, for example, of the stra-
tegic discourses of institutional music archives,
such as that of the IMS, are essentially analogue
and will them remain as such because their con-
tent is the vinyl record culture disputed through-
out the 20th century as memory or something
forgotten. The blogs and websites of guerrilla-
collectors of current music, on the other hand,
suggest a dynamic particular to the medium in
which they were created, in which sharing
(memory) and losing (forgetting) MP3 music
archives seem to be two sides of the same coin,
in other words, an equivalent experience.
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al Error Aesthetics and Chaos Informational 

Abstract: This article presents the cultural phe-
nomenon YouTubePoopMusicVideo describing some
techniques used by poopers community as audio distor-
tion of use, databending, remixing and assembly of
new narratives with radical manipulations of loops and
overlapping audio and video layers.   Are carried out
some conceptual approaches to spectromorphology,
the aesthetics of the error and the appointment of pos-
sible references of poops. After presents a comparative
analysis of poops seeking reveal idiomatic features of
the style.  Finally are listed some strategies that go to-
wards a language appropriation for audiovisual experi-
mentation context with open source.

Keywords: Post-Digital ; Viral Error;  Chaos Inform-
ational; Recycling  Memes; YTPMV

1   Introduction

In an article that defines the "aesthetics of er-
ror" as a poetic resulting from domestic access
to personal computers and other gadgets
through their daily Malfunctions, Kim Cascone
(2000) also coined the term post digital as a
result of a dilettante access of computational
techniques that decades before were possible
only in expensive studios and research laborator-
ies. The "post" digital emerged as a hangover,
the end result of an intoxication with the special-
ized tool blot of large university laboratories and
studios and domestic access to these same
techniques. 

The sickness caused by excessive consump-
tion is regurgitated, as a disdain to the common
practice of popular electronic music radio, fif-
teen years later, in the form of audiovisual arti-
facts, experimentally radical, with all its confu-
sion or irritation derived from a puerile use and
naif in a language full of excesses, today pop-
ular ly known as YouTube Poop Music
Videos (YTPMV).

Some recent works, especially in the critical
area of new media, have appeared to legitimize
the practice as a generational characteristic
mannerism already. The YouTube Poop can be
described as a taste category (or genre), with a
production process apparently defined. 

One feature of this taste category is -- in the
sense described by Simone de Sá as " [...] a set
of specific social and material relationships" (SÁ,
2009, p.2)1, or, in the sense described by Jeder
Janotti Jr as a artistic performance, with " [...]
formal rules and shared ritualization by musi-
cians and audiences" (JANOTTI, 2003, p.38)2 --
 the pratice of sharing tutorials that multiply their
idiom and show the contingency induced by do-
mestic tools for video editing.

These video editing tools are popular with the
proliferation of production tools in web plat-
forms like Youtube. In this sense, Alexandre
Sampaio (2016) and Stijnie Thuijs (2011) describe
YTPMV as:

[...] a genre of different YouTube videos and 
development, in which the authors of the 
videos take ownership of material, preferably 
content in there speaks well articulated and that
the actions and visual elements are simple and 
defined, and this material is remixed, adapted, 

1 I believe that this brief presentation already allow us to 
glimpse the importance of the study of these systems, that
can be thought as a class of cultural artifacts (STERNE, 
2004) that a set of specific social and material relationships,
thus contributing to understand aspects of audio-digital 
culture. Our translation 

2 Thus, performance defines a process of production of 
meaning and consequently of communication, which 
presupposes formal rules and ritualizations shared by 
musicians and audience, directing certain experiences in 
front of the different musical genres of contemporary 
culture. Our translation 
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distorted, repeated and edited until a video with
humorous intention appears, have little or no 
relation to the intentions of the original product 
or context (THUIJS 2011, p.6 apud ARAÚJO, 
2016) .

We can also cite the fact that almost most
poopers be anonymous profiles preserving
their identity.  Probably because they want to
avoid prosecution and have their accounts
closed  by infringement of copyright of audi-
ovisual works excerpts. But also by the creat-
ive freedom, a well-defined brand style, which
may appear public figures singing porno-
graphic letters or involved in visual assemblies
in positions and compromising movements.
 There is no censorship in the middle pooper
which makes the creators always keep their
identities confidential.

1.1 Case study

As a case study of what is set to YTPMV (see
section 2), we suggest the analysis of two ex-
emplary approaches (see section 3.1 and 3.2), in
order to show one trend of spectro-morpholo-
gical model and one trend of spectro-morpholo-
gical motion, as well as foregrounding the ques-
tion with a non-conclusive answer: how proced-
ures of experimental electroacoustic music are
presented in the popular imagination of a new
generation of digital natives, something like the
unfolding of Cascone's argument?

Through a consultation with the Google
Trends tool, we have the clue that, since 2007
and 20083, YTPMVs are already pursued at coun-
tries like USA, Brazil, Italy and United Kingdom.
The acronym YTPMV appears as entry in special-
ized sites in the (dis)construction of "memes"
(DAVIDSON, 2012), as in the famous websites
like "Know your meme"4 or "Desciclopedia"5. 

Labaki (2015) presents some clues of these
YTPMV's morphological models and motions,
 from a cultural perspective of taste categories: 

3 Available at https://www.google.com/trends/explore?
date=all_2008&gprop=youtube&q=YouTubePoop,YTPMV
,JOOJ,Seu%20madruga%20will%20go%20on 

4 Available at http://knowyourmeme.com/memes/youtube-
poop-music-videos-ytpmv

5 Available at h  ttp://desciclopedia.org/wiki/YTPMV

[...] although many poops follow the line of any 
particular episode of any series, just by inserting
new elements, modifying phrases, changing 
timelines, etc. - But it is also true that these 
"non-sense" operations end up repeating to 
exhaustion and being reworked by different 
users, so that a specific grammar poop soon 
ended up setting. Although many poops follow 
the line of any particular episode of any series, 
just by inserting new elements, modifying 
phrases, changing timelines, etc. - But it is also 
true that these "non-sense" operations end up 
repeating to exhaustion and being reworked by 
different users, so that a specific grammar poop
soon ended up setting. If we cannot exactly 
predict what meme will be superimposed on 
the head of which character we know that 
something will happen at some point; if you do 
not know what speech or written word on the 
screen will be superimposed by a word (or, in 
the case of Brazilian poops, perhaps by Faustão
shouting 'Olôco!' or the 'SouFoda' ) , we know 
that inevitably it will happen - and probably 
more than once. For these and others that the 
poop is a genre with all its set of conventions in
each of its sub-divisions.

2 YouTubePoop

Our first description of a YTP (in general, YTP-
MVs are shorter versions of YTP made by poop-
ers), audiovisual artifact created with Youtube as
a creative platform (THUIJIS, 2009, p.5-14), put
it prematurely as a mashup of collages that rein-
force themselves, hypnotics puerile puns
speeches, or catchphrases of characters men-
tioned to the delight of those who want to
spend the day with something stuck in his head.
But, oddly enough, these poopers works with
sounds and techniques that dialogue with the
techniques of electroacoustic music, consider-
ing the popularity of their videos: some reach
the home of millions of viewers.

In a first listening, some poops are similar (but
not equals to) to those works of musique con-
crète and glitch music. In section 3 we list a
gesture lexicon. In section 3.1,  we show one
specific aspect, namely, the interruption experi-
ments (CHION, 1983). In section 3.2 we invest-
igate the glitch aspect,  in the sense explained
by Kim Cascone and with spectro-morphological
point of view.
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3 YTPMV gesture lexicon

From audiovisual bias, the YTPMV can be
defined by a general process, with different
demographic variations (ARAÚJO, 2016), whose
premise is to mix videos with rough chroma
key's inserts. Such mixes merge into layers of
vertiginous way, smearing in self-referential col-
lages (memes), which serve as motivic indices
(weekly ephemeral fashions of the Internet),
with the abuse of modulation characters speak
in MIDI sequencing, torn and inspired by classic
video games and nintendocore bands6.

From the point of view of spectro-morpholo-
gical motions, YTPMV is described with effort to
isolate sounds of audiovisual complexes. This
creates a dilemma that prevents a closer ana-
lysis of the sound out of audiovisual context. 

We recognized some usual gestures from the
audiovisual language of memes that are often at
poopers communities and extracted a basic lex-
icon for this style mimesis. Here we start with
some ideas:

• Amplitude distortion: A omnipresent
characteristic at all youtube poops is the
use of extreme clipping and maximized
distortion for audio amplitudes. Normally
this distortion is hyper estimated  with
fast transitions to different levels of
volume, what causes emphasis and un-
announced bumps on the audition. The
radical amplitude rising generates a ges-
ture  that is always applied  to emphasize
something.
• Loops:  The loop abuse is a funda-
mental feature of this language. The more
recurrent is the repetition of a small cut
turning pitch at each iteration. Is also im-
portant the reutilization of some cuts in
different timestretch appearances (some-
thing like the strettos of classical music).
• Silence: Is frequent the use of long si-
lences as form of detach focus of narrat-
ive and to focus at some sonority or
meme to come.

6 Available at  https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=iCNfYjZ26ow 

• MIDI vs Sampler: This technique ap-
pears at different manners, using small
samples repeated in loop transposing
defined by a MIDI file sequenced. This
technique is very often at poops and sim-
ilar to the music of phase vocoders tech-
nique of “autotuning” music. The timbre
character is left untouched so the sonor-
ity resembles always the original source
or works as something that makes a
spoken word seems more like a singing
part. A pretty known example is the pro-
ject “Autotune the News’7, which makes
remixes and mashups from journalism
and documentaries from recent news to
make musical anecdotes.
• Reversing audio in several passages in
combination with loops. It's recurring the
gesture of go back and forth in speech
excerpts, generating a search for palin-
dromes and creating new words. Often
the most latent palindromes excerpt is
featured in the video with the word writ-
ten in the caption of the video. Perhaps
the best known passage of this tech-
nique is the term  JOOJ8 , present in
many poops.
• Musical creation with the sources.
Usually made synchronizing a drum sec-
tion with loops. Like EBN9 in style, where
new musical structures emerge from the
source itself. The video sources serves
as loop base. Usually made syncing drum
beats with some patterns that emerges
from video loops. 
• Sinestesic elements:

1. Transcription and subtitles from
new words derived from loops
and reversing parts.
2. Abuse of image filters that are
in sync with audio distortions.

We divided here the examples at two most
recent categories - let's call it “Self-referen-

7 Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=5fngEnIkz44 

8 Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=84p2ekzWIV0

9 Available at 
https://www.youtube.com/user/EBNCONTROLSYSTEMS/vi
deos 
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tial memes & Videogame nostalgia” (3.1)
for those videos with a huge numbers of audi-
ence - from some of them with hundreds of
miles spectators (“GoGo” - Guilhox”, see Figure
1)10 to millions of spectators (the hit “Seu Mad-
ruga Will Go on do Mestre 3224”, see Figure 2)11.

We will compare similarities between those
two videos, trying to split some kind of YTP-
MVs' subgenres. 

The second category will be nominated “En-
tropic meme chaos and self-destruction
by overloaded information”. We will show
that in this category, by escaping some enfram-
ing of rhythmic and melodic concepts tied to the
note paradigm, the videos are better suited to
be analysed by spectro-morphologic analysis. It
is an experimental composing process that very
often is given by a game of re-mixing excess.
Curiously, when compared to the subgenre
“Self-referential memes & Videogame
nostalgia” we can think their formal peculiarit-
ies almost as symmetrical opposed, since in this
first case we have a very clare melodic and
rhythmic  intention given by pitch modulation
and synced loops manipulated from original
memes remixed.

3.1 Self-referential memes &
Videogame nostalgia

This first case produces a music of high com-
plexity timbre, but that is too tied to structures
of modern popular music (mainly punk, post-
punk, industrial and overall a 8-bit nostalgia ref-
erence to 80's and 90's videogames). Poopers
works with loops, audio reversing, time-stretch-
ing, abrupted cuts, and MIDI controls. Those
combinations are elaborated with a handcrafted
process with non-linear popular video editors
like Sony Vegas (LABAKI, 2015) and distorted
with process of proposital video codec errors
using Avidemux12.

10 Available at  https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=8oCeU8P3zKw 

11 Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=ettaeKZHAwA 

12 Available at http://datamoshing.com/2016/06/26/how-to-
datamosh-videos/ 

The videos “Seu Madruga Will Go On”13 and
GolGol14 are used here as examples of a cat-
egory of YTPMV - those based in manipulation
of video scenes by rhythmic and melodic syn-
chrony given by some MIDI music source from
videogame nostalgia music. We can also identify
what Michel Chion calls interruption experi-
ments (CHION, 1983, p.13-14), what Miller Puck-
ette calls sampling and time stretching (PUCK-
ETTE, 2006,p.27-37).

Fig. 1: The  “Golgol” made by Guilhox.

Unlike interrupt experiments presented by
Chion and Schaeffer, in this document as re-
duced listening labs, loops and its various ma-
nipulations are, in poops, bricolage laboratories
for jokers and trolls. 

Fig. 2:  The “Seu madruga Will Go On” made by  Mestre 
3224. 

The interruption experiment of poop video di-
verges from usual notion of cyclical repetition of
a fragment. It repeats exhaustively some frag-
ments until reach the tone of bullying the audi-

13 Avaible at < https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=ettaeKZHAwA >

14 Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=8oCeU8P3zKw  
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ence. In this sense, if we isolate the video from
sound, most of compositional intention is lost.
Which means that is very difficult to think separ-
ately video from sound, with this type of YTP-
MVs, in terms of that Michel Chion calls syn-
chresis (CHION, 1994, p.68).

3.2 Entropic meme chaos and self-
destruction by overloaded information

The second case produces a more spectral
oriented music, emerging from informational
chaos which is very influenced by a perverted
use of filtering excesses and procedures guided
by error from distorted manipulation of data
(glitch and databending), as normalization of
noise aesthetics.

The composer of the poop titled “]Ñiù#‡Æ
‰Ö'Ï%y²¯B©×ˆãR.ó[[ÔR¹
¢'1¿ÊOí'Â8Ÿƒxä¥Óó*½” 15 (see Figure 3) give
us important information about his own point of
view of his creative process of audio databend-
ing16. The way he talks about it, is that the pro-
cess was almost random and dilettante, and that
the video part was made with not too much cri-
teria: 

[...] “I transformed a photoshop project in audio,
then made a default databending in an old video
and dropped some little stupid effects from 
Vegas, and that's the result. The audio was the 
interesting part, the video is more for illustrate it
'cause I don't know how to make a beautiful 
databend in it.” (GUILHOX,2012)17

As he describes the databending of audio was
made by chance when he opened a image
format into an audio software. He explicitly says
that video glitches are not part of the audio
glitches sources, so we can better analyze the
results without think that the video was
compositional determinant as in other pieces

15 Avaiable at < https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z8T-
PacbA_g >

16 Similar to what is already known (HERTZ and 
PARIKKA,2012) as circuit bending, but  with lousely 
manipulation of data.

17 This video may not be enjoyable for all audiences. But look 
at all the fucks I give. I transformed a photoshop project in 
audio, then made a default databending in an old video and 
dropped some little stupid effects from Vegas, and that's 
the result. The audio was the interesting part, the video is 
more for illustrate it 'cause I don't know how to make a 
beautiful databend in it. Our translation 

shown here.  Let's think a little about those
results using some of SMALLEY(1986, 1997)
spectro-morphological terminology.

From model point of view, ]Ñiù#‡Æ‰Ö'Ï
%y²¯B©×ˆãR.ó[[ÔR¹¢'1¿ÊOí'Â8Ÿƒxä¥Óó*½ –
shows a type that has a “closed atack followed
by opened decay” (SMALLEY,1986, p.69, see
Figures 4 and 5). This decay is maintained by
short sound of defined pitch, segmented by
periodic cuts, with impulse exposition, which is
preceding by a continuum of oscillation/multi-
directional of noises (SMALLEY, 1986, p.72-74).
This continuum is characterized by glissandos
with delimited frequencies in a variable fre-
quency band, and that causes an excessive ac-
cumulation without dissipation of the sound ma-
terial. 

Fig. 3:    ]Ñiù#‡Æ‰Ö'Ï%y²¯B©×ˆãR.ó[[ÔR¹
¢'1¿ÊOí'Â8Ÿƒxä¥Óó*½ made by Guilhox.

The similar case that we choose to compare,
which also uses some degree of entropic chaos
to reach noisy results, is a case which such
chaos is not reached by chance but by a suc-
cessive layers of remixing, until the results are
so full of fragments that makes a new texture of
sound.

This successive game of remixes is often call
YTP “Tennis” (and sometimes similarly called
“soccer” or “pingpong”) - a game where the
player will “destroy” the mix and pass it ahead
to other players).

 
The similar examples are numerous, but we

c h o o s e h e r e t h e u n p r o n o u n c e-
able:"9q234j34w90utrp4wer9578340j-
gip34763ir92jsd9f23jirjrigasrm;t8m8viowv5ue-
fjeripwb5u77k0970oil9hu7il9g7]u89huo[huu[98k
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i8p9[hio;89h&&SDFAU&wemiji897890h];j7979;
%&3wfjsd*1223498jia&sdfsd88jklfa8”18.  

Fig. 4. First gesture of  ]Ñiù#‡Æ‰Ö'Ï%y²¯B©×ˆãR.ó[[ÔR¹
¢'1¿ÊOí'Â8Ÿƒxä¥Óó*½.  The spectrogram (yellow and 
green colors, top) and a spectrogram of melodic context 
(blue and red, below),  divided into three sections 
representing a morphological type of attack (1), a open 
“variable” decay (2) followed by a continuum of 
oscillation/multi directional noises (3). Section 1 consists 
of micro versions of sections two and three.

Fig. 5. Multidirectional continuum and oscillations, 
glissandi and opened attack-decays segmented by similar 
slices  in Figure 1.

18 Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=xmrSInM3wcM&fmt=18 

Like the previous case, the title reinforces the
idea that this sub-genre of poop is the result of
boredom moments with the editing tool and ex-
pressed in the obsession with remixing, like a
"ping pong "(the case we point here went
through eight re-mixes) and reinvention of the
use of these interfaces abundant at a time when
home computing trivialized the video editing.
Successive remixes result in extremely satur-
ated sound masses, moving as clouds of small
moments of noise stability. We will demon-
strate, however, such structures still work with
abrupt transitions or well marked by prominent
transitions, so there is no a stage of gradual
transition. This stage is one that Smalley called
"continuous graduation" (Smalley, 1997, pg.113),
but with a constant expectation of transitions
between these sound masses (see Figure 7).

 Fig. 6. An example of YouPoopTennis

In figures  8 and 9 we see an example where
the transition occurs more gradually, but still us-
ing a piece of mass of the granulating
strategies. The exactly backside texture makes a
motion to dissolve from the mass of repetitions
in light glisses, re-tuning the previous passage in
small envelopes, playing with similar sign vinyl
scratch setbacks. At other times this transition
occurs by successive repetitions at different
times (timestretching) as in the Figure 5 section.

According Smalley (1997, pg.113) this expecta-
tion transitions, for dissolutions of blocks that
can be heard with an attention-driven melodic
and tonal speech, even when listening to sound
blocks,  may have the expectation of the arrival
of a transition to a new session:
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What the archetypes and their variants 
demonstrate is that the note trains us in 
spectromorphological expectation. We have a 
very wide experience of the circumstances in 
which spectral changes occur, not just in single 
note-gestures but in the articulation of chains of
note-gestures within the larger gestures of 
phrase-motion. Our acquired knowledge of the 
contexts of spectral change provides an almost 
‘natural’ reference-base (...) Electroacoustic 
music, even when deprived of known 
instrumental spectromorphologies and tonal 
harmonic language, still relies on culturally 
acquired expectation patterns. (SMALLEY, 1997,
p.113) 

Fig. 7. Spectrogram of YTPMV “9q234j34w90utrp…”.  As 
The transitions beetween sound masses are usually very 
abrupt and despite not having a well-defined rhythmic 
marking has a fairly symmetrical blocks division 
proportional between the blocks and based on a time 
count in seconds pairs (relies heavily on the sense of 
touch in pulse passage chronological time).

Fig. 8. Transition through accelerated and rhythmical 
glissando dissolution of the previous section.

Fig. 9. Transition detached by different accelerandos and 
rittardandos of timestreetching effect.

4 Conclusion

This article is the first attempt to approach and
study of this language, that reveals itself as a
kind of synthesis of recombinatory processes
seen in electroacoustic music and video art rad-
ical strand. Despite being an international com-
munity, we perceive a high concentration of
Brazilians.

We can say that there are two extremes of
YTPMV types - one based on the manipulation
of video scenes by rhythmic-melodic synchrony
from MIDI files and references to video games
of the 80s and 90s, and another from databend-
ing and experimental techniques, where pop-
pers are using manipulation techniques to sub-
ve r t  digital video formats.Several techniques
and aspects of poops can be isolated and under-
stood separately for ownership and a possible
pedagogy of poops. Perhaps the atmosphere of
creative freedom, and  the community replica-
tion of other creative flows,  research and edu-
cational handling of audiovisual objects.

Cascone emphasizes the idea that the prolifer-
ation of editing tools generates an aesthetic in-
terface using perversion, considering a regula-
tion of use by professional audio, which puts the
price of compositional time in another sphere of
production. In this sense the poops are charac-
terized by being produced quickly, usually taking
into account the time of effectiveness of the
memes used. Besides having a radical collabora-
tion, as in cycles YTP Ping Pong, Collabs and
YTP Tennis, where these sources are remixed
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several times by different poopers, which en-
sures a desired lack the final result.

Some research initiatives in open source point
to some mimetics of creation pooper style. We
can quote “Navalha”19 software, cut and recom-
bination of multiple different sources of audio
and video. Experimentations with the Pro-
cessing language, Node.js and P5.js also point
paths towards a catalog of techniques in free
software for audiovisual creation. Some sites
have a very basic tool for creating remixes dir-
ectly based on streaming provided by youtube,
called Youtube Doubler. Some controls are
offered the choice of which and how many
videos will compose the mixing and the start
time and volume of each video.

Research in databending and datamosh point
to the use of BASH scripts to induce entry error
and output the read files of video codecs, as
well as interpolation and pixel rearrangement.
This relationship of aesthetic glitch with YTPMV
we can point out that the main difference is al-
ways being that YTPMV has a "naive" naif that le-
gitimizes as a phenomenon almost "popular"
(something like a nerd version of precariousness
"ghettotech"). Most YTPMV uses autotune the
technique derived from a MIDI file, but not all,
some authors have a more radical and self-de-
structive streak that flirts with noise by a kind of
attitude of "detachment" to the virtuoso pooper
objectivism which aims achieve the complexity
of an "Seu Madruga will go on."
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Extended Abstract 

A renewed interest in sound-based scholar-
ship and the increasing significance of the
acoustic – as simultaneously a site for analysis,
a medium for aesthetic engagement, and a
model for theorization – has been identified as
‘the sonic turn’ (Drobnick, 2004). There is un-
doubtedly a current boom in sound art too, what
John Kieffer (2010) calls, “the new kid on the
cultural block”. The increasing number of sonic
courses, conferences, journals, art shows, and
prestigious awards - that had hitherto been the
sole privilege of the visual – point to an emer-
ging audio culture that largely echoes an attempt
to resist the tyranny of ‘ocularcentrism’ (Jay,
1993). Interestingly, the majority of this scholar-
ship and cultural production focuses on the:
sensory, methodological, economic, social, aes-
thetic, philosophical, and psychological dimen-
sions of the subject, already covering a wide
range of approaches. Yet, sonic events do not
only take place within the spectrum of the living
and the perceptible, what we may call the life of
sound. The sonic features a largely untouched
but fascinating relationship to death and can of-
fer important insights into the linkages between
life and death, mediating and negotiating their
rapport.

Since 2007, popular culture has been marked
by the phenomenon of dead rap and rock stars
being revivified using holographic technology.
From Elvis to Tupac, these examples are em-
blematic of a newly emerging necromantic cul-
ture that problematizes the taken for granted
idea that performers must be breathing, thereby
troubling the relationship between sound/music
and life. This technologically induced rebirth
opens up a series of intriguing questions, in-
formed by theories of post- and in-humanism,
relating to artificiality, mortality and virtuality
(what we refer to as the Undead). From high fre-
quency crowd control systems and ultrasonic
directional audio technology to haptic feedback

devices using vibration within the context of VR,
our understanding of the sonic is constantly re-
engineered. These augmentations of audition to
include the imperceptible and the not-yet or no-
longer audible (what we refer to as Unsound),
and their relationship to the Undead, demarcate
the remit of the text. Ultimately, the paper ex-
amines what is it about the sonic that has
provided cultures throughout history with chan-
nels to the otherworldly?

Our paper takes for granted that, firstly, per-
ceptible sound is only a subset of a broader vi-
brational continuum, and, secondly, that it en-
courages the conceptualisation of a third dimen-
sion between the real (i.e. what is known) and
the imagined (i.e. the fictional, or speculative).
The paper situates sound in this third dimen-
sion, as that which lurks in, alludes to, or ex-
poses the darker aspects of (and relating to)
death/ the afterlife/ non-presence/ and the other-
worldly. We propose that an alternative analysis
leads to the discovery of evidence that enriches
the traditional approach to sound, by drawing
out its connections to, for example, transmis-
sions between the living and the dead (such as
EVP and stone tape phenomena); warfare (such
as the use of sonic weapons in recent US wars
in the Middle East); lazarian economies (running
on digitally re-vivified dead young Afro-American
musicians as laser-lit holograms, such as Tupac,
ODB, and Easy-E); alien life (such as the unex-
plained oceanic ‘bloop’ and Jupiter’s VLF radio
emissions); morbid musical composition (such
as Rilke’s theory of a ‘primal sound’ resulting
from placing a phonograph needle onto the
cracks of a human skull), and the sound of A.I.
(for example, the relationship between human
and machine voice, from Turin’s vocal anomalies
and Hawking’s machine voice to the voice of Siri
and Google’s new robots). 

In militaristic terms, deceiving an adversary
into believing that one has the capacity to or-
chestrate voices, vibrations, and noise between
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the constructed realities of the ‘here and now’
and the ‘afterlife’ is best understood to be a stra-
tegic manoeuvre that can arrest psychological
control of any theatre of operation’s sound-
scape. It is contended that since 1944, military
organisations have been engaged in the devel-
opment of f requency-based programs,
weapons, and techniques whose efficacy is dir-
ectly linked to their capacity to cause fear and
anxiety by haunting environments in conflict. Ul-
timately, our paper presents a brief historical
overview of this spectral archive, that stretches
from 1944 to 2056 - a century of zombie sound. 

* At the request of the authors, this paper was 
not published in the proceedings.
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7.

Abstract: This article aims to present a reflection
about three projects, considering the creative process
and discussing its relations with feminist epistemolo-
gies. The concept of situated knowledge and the con-
nections deriving from it are central to the theoretical
approach, presented here in a gender studies perspect-
ive. Considering the gender frames as generators of,
and generated by musical frames, the work proposes a
deconstruction of concepts like voice, authorship and of
the limits between performance and composition.

Keywords: Sound Creation. Feminist Epistemologies.
Field Recordings. Artivism. Artistic Research.

1   Introduction: On feminist
epistemologies, frames and

spaces

In this article, we discuss reflections on and
linkages between feminist epistemologies and
the Strana Lektiri sound creation projects -
Voicing and Cut-up Tragedy - by means of their
relations with listening, creative processes, per-
formance and sound recordings. 

  
The studies about music and gender and the

feminist epistemologies have been devoting at-
tention to the deconstruction of the socially im-
posed concept of what it is “to be a woman”,
also questioning that single, monolithic “being a
woman” in the fields of music and musical prac-
tice.

As for the musical practice specifically, Lucy
Green notes that “according to their musical in-
volvement, women have different social consid-
erations, tracing different levels of acceptance
and threat to a supposed and imposed concept
of femininity" (Green, 2001: 24). Women who
sing would be affirming such concept of femin-
inity: the social imaginary associates the body
exposure to a detachment of the intellectual ca-

pacities. Women who teach music are also con-
sidered affirmative of their ideal femininity: they
care for other people, which can be seen as an
extension of maternal activities - an activity also
considered as detached from the development
of an autonomous intellectual work. In this au-
thor’s perspective, there is an intermediary
place, occupied by instrumentalist women, par-
tially transgressive of this conventional ideal of
femininity. Women composers and improvisers
would transgress this concept, through the de-
velopment of an autonomous intellectualised
work.

Whereas the established canon conceives
male work as creative and propositive, feminin-
ity is seen as contradictory: desirable and dan-
gerous, convenient and tempting; it possesses,
in the social imaginary, the element of danger
and transgression. In the social constructions of
masculinity and femininity, those characteristics
may be adopted in a higher or lower degree
both by men and women, as highlighted by the
author. Despite the binarism indicated here, our
concern is to observe the difference between
genders which places body and intellectuality in
opposite poles, and the way it is expressed in
the field of musical practice, in terms of inter-
pretation and creation. 

The systematic absence of female composers
in the canons of repertoire, bibliography and in
the examples studied in the formal music educa-
tion leave women with no reference or models
in which to mirror themselves, setting up a very
unsubtle way to convey the message that they
are not welcome in that kind of activity.

Although there are not clear intentionalities
that prohibit the presence of female composers,
their absence is effective and the prohibition is
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delimited in a more overwhelming way the
more it is concealed, since it is set in a normal-
ized and naturalized manner, seen only as “the
way it is”, with little room for questioning. 

The discussion presented here ties in with the
context of the reflections about music and
gender, feminists and post-colonial and de-colo-
nial queer, which take into consideration aspects
of gender, race and ethnic group as social mark-
ers and definers of a place of speech. Therefore,
we do not articulate a single femininity or femin-
ism but plural approaches that can take into ac-
count various types of women, each with her
social marker, which go far beyond an imagined
unit of gender.

Margareth Rago also highlights the import-
ance of the feminist epistemologies as a lens to
view the world, noting that they don’t seek just
the inclusion of gender relations, but the ques-
tioning of the very process of producing know-
ledge, built from relations of power, privileging
the rational processes instead of the subjectiv-
ity, considering certain actors, environments,
and documents as more valid than others. The
possibilities feminist studies open are not lim-
ited to the inclusion of female subjects, but
seek to offer a new vision, by inserting the no-
tion of subjectivity and situated knowledge.
Therefore, proposing a thought that thinks itself
as postcolonial, situated, and feminist requires
not only an effort to include new characters in a
story told in the same way, but implies finding
new visions, a new focus, new lenses to tell the
story. It is necessary to consider aspects such
as the historicity of the concepts, cultural relativ-
ity and the co-existence of multiple temporalit-
ies (Rago, 1998: 10-12).

The post-colonial and de-colonial focuses lead
us to think critically about the frames that de-
limit our place of speech, and our social and
gender markers as the first political stance. That
reflection includes the frames that mark out the
musical structures, limiting that which can be re-
cognizable, for example, as song, as elec-
troacoustic, experimental, popular or concert
music. Very essentially established, but learned
and cultivated, these forms and markers inter-
twine with the body, the same body Green poin-
ted out as being opposed to the intellectuality

inside the recognized (or recognizable) ideal of
femininity. As Butler observes:

It is not possible to define first the ontology of 
the body and then to refer to the social 
significations the body assumes. Rather, to be a
body is to be exposed to social crafting and 
form, and that is what makes the ontology of 
the body a social ontology. In other words, 
the body is exposed to socially and politically 
articulated forces as well as to claims 
of sociality - including language, work,  and 
desire-that make possible the body's persisting 
and flourishing. (...) The epistemological 
capacity to apprehend a life is partially 
dependent on that life being produced 
according to the norms that qualify it as a life or,
indeed, as part of life. (Butler, 2015: 15-16) 

In this way, the possibility of understanding
the body as the place of social significations and
gender constructs, and those frameworks as
doubles that contain their specific limitations
and that, at the same time, encompass their ca-
pacity of rupture and to experience mobility,
points to the question that “the framework in
circulation has to break up with the context
where it is formed if it wants to get somewhere
else” (Butler, 2015: 25).

Still on body and collectivity, bell hooks, theor-
ist who approaches the feminism of the differ-
ence, highlights the importance of the interlocu-
tion between theory and practice, observing
that: “when our lived experience of theorizing is
fundamentally linked to processes of self-dis-
covery, of collective liberation, no gaps exist
between theory and practice. Indeed, what such
experience makes more evident is the bond
between the two – that ultimately reciprocal
process wherein one enables the other" (hooks,
2013: 85-86). 

The present work is developed by seeking a
dialogue between theory and practice, regarding
the concepts of situated knowledge, the discus-
sion of the body and its dynamics with the
space, and problematizing the voice as a signi-
ficant of a symbolic ideal of femininity. 
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2   On sound creation and its
outcomes

The three projects presented here, Strana
Lektiri, Voicing, and Cut-up Tragedy have been
developed by two composers, artists and re-
searchers coming from very different paths, ori-
gins, and academic educations. The sound ex-
changes focus on experimenting with voice,
text, sound, and fragments found on the
streets. The voices are added to field recordings
from different cities and other layers are created
live: improvisations with effects that can mul-
tiply a voice, mix and transform its gender.
These are compositions wherein the authorial
and gender boarders are blurred, where com-
position and performance constitute the same
practice. They are inserted at the conceptual
framework proposed by Judith Butler when she
considered frames as social constructs. 

Strana Lektiri is the project in which Isabel
Nogueira and Leandra Lambert meet to carry
out sound exchanges based on those principles
and experiences. In Voicing, Nogueira’s solo
work, the same principles are present and inter-
act in order to propose a deconstruction of the
idea of song based on piano and voice, trans-
formed and modified, and on electroacoustic
sounds, moving away from that presumed ideal
of femininity. 

As the third project, Cut-up Tragedy – Lam-
bert’s solo work – is approached, some ques-
tions on listening, urban spaces and women’s
artistic practices arise. The project’s methodo-
logy-process, based on sound/texture/visual cut-
ups and on the experiences from the streets,
from free walks through big cities, from lonely
drifts – was adopted in some compositions by
both artist-researchers. It makes use of vari-
ations around the cut-up technique, collages and
overlapped layers, overlaps the text found in a
city, relocating it to another: in sounds, in the
written and spoken words, in image, noise and
silence. It conceives the voice as a body that
stretches in space, the text as an extension of
the hands that tattoo the cities, vestiges of bod-
ies that go by, punctuating the experience of tra-
gic times in loops of meaning. 

The compositions-impromptus-performances
are then conducted on the basis of field record-
ings made during walks and drifts. These record-
ings are edited, processed and reprocessed until
the point when they generate drones and a "wall
of noise". The voice is improvised and processed
live, reading or singing in Portuguese, English,
French, and other languages and lay glossolalia –
often using automatic translations that generate
unexpected mistakes, then incorporated into the
original text. The text is composed in part with
the cut-up technique: in this case, built with
words found on walls, newspapers, sidewalks;
or describing, in fractured narratives, scenes
that were seen, heard and experienced in these
walks. 

Fig 1. Isabel Nogueira and Leandra Lambert live at the 
project "Dissonantes", at Ibrasotope, São Paulo, Brasil, 
2016. https://soundcloud.com/strana-lektiri

The three projects have in common the exper-
imentation with the voices of the performers-
composers, once more questioning that normal-
ized place of the female singer, of the female
voice as a non-intellectualised expression op-
posed to musical composition. As for the pro-
cedures for using the voice in the musical cre-
ation and its multiple possibilities, Holderbaum
and Quaranta observe that:

Some authors have delimited a typology about 
the utilization of the voice, generally listed 
about vocal elements such as: relations 
between spoken voice with semantic content 
and syntactic organization (with codified 
information, possessing referential, 
extramusical content), and the voice as a sonic 
element, non-referential, possessing musical 
characteristics such as timbre, pitch and 
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rhythm. Other relevant factors in voice 
composition exploration refer to the recorded 
voice as opposed to the performed voice, to the
utilization of vocal elements with phatic 
function, and to the totally improvised sound 
poems as opposed to the ones written in a 
specific and precise way. (Holderbaum and 
Quaranta, 2013: 5)

In addition to the use of the possibilities men-
tioned above, in this work the texts are also fre-
quently composed as poetic fables around a
brief scene that was seen /heard/recorded/pho-
tographed in a city, also having as reference the
flâneurs and ramblers from other times, as well
as the travelers and city imagineers: Baudelaire,
the Rimbaud of Illuminations, Benjamin and his
Arcades Projects, João do Rio, Débord, Calvino’s
Invisible Cities, Burroughs and the Interzones
and Cities of the red night. Thus, the perform-
ance is structured around these references, over
the recording, interspersing both processes.

Fig 2. One of the photographs taken in strolls by Leandra
Lambert, from the "Cut-up Tragedy" project, 2014-2016. 
https://soundcloud.com/cut-up-tragedy

At the same time, that listening of the urban
space is set as a nomad listening, as Fátima
Carneiro dos Santos points out, based on con-
cepts by Deleuze e Guattari: 

As it operates in this flexible immateriality of 
the sound, music and listening are rather fluid 
and free, never retained by the thickness of the 
material or by the limits of the medium and, 
because it presents only speeds or differences 
in dynamics, this music develops through 
rhizomatic connections and, as a rhizome, it 
leads us to go through it, freely connecting one 
point to the other, with no fixed path. Its 

entrances are multiple and open, and the 
relation among its elements takes place 
through free connections, not hierarchic ones. 
(Santos, 2000: 67)

In that sense, the use of noise and its limits
standout. The noise defies the common sense
view of what is or is not music, of what has or
does not have meaning, of what we can and
cannot bear, tolerate, accept; it is always
presented as an undeniable interference and a
challenge. As Campesato points out: 

Maybe the most significant characteristic of 
the noise-music is the fact that it works with 
and in the limit. In several examples, one can 
notice the persistent attempt to deal with 
that which lies in the limit: of the pain, of the 
body, of the equipment, of experimentalism 
and even of art itself. It is a practice that aims
at the ecstasy by means of the excess, of the
extrapolation of limits. (Campesato, 2013: 2)

From the experiences and exchanges
between the two composers-performers and re-
searchers of different backgrounds, questions
on the implications of these processes and of
reason, among so many other historical refer-
ences to walkers, poets and chroniclers, only
male names have occurred. The exception con-
cerned the very recent practices involving
soundwalks, recording technologies and prac-
tices of contemporary, conceptual, performing
and sound art, or the underground from the
1960’s and the 1970’s on. Some very distinct ex-
amples: Hildegard Westerkemp, Yoko Ono,
Janet Cardiff, Laurie Anderson, Patti Smith and
Lydia Lunch. Before the rise of feminism and of
the counterculture, women who adopted the
city streets as one of their privileged spaces for
experiences and artistic practice were not ex-
actly a possibility. In the 1950’s, there are re-
cords of beatnik women - who had never had
the same possibilities as men such as Ginsberg
or Kerouac - who were hospitalized as mentally
ill. Making use of the streets as a theme and
their own territory for intense experiences and
the practice of art and of writing had a close re-
lation with madness (Lambert, 2016).

Despite that observation, Sueli Carneiro men-
tions, emphasizing the idea of the need to no-
tice the differences within the feminism, that
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black women are part of a “contingent of wo-
men who worked for centuries as slaves plow-
ing the land or in the streets as vendors or pros-
titutes” (Carneiro, 2003: 119). However, it is
worth noticing that being allowed to be in the
street is not enough: the street does not qualify
as a safe place for black women. On the con-
trary, being a street vendor or a prostitute is a
radically different position from that of the man
who walks where he wants, of the flanêur who
enjoys the city in his leisure hours, of the man
who can choose and pay to enjoy a female body
he selects as a product. The streets, in this
case, do not qualify as a space of creative
autonomy either, but primarily of the fight for
survival in precariousness.

Fig. 3 Album cover for Isabel Nogueira's "Voicing" 
release, by Seminal Records, Brazil, 2016. 
https://seminalrecords.bandcamp.com/album/voicing

As for occupying urban spaces, the social ima-
ginary presents a clear veto: every time a wo-
man is somehow attacked, specially when she
is sexually abused outside the home, a device of
victim blaming is triggered, condemning the
way she was dressed and the very fact that she
was walking alone on the street. The concealed
message is expressed as: the street is not for
women, you do not belong in public spaces, fe-
male bodies and voices should not appear or
have meaning beyond their functions in relation
to men, the place of women is at home, her
space is private, domestic, controlled, restrict.

Domestic space which is normalized, built and
organized to be depoliticized, placed outside the
sphere of the decisions of social considerations
and of cultural participation; a space that per-
petuates as the place of domestic violence, turn-
ing the feminine condition into a loop of vulner-
ability and culpability where bodies are “bodies
that do not matter” (Butler, 2015: 16). 

With all the evident contradictions and inco-
herencies that the facts show, the reality re-
mains that the experience of walking freely
around the city and of writing and expressing in
any other way their impressions of it usually
come from men. The movement of women is
historically regulated in different degrees and re-
stricted to spaces that are considered safe, gen-
erally domestic spaces. In fact, it can be danger-
ous to walk alone around the cities, specially at
night, as it can be dangerous to live with a famil-
iar aggressor. What is the threat, the space, the
aggressor? That which is intended to be regu-
lated, controlled and subdued is not the aggres-
sion, the crime, the aggressor: on the contrary,
what is intended to be subdued is the female
body, its voice, its presence and the range of
women’s experience. The question of mobility
related to gender is also a political question:
"Gendered allocation of space, however, has a
sweeping relevance and the desire to limit wo-
men's space is not peculiar to one culture or an-
other. Sanctified by notions of beauty, desirabil-
ity, safety, morality, or religion, many cultures
have restricted women's mobility" (Milani, Ne-
shat, 2001: 9).

Thus, we presented here some of the propos-
itions of the feminist epistemologies with sound
creation, through the ideas of urban mobility and
space occupation; the presence of the female
body not detached from intellectuality, ex-
pressed in creative, critical works; the feminine
vocality developed in its multiple aspect, em-
phasizing the voice-sound combined with the
voice-meaning; and the idea of situated know-
ledge which is articulated through nets.

3   Final considerations

Based on these considerations, we turn our
approach to the research and creation related to
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the narratives, knowledges, artivisms, poetics
and epistemologies of women in their experi-
ences of voice and urban, setting the public
space as a place of belonging, transit, political
and social practice, in which they live a signific-
ant part of their lives – without the need of male
care, watch and control.

Such practices can include works of public art
to the speeches of "funkeiras" and MCs, from
sound walks to literary narratives, from experi-
mental musical creations to activist perform-
ances, from photographs and paintings that por-
tray this reality and are exhibited in galleries to
graffiti on walls. 

Fig 4. One of the photographs taken in strolls by Leandra
Lambert, from the "Cut-up Tragedy" project, 2014-2016.

In this space of mixtures, women reconfigure
themselves, intertwine themselves in their hy-
brid nature, connecting to Gloria Anzaldúa’s
concept of mestizas: “indigenous like the corn,
the mestizas are a hybrid produce, designed to
survive in the most varied conditions” (Anza-
ldúa, 2005: 708). The idea here is not to trans-
plant to the Brazilian reality the border and chi-
cana consciousness proposed by Anzaldúa, as
Rosa and Nogueira point out: “in this logic of ra-
cist whiteness and pigmentocracy, though in
distinct places (South-Southeastern), we are
equally privileged as white women, which does
not unite us in the sense of equality with non-
white, black and indigenous women,” (Rosa and
Nogueira, 2015: 37).

This work is done by means of the transform-
ations among sounds, noises, vocalities and
their resignifications, of the creation of loops of
meaning and of the discussions raised by femin-

ist epistemologies. It is therefore structured in
the scope of the listening and seeing experi-
ences that turn into places of speech, places of
voice – as it expands that concept into the
places of the city.
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8. 1

Extended Abstract

Within its narrative and reflection about the US-
American Aids movement and the related self-or-
ganized structures of support, that emerged in
San Francisco, the documentary film “We were
here” (David Weissman, 2011) transitions radically
precisely at the moment when the international
direct action advocacy group AIDS Coalition to
Unleash Power (ACT UP!) is introduced and visu-
alized on the screen. This turn is not just charac-
terized by the almost iconic representation of
“carried images” (Holert 2008) and graphics, that
Douglas Crimp denotes as “Demo Graphics”
(1990) and Gregg Bordowitz as “Imagevirus”
(2010), but also by the sudden introduction of
sound emerging from the discreet cascade of pi-
ano and strings. 

In this talk I would like to present some initial
thoughts about the unattended dimension of
sound within the visual culture of early HIV/Aids
activism and ask about the queer-affective poten-
tial of sound as well as about its unintended im-
pediments for the mobilization of protest. Sound
constitutes an escapade – a willful departure from
popularized debates about the western video-art
and activism of ACT UP!. With this departure I
would like to relate transgressive gender and
sexual politics of ACT UP! (pro adultery/promiscu-
i t y / a ffe c t i ve r e l a t i o n s h i p s a n d c o n t r a
monogamy/abstinence/identity-driven relations) to
the movement’s willful tones, screams and
noises (Sound-Escapade2), and also to the dis-
obedience of its silences (Sound-Escape). Based
on a selection of activist videos and home videos
I gathered and referring to their use within cur-
rent mainstream film productions, I would like to
ask what role the soundscape of ACT UP! played.
This role then needs to be questioned by sound-
documents beyond western-centric formations of

1 A complete version of this text will appear at the 
INTERFERENCE -  A journal of Audio Cultures:  
http://www.interferencejournal.org/

2 Here I refer to the meaning of escapade as willful acts and 
action. 

Aids activism and will be challenged by examples
from the diaspora. 
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9. 1

Abstract: In this paper we present three artists of
Brazilian experimental music scene, working with wo-
men's inclusion in the field. Natacha Maurer and Ren-
ata Roman produce, since December 2015, a series of
concerts called Dissonant, where female participation
has to be at least fifty per cent of all artists. Vanessa de
Michelis ministers since 2013 workshops for "stage as-
sembly do-it-yourself" for women and lesbians. We try
to point the profile of this field, demonstrating the im-
portance of the work that these three artists / com-
posers have developed especially through the launch of
other women in this, but also for its own artistic and
pedagogical work (in the case of Vanessa), mainly in the
present political moment in Brazil, characterized by an
institutional coup that was forged from old marks that
are still very current in Brazilian society such as miso-
gyny, sexism, elitism and racism. We use the notion of
field developed by Pierre Bourdieu, and references as
Georgina Born and Rosane Borges. For writing the pa-
per we interviewed the composers/creators and import-
ant producers in the field. We also analysed documental
sources like concert programs, CD's inserts and con-
certs calls on the internet.

Keywords: Natacha Maurer, Renata Roman, Vanessa
de Michelis, Dissonantes (Dissonant), feminism,
Brazilian experimental music.

1 Introduction

The impression that women are more present
in the scene of experimental music in recent
years is not by chance. Throughout the twenti-
eth century women were gradually occupying
spaces and rights in Western societies that be-
fore were massively occupied by men2. Since
the right to vote, the right to study and to have

1 We’d like to thank the three composers/ creators Natacha 
Maurer, Renata Roman and Vanessa de Michelis for their 
great availability to talk to us and answer all our questions. 
Also, we’d like to thank the composer/ producer Mário Del 
Nunzio for giving us important information about the 
experimental musical field in Brazil and also to answer 
doubts about the field. Finally, we’d like to thank Júlia Mello 
Neiva who helped with the Portuguese text translation into 
English in so little time.

careers, women have increased their social par-
ticipation in almost all sectors. This can also be
observed in culture and the arts. However, as
pointed out by Michelle Perrot in Minha História
das Mulheres (Mon histoire des femmes)
(2008), in the fields of artistic creation, specific-
ally in the visual arts and music, the inclusion of
women was and is more difficult than in other
fields3. Regarding the field of Western Classical

2  It is important to note that women have always worked 
and always participated in public life. When we say that wo-
men begin to occupy spaces before "perpetrated by men," 
we are referring to the careers, rather than work, because 
in the field of work, women, especially the poorest, have al-
ways been present, although in much more precarious con-
ditions than men. When we think of "career", however, 
there is a significant increase from the twentieth century as
a result of feminist social movements, the needs of the 
capitalist system that is always in needs to expand the con-
sumer market and the hand of productive work and so 
many other reasons. (VENTURI and GODINHO, 2013; PER-
ROT, 2008).

3 In this article we use the term field / fields according to 
Bourdieu's theory of organization and social policy. Field is, 
according to Bourdieu, a social symbolic space of internal 
power struggle between its agents (people) and the dispute
between it and other social fields. Within each field agents 
occupy different places representing greater or lesser 
power, which is established by internal rules of the field. 
Roughly, they can occupy the dominant or the dominated 
place, and their social position will, within their function, re-
produce processes of the consecration rules of the field in 
question, contributing to the maintenance of a particular 
culture. There is, for Bourdieu, endless fields in societies. 
There is the literary field, the medicine, the music - within 
which there are other sub-fields that establish among them-
selves hierarchical relations - which, even having some 
autonomy and independence also relate disputing power in 
the macro-structure. This power is both objective as sym-
bolic and it is what determines the place of the social 
agents. For the sociologist, the idea that nor the fields, nor 
the agents are fixed in history is valid, however, by its own 
characteristic of production, reproduction and recognition of
cultural relations, which is marked by cyclically movements, 
there is a lot of inertia to the effective transformation, espe-
cially in relation to symbolic issues. The author emphasizes 
the idea of the difficulty of change especially when looking 
at male domination present in different cultures and in all 
fields he could imagine. (Bourdieu 2004, 2004, 2003, 
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music, the author stresses the invisibilization
processes of women of most prestigious posi-
tions and jobs, such as the musical composition
and conducting, as said by several other special-
ized authors in music such as Georgina Born
(2016), Christina Scharff (2015), Susan McClary
(2002, 1989) and many others.

The same can be said regarding other differ-
ent musical genres. In a study by Georgina Born
(2015) it is pointed out the quantitative discrep-
ancy of female students and candidates for va-
cancies in music courses and technology in Eng-
land in relation to male students. The researcher
also compared the behaviour regarding males
and females in the fields of Music and Techno-
logy (MT) with the field of Traditional Music
(TM). In absolute numbers it was observed that
there are many more girls and women that are
students and girls and women candidates in the
field of traditional classical music than in the
field of music and technology. (BORN, 2015:
146)

This phenomenon was also observed by the
researchers/musicians/professors Andrea Mc-
Cartney and Ellen Waterman in a study with wo-
men sound makers, which sought to understand
their trajectories and propose feminist actions to
change the field, to make it friendlier to women.
In this study, from 2006, the authors state:
"Overwhelmingly, women have been marginal-
ized in fields where creative work in sound and
music meets technology” (MCCARTNEY & WA-
TERMAN, 2006: 4). Even the electronic com-
poser and sound maker Tara Rodgers, author of
the book Pink Noises (2010), who claims having
never perceived in her career any difficulty to
enter the world of technology, states in the in-
troduction of her book that the sexist imagery is
strong and that she was surprised to find the
technological side of her mother, aunt, grand-
mother and other women in the family.
(RODGERS, 2010: 01)

Technology and electronics are areas com-
monly associated with male and this association
is cyclically reproduced reinforcing a sense of
masculine or feminine nature, more or less suit-
able for certain areas. (Bourdieu 2004).

ORTIZ, 1994).

Considering that in the experimental music
field there is a great use of technology it tends
to be extremely masculine, both regarding
people who make the music and the audience.
In the context of this article, we address the ex-
perimental music thinking of practices such as
noise - noise music, improvisation, free impro-
visation, live-electronics, manipulating objects,
circuit bending, sound-art, live-cinema, perform-
ance and others, supported mainly by the obser-
vation of the field in Brazil and in the literature
(scientific or otherwise).4

4 Speaking of experimental music as a closed category or re-
solved concept is complicated. The term can be used for 
many different practices that have nothing to do with each 
other except their distance (aesthetic, methodological, ideo-
logical or combinations thereof) of the so - called traditional 
practices in classical music or popular music. Academically, 
it is common to associate the experimental music as an 
aesthetic and musical attitude with strong influence of the 
Italian Musical Futurist movement, whose most obvious 
name is Luigi Russolo. From the Italian Futurist movement, 
sounds, previously considered as noise, not likely to be as-
sociated with music, now can be considered to be as much 
as interesting sounds for musical use (which maintained its 
reference character) or as sounds used as raw material for 
music (being manipulated and inserted into musical con-
texts in which their referentiality is avoided). So, briefly, the 
noise becomes incorporated into the music making of the 
twentieth century. This use, however, will be different for 
different groups and it (noise) achieves different status itself
too. From the 1950s, there is, for example, in France, Pierre
Schaeffer research group looking for a specific listening and 
a sound experience independent and autonomous from 
their origin or context (Palombini, 2001: 03). On the other 
hand, there was in the United States at the same time, a 
group of composers exploring the sounds and the music 
making both with traditional instruments, and unconven-
tional instruments, quite differently from the French group. 
John Cage plays a central role in this context and proposes 
the term experimental referring to a practice and a musical 
attitude towards sounds (NYMAN 1981: 07). From these 
two main streams that used the experimental term in differ-
ent ways, it is now common in the academics, talking in a 
certain dispute between the avant-garde music associated 
with European music and experimental music, associated 
with the American group, view proposed by Nyman (1981). 
(FENERICH, 2015; NYMAN, 1981). In this study, however, 
this discussion will not be addressed. Using the field 
concept proposed by Bourdieu, we try to understand the 
characteristics of a given Brazilian musical underground cul-
ture, mainly characterized by some recurring uses of tech-
nology and approaches with regard to music, with frequent 
improvisation, the use of amplified sound objects, elec-
tronic toys, manipulation of electronic and digital interfaces 
and many others who build an experimental culture in order
to be inviting to practices still not as established or consol-
idated.

SONOLOGIA 2016 – OUT OF PHASE                                       www .eca.usp.br/sonologia                                                            143              



2 Natacha, Renata and
Dissonantes (Dissonants)

Natacha Maurer and Renata Roman met in
the experimental music scene of São Paulo, at
Ibrasotope – space / collective oriented for the
production and dissemination of experimental
music in town5.

Fig. 1. Natacha Maurer and Renata Roman performan-
cing. Photo: Mario Del Nunzio.

Natacha, producer of Ibrasotope since 2010,
also started her sound and musical experiment-
ations in the same year when she moved from
Sao Jose dos Campos to the capital and went to
live in the house Ibrasotope.6 The artist says that
she began to make music “more or less natur-
ally”, as she was living in the house and was
there all the time producing the events of Ibra-
sotope. She began attending the workshops
held at the place in 2010 and doing research on
her own (MAURER, 2016)7. In 2015 she created
the duo with Marcelo Muniz, the Brechó de
Hostilidades Sonoras (Hostilities Sounds Thrift

5 Ibrasotope is a collective / space oriented to produce, pro-
mote and disseminate the experimental music in São Paulo.
Today it is one of the main experimental music centers in 
the city and in Brazil, accounting for various national and in-
ternational experimental music series and partnering with 
other producers from the field. In Ibrasotope house, the 
first floor serves as home for some artists (there is a fairly 
active stream of locals passing through the house). Mario 
Del Nunzio is the owner and also lives there. The ground 
works as a space for concerts, courses and the activities of 
Ibrasotope itself. (IWAO, DEL NUNZIO, 2009).

6 Today, the artist no longer lives in Ibrasotope, but continues 
with the production activity of all series produced by the 
collective/space, next to Mario.

7 Natacha Maurer in an interview / conversation with the 
researcher Tânia Neiva along with Renata Roman on May 
23, 2016.

Store)8. Today, the artist, in addition to working
with Marcelo, has been presenting "more or less
alone"9 (MAURER, 2016) and also with other
partnerships, such as the duo with Renata Ro-
man, with whom she has performed a few
times. The first time they performed together
was during the XIII ENCUN last year (2015), in
Campinas, São Paulo.10 The artist/producer be-
lieves that her work producing music began, in
fact, with the XII ENCUN in 2014, held in São
Paulo. In 2015 she produced by Ibrasotope the I
FIME - International Festival of Experimental
Music, which featured this year with its second
edition (2016).11

Natacha has an intense production career,
working on several different projects, both na-
tional and internationally12. In both the roles - as

8 The Brechó de Hostilidades Sonoras is an improvisational 
duo formed by Natacha Maurer and Marcelo Muniz using 
objects such as toys, biscuit tins, household items pro-
cessed for performance with piezo microphone insertion 
and others. 

9 "More or less alone" because it is not with a pre-formed 
group, as with the "Brechó...”, for example, or the duo with 
Renata. She presented in Rio de Janeiro, in AudioRebel 
(shows/concerts house, store and recording studio dedic-
ated to experimental and alternative music) with Crisis Vic-
tory (William Darisbo) Szkieve (Belgium / Canada).

10 Encun, former National Meeting of University Composers 
and current National Meeting of Sound Creativity, came in 
2003, proposed by a group of undergraduate students of 
music-composition of Unicamp, with the central figure of 
the composer Valério Fiel da Costa. The meeting is annual 
and itinerant, and one of its most important features is the 
no curator work. It is open to various proposals claiming 
that this is the only way to reflect a more representative 
current compositional musical culture in Brazil. (IWAO and 
NUNZIO, 2009)

11 FIME - International Festival of Experimental Music. The 
first edition of FIME was in 2015, proposed and produced 
by Ibrasotope. In the first edition there were ten days of un-
interrupted programming. In the second, there were fifteen.
Despite the festival have had only two editions, FIME, has 
already set the scene as an important festival, having 
brought icons names of experimental music, such as the 
group Full Blast (Germany) and Dror Feiler (Sweden). An im-
portant feature of FIME is a concern to have female repres-
entation. This was verified in both the first and in the 
second edition in which, among the curators were the com-
posers/ artists Lilian Campesato (curated the first FIME) and
Fernanda Navarro Aoki (curated the second FIME). In 2015 
there were 29 men participating as musicians/ composer 
and 8 women, totalling approximately 22.6% of female par-
ticipation. In 2016, there were 45 men and 18 women, 
totalling approximately 28.5% of female participation. View: 
http://www.fime.art.br/2015/pt/ and 
http://www.fime.art.br/2016/pb/#artistas .

12 During the conversation / interview the with artist / 
producer counted six projects that were in progress 
simultaneously, which she was producing.
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an artist and a producer - Natacha complains of
the scene to be (and always have been) very
masculine, saying she had known few women
since she began attending the field.

Fig. 2. Natacha Maurer in performance with Brechó de 
ostilidades Sonoras (Hostilities Sounds Thrift Store) in 
presentation in São Paulo nightclub Trackers 2015. Photo: 
Luis Germano 

As well as Natacha, Renata Roman also began
working with music/sound in 2010, at the end of
the year. She studied acting, but after experien-
cing an epiphany regarding the soundscape dur-
ing a trip, Renata completely changed the
course of her career. The artist had already had
contact with radio13, but it was after a very
strong experience with sounds she started to

13  During the 1990s Renata participated in a free radio call XI 
August linked to the eponymous academic center, at the 
USP Law School. She had, at the time, complete freedom 
to create. One of the programs created by Renata ad-
dressed several artistic languages. Another project with ra-
dio attended before entering the music / sounds career was
to create a core of radio creation, for the “radio XI ...” She 
came to broadcasted four radio plays. (ROMAN, in 2016. 
Testifying via Facebook chat with Tânia Neiva).

make music or art with sound (sound art, radio
art, soundscape and others): 

I started working with sound at the end of 2010,
on my own. Because of an epiphany. It was not 
me who chose the sound, the sound chose me!
(...). I was at the Tate [Tate Gallery in London] 
waiting for a friend of mine and I started to pay 
attention, "Wow, so many different 
languages ..." Then I was listening ... I had an 
enlightening! I had an epiphany! (...). It was a 
music experience that I had never ever had in 
life, so I said: “That's what I want to do the rest
of my life!” And I did not know, as it was a very 
distant world of my own, I did not know that 
was a soundscape! (ROMAN, 2016)14 

Fig. 3. Renata Roman. Personal archive.

Decided to work with sound, Renata began to
study alone - listening to lots of music and ex-
perimenting (recording and editing sounds, mak-
ing short pieces). Soon after she already had
some music and in 2012 she had a piece selec-
ted for the FILE-Hypersonica15 and the 30th In-
ternational Biennial of Art of São Paulo. Since
then, she has received orders and invitations
from several countries in the world, as Argen-
tina, Portugal, England, Germany, Chile and oth-
ers, mainly to disseminate her radio-art work,
but also her works of soundscape and sound

14 Renata Roman testified during an interview with Tânia 
Neiva and Natacha Maurer on May 23, 2016.

15 One of the most important international events of elec-
tronic language which takes place annually in São Paulo 
since 2000.
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art. Recently, in March 2016, she participated in
an artist residency in Cuba in ISA - Art Institute
of Havana, invited by artist and curator Biba
Rigo. She also recorded some labels, and was
invited to participate for the third time in the CD
produced by NME16. In early October 2016, her
first solo CD was released by Seminal Records17.
The artist has an intense career.

Regarding the female presence in the field
she says:

As a frequent visitor to the scene - I attend not 
only Ibrasotope, I go to other spaces and other 
groups - I realize that most are masculine and 
most women don't go alone. They accompany 
their husbands and boyfriends who are playing 
or who are going to see the concert. (ROMAN, 
2016)18 

2.1. Dissonantes (Dissonant)

From the perception that the field of
experimental music is overwhelmingly more
male than female, both regarding artists who
present themselves as well as the audience, the
Dissonantes series is born, in December 2015,
produced by artists/producers Renata Roman
and Natacha Maurer. The monthly series has as
a declared intention to promote women artists
of experimental music scene, creating
opportunities for presentations of these women
as well as an environment of empathy,

16 NME – "It's an itinerant space for promotion of experi-
mental music" (NMELINDO in 
https://www.facebook.com/nmelindo/about/ ) founded in 
2011 by a group of composers. They also are the founders 
of the Linda eMagazine.

17 Seminal Records is a Brazilian independent label specialized
in "experimental music, including electroacoustic, noise, 
electronics, free improvisation, conceptual and bizarre pro-
ductions." (SEMINAL RECORDS in: https://seminalrecord-
s.bandcamp.com/). Created in 2014 has as members:   Hen-
rique Iwao, Alexandre Fenerich, J.-P. Caron, Marco Scarass-
atti, Matthias Koole and Sanannda Acacia. It has released 36
albums since then, the last being the Renata Roman. – 
OYE. The seal has been highlighted by the intense and unin-
terrupted production, being the independent label in the 
field that released more albums in 2015. It also has been 
supporting the work of women and launched so far, six al-
bums of women, representing approximately 21.5% of total
production of the seal. Women who have had their work 
published by Seminal were: Renata Roman, Isabel 
Nogueira, Bella and Sanannda Acácia. See http://culturadis-
sonante.blogspot.com.br/2015/12/seminal-records.html .

18 In an interview / conversation with Tânia Neiva along with 
Natacha Maurer on May 23, 2016.

sisterhood (or sorority) and complicity. To join,
groups must have at least fifty per cent female
participation, and they must necessarily be the
highlight.

Fig. 4. Compilation of programs of all presentations of 
the Dissonantes series until September 2016.

From December 2015 to September 2016
seven presentations were held. Many of them
had women doing their debut, or women who
already worked with experimental music within
a group (usually of men), or women who worked
with music and other media (but who had not
yet presented solo) or who had yet not worked
with music.  

Retrospectively the presentations were:

1. December 2015: Acavernus (Paula Re-
belatto) and the duo Natacha Maurer/
Renata Roman;

2. February 2016: Júlia Teles and Marcela
Lucatelli;

3. March 2016: Ariane Stolfi and Flora Hold-
erbaum;

4. April 2016: Bella and Carla Boregas;
5. May 2016: Aline Vieira and Paula Re-

belatto
6. July 2016: the duo Isabel Nogueira/

Leandra Lambert and Sanannda Acácia;
7. September 2016: Gabriela Nobre (b-

Aluria) and Tania Neiva19  

Overall, up to now, there were 15 different
women who performed at Dissonantes. From
December 2015 to August 2016, a total of 74 dif-
ferent men and 21 different women presented
in Ibrasotope20, for example. These women rep-
resent a percentage of approximately 22% relat-

19 Both Tânia and Gabriela or b-Aluria, from the Dissonant VII, 
were women who debuted in Dissonantes as composers.
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ive to the total artists. If we include in this sum
women who performed at Dissonantes in the
same period, that is, that were included in the
scene of experimental music in São Paulo from
December 2015, the number increases from 21
to 36, increasing the percentage of them to ap-
proximately 32%. There is no denying the injec-
tion of representation that Dissonantes provides
to the scene.

Both Renata, as Natacha know the import-
ance of the project and the impact it has caused
in the field. 

Change is in Dissonantes! (...) We are doing and
we are feeling what we’re doing to women. In 
the last concert it was the first time since I 
started attending the scene - Natacha has been 
attending longer than I have-, it was the first 
time I saw more women than men in the 
audience! (...). So I think the Dissonantes is 
making history, Tânia! It is a very important 
project! (...) And there is even a production that 
is different. It is very curious! (...). In 
Dissonantes I hear things I do not hear in the 
experimental scene! It is different! Because 
you, when attending the scene, [you realize 
that] eventually things become very similar... 
and in Dissonantes you have more aesthetic 
diversity! (ROMAN, 2016)21 
 
Here, Renata suggests that, in addition to Dis-

sonantes contribution to a feminization of the
experimental field in São Paulo (and possibly in
other locations in Brazil) it is also contributing to
an aesthetic diversity. This was addressed by
the composer/performer Marcela Lucatelli in an
article on the Dissonantes series, published in
the electronic magazine Linda (specialized in ex-
perimental and electroacoustic music culture):

 
(...) The Dissonant inevitably surprises.
 There, we hear what is not heard often 
around: women artists, with its many singu-
larities, creating absolutely at ease, present-
ing us often with their first performances in 
solo format, comfortable to try new set-

20 We are using Ibrasotope as a reference for understanding 
the collective / space is currently one of the most important
in the experimental music scene in São Paulo and Brazil, 
both at time of constant activity as the projects developed 
enabling a comprehensive view of the field.

21 In an interview / conversation with Tânia Neiva on May 23, 
2016.

tings in their work and encouraged to col-
laborate with other artists. (LUCATELLI, 
2016)   

Natacha emphasizes the positive psycholo-
gical factor that Dissonantes brings for women:
"The Dissonant bid for me is bidding to feel at
ease both, you know, choose to play alone, or
choose to debut something, or even feel free to
go watch" (MAURER, 2016)22. The question of
feeling at ease is emphasized also by Marcela
Lucatelli in the same article mentioned above,
associating that feeling with empowerment pro-
cesses:

 
And it is precisely here that a sign of unconditional
importance comes up fostering the "feeling com-
fortable", whatever the situation: that sense, I 
would say, of existential mobility, is responsible 
for establishing an environment where it becomes
easier both to create and actively pro-break pat-
terns of inequality and oppression, simply. The 
Dissonantes series then appears to provide not 
only to women but to all stakeholders this place. 
(LUCATELLI, 2016)
 
In addition to the positive perceptions that

Renata and Natacha have about the project and
also the numbers presented before that confirm
an increased female presence in the field, it is
important to say that the series has been very
well received in the environment. Renata and
Natacha produce Dissonantes without money.
They depend on partnerships with venues and
other producers. The place for presentations is
not permanent, it depends mainly on the profile
of women who will present (the infrastructure
they need) and the partnerships the producers
can establish. Thus, their social symbolic capital
(Bourdieu, 2004) is highly important for the suc-
cess of the series. The money raised (usually
voluntary) in the presentations is divided among
the participants. So far, Natacha and Renata had
no difficulty in establishing partnerships. It
should be said that besides being well accepted,
it has also aroused great interest. In less than
one year of existence three articles were pub-
lished addressing the series (one is ours, the
other two are one by Marcela Lucateli and the
other by Gabriela Ferreira.)

22 Idem.
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3 Vanessa de Michelis and
workshops for women

Vanessa de Michelis works with music,
sounds, technology and education. The com-
poser, from Minas Gerais, has a Bachelor's de-
gree in design, with an emphasis on sound
design. Her initiation in music was through the
guitar, with which she still makes music today.
Since 2013 Vanessa has a band called POST,
formed by herself and the drummer Jiulian
Golçalves. She played in punk bands and after a
while started to make electronic music, develop-
ing work as a DJ and as a producer. The elec-
tronic music led her to experimental music, and
then, back to the guitar. The musician and edu-
cator works in different ways, exploring and
making soundscapes, experimenting with differ-
ent instruments, as well as conventional ones
such as guitar or trumpets, or others made by
herself (DIY tools - do it yourself). She makes
electroacoustic music, field recordings and other
things. She entered the field of experimental
music in 2007/2008 and has an established ca-
reer, having received some awards such as Art.-
Mov - Brazil23, FILE - Hypersonica24 and 43rd
Brasilia Film Festival (BRA)25. She also particip-
ates as an artist and as an educator in events of
the experimental scene in several countries like
Brazil, China, Chile, Colombia, Canada, United
States, Germany, France, Sweden and England. 

The political-ideological question permeates
the artistic and pedagogical work of Vanessa in
the sense that the musician/composer/educator
doubts and questions the way of making art that
perpetuates hierarchical, unequal situations,
which maintains a privilege system in which the
artist is privileged. In this sense, Vanessa re-
fuses the title of artist, and most importantly,
she seeks to do an aesthetic work through a
methodology of do-it-yourself, for example,
which is more consistent with her ideological
beliefs. Because when dominating the tool
mechanism process that the do-it-yourself pre-
supposes, there is an empowerment achieve-
ment, which is, as she says, opposite to the
idea of doing art for art's sake, for example. At
23 Festival of mobile media that takes place since 2006 in the 

country.
24 The same award Renata Roman also won previously 

mentioned.
25 She received the award for best soundtrack of the film 

"Residents".

the same time, she really focusses on work-
shops usually given to groups of the so - called
political minorities - women, lesbian women,
LGBT communities26, groups of youth from poor
neighbourhoods and others.

I think the work is often a means for dialogue 
and for a personal transformation that overflows
the expository presentation format, which gives
priority to work as an end. Therefore, through 
the "visibility" of the work it generates 
"invisibility", silencing and hierarchy of the 
relationship between the audience and the 
artist 's figure. (...). I’m interested in closer 
contacts with fewer intermediaries. (…). I refer 
to a type of work or project whose goal is to 
empower and somehow break the logic of the 
product, consumption and power relations. 
(MICHELIS, apud GONTIJO, 2014: 212)

Fig. 5. Vanessa de Michellis. Personal archive

The workshops for stage assembly for wo-
men, was born from Vanessa's experience in
feminists and anarchists festivals and meetings.
In those events it was usual to workshops for
specific audiences, such as black women, les-
bian, LGBT - non binary collective, to take place.
Gradually, Vanessa began to be invited to minis-
ter these workshops mainly for the lesbian audi-
ence. In 2013, she had her first opportunity to
offer a stage assembly course for women out-
side the political festivals and meetings, in an
event curated by SESC - Ipiranga - São Paulo,
oriented only for women. The idea of working
with the female audience on stage assembly

26 LGBT - acronym to designate identities of different genres 
of man-cis / woman-cis binomial. It means: Lesbian, Gay, 
Bisexual and Transgender. Today, the acronym no longer 
aware of all categories of possible gender and there are 
several groups that use one or another variant of this 
acronym according. 
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came from her own insertion in the field of inde-
pendent music. In this scene the composer
knew many girls who had a band or would like
to have, but had little technical knowledge re-
garding, for example, amplifier adjustment, op-
erating pedals and stage assembly with different
setups. The workshop in SESC (2013) lasted for
two months with two weekly classes. Parallel to
this course Vanessa was also teaching, at the
same place, a workshop of circuit-bending and
craft electronics for mixed participants. The girls
who were attending the stage assembly work-
shop took the opportunity and also participated
in the other one: "So suddenly, the electronic
and circuit-bending workshop had ten girls, ten
lesbians!" (MICHELIS, 2016)27. From that event
on, the electronic and circuit-bending workshops
the composer use to minister began to always
have female students. Today, the female particip-
ation is the majority, when it´s not the total. To
this regard she says:

I think it's amazing, because the network that 
was raised around these courses. This is 
making it possible for these women to 
disseminate knowledge to other places too .... 
It has become a network of women ... Of 
course, there´s always one or two boys or men 
(...). This is now something that has no coming 
back, because the network has been 
established, the contact has been made, the 
knowledge is already there and people have 
appropriated it. So, I don´t see anymore any 
longer, a place where you do not have a 
majority of female audience, in the workshops I 
give! It is mostly women working with me" 
(Idem)

The workshops for women, taught by
Vanessa, extend the possibility of autonomy to
women with respect, for example, to technology
and electronics, so strongly associated with
male. These often operate within male logical (to
have mainly been made and designed by men
who, inevitably, leave a gender mark on the
product). When women deconstruct these
gender marks by using the tool, technique,
knowledge, and experience, they are em-
powered and can dispute in a more balanced
way the social/political/cultural space. Some-
times this process is only possible in environ-
ment without men because, often, it is a path

27  In a testimonial by what´s app to Tânia Neiva.

that involves deconstruction of female identity it-
self that women built up over a lifetime and the
male presence can inhibit this process.

 
The workshops focused on female and lesbian

participants already bring a more specific polit-
ical content of empowerment than if it was tar-
geted only for women because it encourages
the questioning of the very heterosexual norm-
ativity that prevails in the field of experimental
music. So, her job is to, at the same time, teach
women and lesbians to have autonomy, for ex-
ample, in the case of stage assembly, and also
encourage us to realize and question the con-
struction of the experimental field in Brazil re-
garding gender identity and sexual preferences
of women who are part of this field.

Conclusion

The Dissonantes series produced by Renata
and Natacha and the workshops given to wo-
men by Vanessa, as well as the trajectories and
works of the three composers, are configured
as processing seed in such a masculine field and
heteronormative as the experimental music.
From these examples, these models and the
possibility to know each other, to know who are
the women of experimental music in Brazil and
to show them to the country, we can:

• Deconstruct the idea that technology,
electronics and things alike are for men;

• Turn tools according to our demands and
needs, also leaving a mark on them;

• Create and disseminate female repres-
entation models (with gender identity di-
versity);

• H ave m o r e wo m e n wo r k i n g a s
artists/creators; 

• Have a growing female audience; 
• To make it possible for both women and

men to have more ethical experiences
through a more equitable and represent-
ative music making.

As stated Rosane Borges speaking of repres-
entative / visibility, or the lack of related to black
women in politics. Despite the context here is
another, we understand that the problem of rep-
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resentativeness or the lack of, runs through the
gender issue within the experimental musical
field in Brazil:28

The exercise of the visible began to act in ac -
cordance with a new standard: everything that 
was hierarchical in the social recognition would 
have to disappear, and also to counteract the 
old marks of "privileged election", which is a 
characteristic of the aristocracy. However, the 
inherent inequalities of capitalism have 
deepened asymmetries based on race and 
gender, and these are two examples.  The per-
manence of hierarchies, looking at it now 
through a different perspective, has brought 
about, at the very beginning of the twentieth 
century, an explosion of criticisms regarding the
dynamics of representations of human groups. 
These criticisms have not stopped expanding 
and entered the XXI century with expressive 
force, pulled the hook out of hyper-visibility.  In 
the course of continuous flow movements in 
the transparency platform, the claims for public 
recognition are revived. According to Sodré Mu-
niz, "visibility - the plan of appearances - is not a 
simple requirement because it raises problems 
of social recognition and human value.There -
fore, it is a matter of ethics".(BORGES, 2016)

In this sense it is important to understand
how Brazil has been behaving throughout its his-
tory with regard to women. In a time when the
first woman democratically elected and re-elec-
ted President of the Republic has just been im-
peached through an institutional coup, accom-
plished on 31st August 2016, it is inevitable to
perceive the mechanisms that allowed this coup
to happen, including with popular support. The
institutional coup suffered by Dilma Rousseff re-
flects an extremely elitist, classist, racist, sexist
and misogynist society. (TIBURI, 2016). Miso-
gyny in Brazilian politics is the result of old and
ingrained processes in our culture that tran-
scends the realm of politics, coming to different
fields, such as the music itself, for example.
However, the past 16 years the feminist

28 Here, it is necessary to point out that the field of 
experimental music in Brazil, as far as we were able to 
realize is mostly white. With regard to women creators in 
this field, we could not find yet any black one. This can 
indicate, on the one hand, that this is an elite field that 
reproduces racial inaccessibility processes, or that, by own 
invisibility and silencing mechanisms that are reproduced at
all social fields, the black women in experimental music has
not been accessible to me, being made invisible to an 
addict vision.

struggles in the country began to change the
landscape especially in relation to women's
rights. In 2006 (during Lula's mandate), the
Maria da Penha Law was enacted, for example.
The law addressed, for the first time, domestic
violence against women as a specific crime, giv-
ing the possibility to punish the offender. During
the first Dilma government, the Secretariat of
Public Policies for Women was created. It is ob-
jective was to listen to the demands of women
in society and promote improvement mechan-
isms to better protect their lives. This was abol-
ished in 2015 during Dilma's second mandate,
because of political pressure from her oppon-
ents. The Ministry of women, racial equality and
human rights was then created, bringing to-
gether such big agendas in a single ministry.
(MACHADO, 2016)29. One of the first actions of
the facto government of Michel Temer, when he
seized power, was to extinguish the ministry.
Yet, in his first selection of ministers, not even
one single woman was chosen to join his gov-
ernment, demonstrating his inability to see wo-
men around.30

Although apparently these political issues
have nothing to do with Natacha, Renata and
Vanessa and their inclusive activities for women
in the scene of experimental music, we decided
to address this issue here because we believe
that in the current political scenario of the coun-
try, where there are setbacks to social achieve-
ments (among them feminists). These achieve-
ments were gained with so much struggle, over
so many years. The setbacks are so severe that
they cannot be ignored in any social scene. The
works of the three composers/creators, consid-
ering this current context, can inspire us - ethical
and responsible women and men - to continue

29  It is important to understand that in 2015 the opposition to 
the government of Dilma Rousseff was strengthened by a 
wave of protests incited by mainstream media around the 
corruption requesting the removal of the president, against 
whom, after all the process of impeachment, it has not 
been proven any corrupt act. Moreover, the greatest 
accusers of Dilma Rousseff are publicly known for 
corruption.

30  To understand the degree of sexism and misogyny present 
in Brazilian society and evident throughout the process of 
impeachment / 2016 coup, a much more in- depth 
discussion would be necessary. However, we don´t have 
the intention to do it here. We pointed only glaring issues 
that indicate the existence of this misogynist and macho 
culture in the country, understanding that they are the same
that make the experimental musical scene so masculine.
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to fight for more democratic and egalitarian con-
ditions in our country, now more than ever. That
said, we conclude the article with the reflection
by Rosane Borges on the need to change the
rules that constitute the world, so that invisibility
is no longer possible:

To consider the imaginary incidents as resources 
that predate us do not eliminate "the power of the 
individual" (Sodré), to diminish the importance of 
politics in its role to reinterpret, redesign and oper-
ate in the world in the way it is presented to 
us. Taking these imaginary incidents into consider-
ation corresponds to the adoption of a political 
task that also requires background movements 
such as the functioning of the imaginary itself. 
That is, with regards to sub-representations or 
fractured visibilities, in order to promote the taking
of positive images of stigmatized groups (already 
a great accomplishment) a distinct reading of the 
visual is required, with new rules that are able to 
accommodate the plurality of the universe. As Ju-
dith Butler stated it is not enough to dispute social
recognition, it is necessary to change the rules 
that attribute different recognition. Therein lies our
challenge.  If "with every birth all of humanity is re-
newed", responsibility for building a different his-
tory, installing a new order, and the decline of the 
fixed and immutable presupposes challenging un-
written rules that unequally attribute value to hu-
man beings. (BORGES, 2016)

In our opinion, the diligent, respectful and in-
clusive works of the previously mentioned three
composers/creators, this "challenging of the un-
written rules" is set, thus creating a different
scenario for Brazilian experimental music.
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10.

Abstract: This paper discusses the relationship
between Archeology of Knowledge (1972) by Michel
Foucault and the apparent dichotomies between pres-
ence and mediation, written and oral culture in voice
studies. The Concert for Voice (Moods IIIb) (2004-2006),
by Maja Ratkje is analysed to investigate discursive
formations on the poetics of voice. Based on a possible
archeology of voice studies, I present a sonic analysis
and a textual interpretation related to the identification
of dichotomies found in discourses about voice in terms
of aspects of presence and mediation, in the way these
aspects are integrated and managed within some poet-
ics of the voice. In the sonic analysis, manipulations of
the vocal apparatus in the concert provides examples of
species of “vocalic mediation”, because in this work the
voice performance and the presence of the body are
mediated by the voice itself as a vocality, since there is
no conventional text-setting. Thus, takes place a vocality
obtained before any semantic meaning, full of multiple
complex sonorities, vents and air flows, guttural
sounds, groans, creaks and cries of cartilage cavities,
flesh and blood,  that constitute the vocal apparatus.
This study indicates some questions about how the his-
torical silencing of the voice as evidence of sensuality
and corporeality is enthroned in the way we interact
performance, body, sounds and technologies, revealing
repressions, binarisms and dualisms between body and
machine, sound and sense, presence and physical ab-
sence, mediation and immediacy of voice.  Investigate
the presence of the voice in the current technological
context is to study how vocal composition is being
done at the border between human and mediation and
how the notions of presence, language, body and voice
are consolidated in the contemporary vocal logos.

Keywords: Archeology, Concert for Voice, Maja
Ratkje, Media Studies, Musical Analysis, Voice Studies,
Presence

1 Introduction

This paper discusses the relationship
between Archeology of Knowledge (1972) by
Michel Foucault and the apparent dichotomies
between presence and mediation, written and
oral culture in voice studies. The Concert for
Voice (Moods IIIb) (2004-2006)1 by Maja Ratkje

1 To listen the Concert go to ratkje.no/2007/11/concerto-for-
voice-moods-iiib/ 

is analysed to investigate discursive formations
on the poetics of voice. Based on a possible ar-
cheology of voice studies, I present a sonic ana-
lysis and a textual interpretation related to the
identification of dichotomies found in discourses
about voice in terms of aspects of presence and
mediation, in the way these aspects are integ-
rated and managed within some poetics of the
voice. 

The concert is made for amplified voice and
orchestra (in this case, a sinfonietta), and
presents a specialized set for percussion (see in-
strumentation in the score attached). It is the
third part of a series called moods, based on the
harmonic spectrum of C. The composer merged
vocal improvisation with spectral composition2 in
the instrumentation of the orchestra and em-
ployed extended techniques both in voice and
instruments. For the part of the voice, Ratkje
creates a kind of sonority widely used in sound
poetry, with aerated sounds, rumors, screams
and guttural noises. The concert seems to offer
a rich material for an analysis of the aspects that
I want to emphasize about the archive of the
voice, within the studies and discourses pro-
duced in the field of the poetics of voice.

First of all, I want to draw a relationship
between the Archaeology of Knowledge (1972)
by Michel Foucault and the studies of orality and
phenomenology of voice, understanding the lat-
ter two as being part of a positivity that pro-
2 Spectral Music was developed in Paris by composers such 

as Gérard Grisey (1946-1998) and Tristan Murail (1947) as 
the search for a sound expression in itself. One of the 
techniques used in spectral music is to create with the 
harmonic spectrum of sounds by analyzing them 
throughout sound samples called sonograms, which clearly 
indicate the internal organization of partials and its evolution
in time. This line of contemporary music explored the 
timbre and the physical characteristics of sound as material 
for musical composition, a demand that was slowly 
manifested in the history of music from Claude Debussy 
(1862-1918), passing Anton Webern (1883-1945), Edgard 
Varèse (1883-1965), György Ligeti (1923-2006) and 
especially Giacinto Scelsi (1905-1988).
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duces discursive formations about voice, lan-
guage and presence in the studies of voice and
within the poetics of voice. After that, I investig-
ate the discursive formations about presence
that are formulated on the role of voice within
Derrida’s deconstruction of phenomenology of
voice.  I also make reference to the review of
Adriana Cavarero in the book For More Than
One Voice (2005), that verses about the charac-
ter of sound abstraction and physicality of the
voice in the contexts of philosophy, linguistics
and voice studies in the twentieth century.

The broader objective of this research is to in-
vestigate how certain contradictions are pro-
duced within the discourses about voice regard-
ing the concept of presence and, in addition, I
intend to characterize how these dualities, fail-
ures, binarisms and discursive contradictions are
articulated within the vocal poetics. I question
how the historical silencing of voice while evid-
ence of sensuality and embodiment are en-
throned in the combination of vocal and instru-
mental performance along with some technolo-
gical apparatus, revealing repressions, binaries
and dualisms between body and machine, voice
and sense, distance and intimacy, presence and
physical absence, mediation and immediacy of
the voice.

A possible archeology of voice would critically
analyze the discourses constituted to describe
the role that voice establishes in the relationship
between the presence of the body and the
meaning of speech, in addition to investigating
how the voice materializes itself in different re-
cords and media. The method could reveal our
reception or denial of voice strictly as sound and
vocality. But also, the latter two conditions (of
presence and meaning of speech) have a lot to
tell us about the current creative panorama of
vocal poetics, on subjection to what our vocal
condition historically suffered and suffers already
under the influences of this archive which in-
volves voice.

Meanwhile, the connection of voice with the
types of mediations in its various levels and
gradations reveals different approaches or dis-
tancing of the body and the materiality of media,
according to the means, such as the primary
use of the manuscript, the song, the magnetic

tape, the digitized voice, the voice mediated and
amplified by the microphone or transformed by
live electronics, etc.

2 For a possible archeology of
voice between presence and

mediation

The positivity of a discourse about the voice
would be the unity that affirms itself in a dis-
course made up of dualities, failures, projec-
tions, paradoxes and how these flaws and con-
tradictions "enunciate" themseves through hege-
monic discourses. According to Foucault
(1972:127), the positivity plays the role of what
would be the historical a priori. It is the plot that
connects the field of formal identities, thematic
continuities, transaction concepts, in addition to
works, books and texts, and creates a network
from one author to another. For example, the
history of the a priori of grammar is not the his-
tory of reason, neither of the mentalities in the
field of language, but the set of rules that char-
acterize this discursive practice (Ibidem). 

In this sense, the historical a priori is not a
condition of validity for judgements, but the con-
ditions of emergence of statements, the law of
their coexistence with others. It is not neces-
sary for the archeologyst to deduct from the
writings and facts, or seeking the truth of an as-
sertion, a theory, a statement. Otherwise, the
way to investigates an a priori discourse is by
capturing the statements in their dispersion,
camouflaged under the great speeches of great
stories, in all the flaws opened up by their non-
coherence, (Foucault, op. Cit.:127). 

This research reveals that the discourses
about voice feature extremes and radicality: or
mute and completely relegate the voice as a
sonorous phenomenon, focusing on the associ-
ation talks with the semantics (and not the ac-
tual vocality of voice); or otherwise, in an oppos-
ite way, enter the rebellion of the vocality, the
ways of animality, pleasure, noise, in protest
against the language, the voice as meaning. This
polarization seems to point to a "blind spot" on
the inconsistencies of these discourses, which
is of supreme interest in archaeological re-
search. These "open failures" of the voice’s his-

SONOLOGIA 2016 – OUT OF PHASE                                       www .eca.usp.br/sonologia                                                            153              



torical a priori seems to serve as fuel for the cre-
ation of artists interested in mediate such polar-
ities between voice, body language, music and
technology. 

The apparent duality between corporeality and
meaning of language brings us to works3 that
demonstrate a boost towards the body's vents,
to the guttural sounds, the sounds of vocal hol-
low, the mouth, the exacerbated pronunciations,
in open challenge to the areas that language and
writing imposed on the body and the voice, as
well it is assumed. The concert for voice use
various manipulations to incur these types of vo-
calitily, but also points to a use of voice in direct
relation to the instruments of the orchestra,
merging spectral composition with guided im-
provisation.

.
Over five (5) years of research on the voice in

modern and contemporary poetics, I realize the
construction of conceptual assumptions about
the relationship between voice and the writing,
so that the conception of what is voice under-
goes a polarization over its history: on the side
of philosophy the voice comes to mean, accord-
ing to phenomenology, language, or verbal con-
tent with semantic meaning, or phonè as phon-
etics. From the point of view of oral studies,
some voice poetry as sound poetry come to re-
deem all that refers to the body, to a voice made
of meat and breath of life; a single voice of a
subject that resonates with other parties of the
sensory side of the phonè while sound.

I initially approached the paper Orality and
Writing: A Review (2006), by Ana Maria Galvão
and Antônio Augusto Batista, in which the au-
thors reveal the basic bibliography and a review
of the apparent dichotomy between oral and
written culture. The first group of references
presented by the authors include Marshal
McLuhan, with The Gutenberg Galaxy (1972),
Levi-Strauss, with The Savage Mind (1972), Jack
Goody and Ian Watt with the paper The con-
sequences of literacy (1963), Eric Havelock with
Preface to Plato (1997), Walter Ong, with Orality

3 For exemple, Henri Chopin, Isidore Isou, Georges Aperghis,
or Dieter Schnebel. Listen to Henri Chopin’s Vibrespace 
(1963):  www.youtube.com/watch?v=B7BKD66Q90A

and Written Culture: the technologization of the
word. (1982) and Paul Zumthor with The Letter
and the Voice (1993).

In my studies at the Masters, I approached
the books Scripture and Nomadism (2005), In-
troduction to Oral Poetry (2010) and Perform-
ance Reception and Reading (2007), by Paul
Zumthor. In addition to the above texts, I fo-
cused on the conceptions of sociolinguistics
concerning the statement-enunciation studies
and performativity (M. Bakhtin (The Discourse of
Genres, in: Theory of Verbal Creation, 1997), VN
Voloshinov (La palabra en La vida La palabra y en
La poetry:. hacia a sociological poetics, 1926), É.
Benveniste (General Linguistics Problems, 1976)
and O. Ducrot (Space of a polyphonic theory of
enunciation, 1987) and in the panorama about
enunciation made by Gilles Deleuze and Felix
Guattari in A Thousand Plateaus, Capitalism and
Schizophrenia (1995), Vol.2, entitled Postulates
of Linguistics.

At the PhD I have currently researched around
concepts of voice in authors such as Paul
Zumthor, Steve MacCaffery, Roland Barthes,
Jacques Derrida, Adriana Cavarero; but in au-
thors that studied presence such as Hans Ulrich
Gumbrecht and Jean Luc Nancy. 

For this paper, I observed more closely the
writings Scripture and Speech and The Utopia of
language, by R.Barthes, The Zero Degree of
Scripture ([1915];1971), The Voice and the Phe-
nomenon (1967- 1994), by Jacques Derrida, es-
pecially the last chapter: The Voice that Guards
Silence. I present a third perspective with the
review of For More Then One Voice - Toward a
Philosophy of Vocal Expression (2005), by Adri-
ana Cavareiro, in order to seek suggestions on
how to bring back the valence of the sound of
voice within the speech, just as the semantics,
but not formulate discourses that create a false
binarism between voice and sound or voice and
language. It was this last literature review that
pointed out the possibility of making an analysis
of the Ratke’s work.
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3 Studies of orality and writing:
a history of voice?

Theories discussing orality and writing seem
to offer a consensus that the introduction of
writing in primary oral cultures caused profound
changes in aspects of social and cultural life in
all of them. The writing would be the first tech-
nology of word and would be succeeded by the
press and the computer. (ONG, 2002: 80). The
criticism that befell on such theories claims that
there would be a dichotomy between oral and
written in these studies that associate abstrac-
tion, the visual, the long-term memory and seri-
ous study to writing culture and, on the other
hand, the sensuousness of sounds, cognitive
concreteness linked to ephemeral and contex-
tual learn to oral cultures.

In the chapter Poetic Oralitys (2010: 30-31),
Paul Zumthor presents the modes of research-
ing this voice, modes that take place in oral po-
etry. The author lists the ethnologists studies on
popular poetry and song and the role that writ-
ing and the media have on vocality. Zumthor in-
dicates that in the study of oral poetry would
happen a alternation between reception and
transmission that in writing is more contestable.
The spoken word would make clear the condi-
tion of the subjects, would give the state of au-
thority and law to the speaker, which is why ab-
solution and condemnation are officially pro-
nounced out and loud on the court testimony.

Zumthor (2010: 36) states that there are four
species of orality or cultures between orality
and writing: the primary is pure immediate,
without contact with the writing; the second, an
orality that coexists with writing, would be di-
vided into two types: a mixed orality, with ex-
ternal influence of writing (as would happen
with the illiterate in a written culture), and a
second orality, which is (re) compose from writ-
ing in a literate culture; and finally a fourth, the
mechanically mediated orality, differentiated in
time and space, and that which currently coex-
ists with all the others, even the first. However,
the author points out that the description in-
duced by the opposition writing-orality would
have a more categorical than historical character
and that men of orality and writing coexist in
each epoch.

There seems to be  an "evasion" of the voice
in writing consolidation as a mean of transmis-
sion, since there was a general tendency to
worship the writing and not the sonorous voice
as receptacle of knowledge. However, this di-
chotomous discourse between orality versus
writing seems to tend to a partial look, which
takes the written culture as an a priori of the
education process, eliminating other perspect-
ives and creating a "literacy myth". (Street apud.
Galvão; Battista, 2006: 426). There would not be
two opposing or chained mentalities in "evolu-
tion" of the oral towards greater ability of ab-
straction of a writing mentality; it is before, two
mentalities that achieve the same objective by
different routes:

[...] The written speech becomes significant by 
lexicalization and the grammar, while the oral 
speech becomes meaningful through 
paralinguistic patterns. This conception would 
reiterate the "great divide". In addition, Street 
finds, crystallized in these studies, the notion 
that the written speech is "connected" and 
"cohesive", while the oral discourse is 
fragmented and disconnected (Ibid.).

One should also take into account the specific
conditions of each historical moment in the
movement of socialization of reading, as when
making the book in the XII century, and just like
in the relationship between publishers and the
press in the Middle Age, because the written
culture did not occur in a linear and homogen-
eous way, but through heterogeneous times,
contradictory and particular to each culture (Id.
Ibid.: 430).

Moreover, there is no such thing as a univer-
sal culture of writing among people, but vari-
ations of written cultures with different trends
for oral, various oral cultures with different writ-
ing experience. Similarly, it is not interesting to
us to create antagonisms between an abstract
and objectively critical mindset in the rational
level, manifested through a written culture on
one side, and on the other, a pre-logical mental-
ity, magic, mythic, given in oral culture (Galvão;
Battista, Op. cit : 425).

Another criticism related to these discourses
is about the supposed character of abstraction,
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separation and fixation of words in writing. The
oral culture itself would be able to generate be-
haviors associated with writing, as abstraction.
This literature that suggests an oral-written dual-
ity still follows an evolutionary trend of the his-
tory of writing, using words like "primitive",
"wild-civilized" and an ideal that puts writing as
an indispensable element for the evolution of
humanity and enjoyment of art.

The history would begin with a movement of
oral poetry towards writing. But it is precisely
the advent of writing that we take as the begin-
ning of history and what now came to be called
historiography: a written history of spoken
words? The history is made by one who tells a
written story, the narrator, or between the recip-
rocal vocal interactions between the speakers of
the history? It will be “history” when we write
or when we act, speak and talk? What duality is
this between writing and speaking?

4 Voice between speech and
writing: Derrida and the voice of

transcendental flesh

It is increasingly difficult to reconstruct the
actor's presence buried under the historical

sedimentation. The time of crisis is always the
time of the sign.

Derrida

When reading the book The Voice and the
Phenomenon ([1930]; 1994) by Jacques Derrida,
we face an attempted of deconstruction of the
presence’s phenomenology of voice. The notion
of presence is that what live in being, in one’s
consciousness of objects, of others and himself,
an  auto-affectivity of the silent voice of thought.
The effect of the presence depends on the fact
that it is involved in the structure of the speech
as the speaker hears himself, which creates a
double presence: the verbal signifier expressed
in speech and the listening presence of the
speaker, as pure self-affection of a voice that
hear itself as speaking. (Derrida, 1994 apud Cav-
arero 1994: 219)

Derridá’s basic thesis is that western 
meaphysival is essencially a metaphysics of 
presence – or rather that the concept of a pure 
and immediate presence funccions in 

metaphysic as the guarantee of an evident and 
necessary truth, and thus this concept of 
presence is “fundational” (Cavarero, 2005).

The spoken language is what connects us
with the world and people. It is the first means
of representation of the things that are presen-
ted to us in the world. According to Derrida, the
language element and the element of con-
sciousness of presence are difficult to discern
and is exactly the voice that constitute this con-
fused margin between language and awareness
of the presence, what brings us to the problem
of mediation – immediacy:

But his indiscernibility [of language and 
consciousness of presence] will not introduce a
non-presence and the difference (the mediation,
the sign, return etc.) to the heart of presence 
itself? This difficulty requires a response. This 
response is called voice (Derrida 1994: 22, 
emphasis added).

Just ahead in the text, Derrida argues that this
difficulty of separation of the problems of pres-
ence and mediation would not be an internal
contradiction of phenomenology. The author de-
scribes the voice as a carrier of presence and of
the history of spoken language, such as an
"archive of dissimulation itself". Derrida writes
about a phenomenology of voice in which the
phonè occupies the focus of analysis of the
presence in the world and while ontology of
consciousness between presence and lan-
guage. It performs a deconstruction of phe-
nomenology of voice in which the phonè as
presence comes into opposition to writing as
trace.

It is less surprising the tenacious, oblique and 
laborious effort of phenomenology to save the 
word to affirm a core tie between the logos and
phonè, the privilege of consciousness (...) being
but the possibility of live voice. As the 
consciousness itself appears in its relation to an
object whose presence she can store and 
repeat, it is never completely alien or previous 
to the possibility of language (Derrida 1994: 22).

The most unique aspect of Derrida, according
Cavarero (op. Cit.: 216, passim), lies precisely in
the thesis about phonocentrism as an alleged
privilege of speech against the scripture or
arche-writing, of the phoné against the graphic
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sign. Derrida assumes this metaphysical tend-
ency of the presence of phonè in Hussserl”s
phenomenology of voice and positively affirms
that this maneuver is due to the full philosoph-
ical elaboration about the difficulty in differentiat-
ing between presence and language; a strategy
that would structure all Husserl's discourse:

The required privilege of the phoné that is 
implied by the history of metaphysics, Husserl 
will radicalize, exploring all its resources to the 
most critical refinement. For it is not in the 
sound substance or in the physical voice, the 
body of the voice in the world, that he will 
recognize a source of affinity with the logos in 
general, but in the phenomenological voice, the 
voice in his transcendental flesh, the breath, the
intentional animation which transforms the 
body of the word in flesh, which makes Körper 
one Leib, a seistige Leiblichkeit. The 
phenomenological voice would be this spiritual 
meat that continues to speak and to be present 
to itself - to hear itself - in the absence of the 
world. Of course, what is attributed to the voice
is assigned to the language of words, a 
language made up of units - which were 
considered irreducible, indecomposable - 
welding the concept of meaning to the 
significant “phonic complex" (Derrida, 1994: 23).

Therefore, voice is taken while speech and
phonetics, not as a sonic complex. The phoné,
or the sound of voice, is "welded" phenomenolo-
gically as “meaning”, while it is a tool of fixating
ideas in its semantics.

“Aristotle says in the Poetics that logos is
phonè semantike, signifying voice (Aristotle,
1457a-530 apud CAVARERO, 2005: 34)”. And it is
precisely this conception of phoné, of speech
while discourse and semantics what distinguish
man from the brute beast. In metaphysical dis-
course, the phonè semantike would define the
existence of human beings as the owners of a
voice, a self-awareness logos. Hence the ontolo-
gical importance of speech as language.

The word logos designate these concepts
confusion. As stated Levinas (apud Cavarero,
2005: 33) "(...) the logos as discourse is com-
pletely confused with logos as reason". The term
oscillates between the realms of language and
discourse, between speech and thought. Ety-
mologically, logos derived from the legein verb,

which means “speech” in the ancient Greek,
but also “aggregate”, “join”, “connect” and
“gather”. 

According to Cavarero, in its ordinary mean-
ing , logos refers to the activity of one who
speaks, of one who links nouns to verbs and to
other parts of speech. Logos consists essen-
cially in the joining together of the words (Cav-
arero, 2005: 33). That is, it is the "irreducible
units" of phonetic significance that speaks Der-
rida.

Philosophy would focus precisely on this part
of the voice: the meaning of speech, conceiving
this as voice. It approaches the voice for its
phonetics, its semantics, its consistency rules.
The metaphysical philosophy refers to the voice
just as language, a system of signification. Ac-
cording the review of Cavarero, this would be
characterized as the de-vocalization of logos, as
logos necessarily involves pronunciation, oral
cavity, breathing. In other words, Cavarero
(2005: 34-35) states that the history of meta-
physics should be told as the history of de-vocal-
ization of logos, because the scientific research
about voice would approach voice just as an
idea, a transcendental mental image.

5 Voices between speech and
sound: multiple voices in

Cavarero

Maybe we can point out the difficulty of the
oral-written interaction in the history of philo-
sophy and of vocal studies, and between voice
and writing in phenomenology in particular. This
would be characterized as a historical difficulty,
and more than that, a contradiction positively
valued in the history of metaphysics. This silen-
cing of the embodied voice would be a problem
that has to do with the philosophical affinity for
an abstract and disembodied universality and
within the domain of a word that does not ef-
fectively leaves no cavity flesh. (Cavarero,
2005:8) 

The discursive tactic of silencing the voice
constitutes a double gesture, in which the
speech is separated from the speakers and finds
its home in thought. It finds its destination in a
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mental meaning in which the speech itself, in its
sound materiality, would be the expression in
his audible signal.

According to Adriana Cavarero (ibid), with re-
spect to voice corporeality and its uniqueness
and relatedness, the subject of voice in modern-
ity points a theoretical horizon at the same time
promising and disappointing. Despite the voice
have become an object of study in the twentieth
century, approached by several schools of
thought under the most different angles, the
corporeal singularity of voice did not gain atten-
tion in this overview. For uniqueness, Cavarero
want to name the characteristics of each voice
as unique, different in each person (Cavarero,
2005: 9).

Cavarero does not delegitimize these studies
in her criticism, but witnesses and certifies the
ways in which forms of knowledge dedicated to
speech phenomenon are able to focus on the
voice as such without ever dealing with the pro-
spect of the uniqueness of each voice. That is,
the voice becomes a general sphere of sound
joints in which what is not heard is, paradoxic-
ally, the uniqueness of the sound. (Ibid:  9-10)

The main objective of Cavarero in her book is
the problem of “[..] thinking of the relation
between voice and speech as one of unique-
ness that, although it resounds first of all in the
voice that is not speech, also continues to re-
sound in the speech to which the human voice
is continuously destined.” (CAVARERO, 2005:
13). That is, think of voice simultaneously as
speech and while all that is not speech: sound,
gesture, history, context, emotion, action, etc.

Language is the first mediation of our pres-
ence as living beings. Apart from being a vehicle
of information exchange, spoken language also
has a sensory quality linked to pleasure, will and
desire to talk, to "exchange ideas", or even seri-
ously debate, inciting and scheming dialogues.
Along the semantic and logical character of lan-
guage, therefore, we are sent to their emotional
condition of human interaction, full of passion,
oaths, convictions, acquittals, orders, execu-
tions, pronunciations, resonances. For the au-
thor, what really matters is not how to think one
pleasure policy that brings the relationship

between politics and speech, but rather, how to
think a policy that does not continue to purge
the kingdom of vocal in speech. (...). In a sense,
would be enough just focus on speech from the
“voice’s place” or vocal place (Ibid: 200).

An interesting feature of Cavarero’s critics is
that voice is claimed in his sonorous body, but
the examples that the author brings in the text
belong to an even canonical repertoire of tradi-
tional tonal hegemonic music of the West, such
as opera and classical singing, or under a well-af-
fir m e d t h e a t r i c a l l i t e r a tu r e s u ch a s
Shaekespeare in Romeo and Juliet, without ad-
dressing composers and minority authors who
could offer a material that would be more alined
with her investigation of the voice, such as
sound poets like Henri Chopin, Isidore Isou, or
even composers such as Georges Aperghis or
Dieter Schnebell. Therefore, it seemed to me
that it would be appropriate to make an analysis
of works involving voice and creative processes
that play with the border between meaning of
speech and sensuousness of voice, as Maja
Ratkje or Diamanda Galás, for exemple. When
reading some descriptions of Cavareiro on voice
as a unique sound of body breathers, I have a
particular impression of being listening to the
work of Maja Ratkje.

6 Concert for Voice (moods IIIb)
by Maja Ratkje

According to Ratkje, “the concerto is the third
part of a series of pieces called “moods”, where
the first piece, ‘mono mood (S)’, an electronic
piece based on saxophone spectrum, was made
in 1997.” (Ratkje: 2007). The voice must be amp-
lified with a microphone and sound along with
the dynamic orchestra. The orchestral score is
composed in detail, with precise indications of
the desired type of sound at any time. for ex-
ample, in some pitches, which partial of C is be-
ing played; or which different articulations are
necessary. Otherwise, the voice part follows a
virtually open score with general directions for
improvisation. 

There are suggestions of some notes to the
voice in a few passages, which happens often in
unison with other instrument and when this
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occurs, the artist always wins sound texture
including large noise load on the voice in some
way and thereby differentiating and “texturizing”
the unison. This happens, for example, where
there is a sound indication “like viola” or with
“squeeky”. Indications of vocal moods in the
score are, among others: Improvisation with tiny
mouth sounds - start imitating Viola, gradually
arrive on high note; squeaky; whispers ad lib.;
drow breath,  improve;  sound like wind instr. in
the bar before; imitatin percussion; high pitched,
thin sounds; interrupted hight pitched, childish
humming-nonsense; add iterative, deep sounds;
hoarse singing ad lib, active!; screamin heavy
breathing; imitating Type Writer ad lib.; high
pitched childish nonsense, among others.

Fig.1. Appearance of the Type Writer in bar 104.

According to Ratkje, her place as an inter-
preter in this concert exceeds the conventions
given to the voice singing a text. Not trained as
a classical singer, she uses her voice through
non-idiomatic ways, "based on experience and
inspiration in free musical improvisation, elec-
tronic music and sound poetry." (apud. Al-
buquerque, 2016).

It is clear, in the Concert, the influence of her
experience with the quartet Spunk along with
three women musicians: Hild Sofie Tafjord on
the horn, Kristin Andersen on trumpet and Lene
Grenager on cello, for over 20 years. In an inter-
view with Gabriel Albuquerque for the blog
"Volume Morto" (2016), Ratkje says that even ex-
ploring different sounds with his voice since he
was a child, it was with this group that she
reached her full vocal ability, using voice as her
main instrument. In this sense, it is perceived in

the concert a treatment given to voice as an at-
tempt to get a direct contrast or direct coher-
ence with instruments; reciprocity or antagon-
ism that she talks about in her review for the
Concert on her website (Ratkje, 2007).

There is no text sung in the concert or even a
narrative behind the voice sounds or any literary
reference, but rumors, noises, screams, intona-
tions. Thus, emerges a voice filled with multiple
bodily sounds, vents and air flows, guttural
sounds. For this use of voice as an embedded
vocality within a musical genre historically or-
ganized as the "concert", this would not be a
concert to sing the text according to a melody,
but a concert of vocalities: a voice that "sings" it-

self. The sense of lan-
guage, the text that
would be sung, is occu-
pied by the voice in her
extreme physical and
sound presence.

However, there is a
metaphorical reference
to the semantics and
language in the concert,
related to writing in par-
ticular, which is the type-
writer in the set of per-
cussion. It is also inter-

esting to note that, except for its first entry, the
type machine appears in some dynamic intens-
ity valleys, in pianos after the major part of en-
ergy accumulation, when the sound leaves its
intensity traces.

Here I would venture to do a reading about
writing which I previously described within the
bias of Derrida on writing as trace (or arche-writ-
ing), in contrast to speech as an emblem of a
phonocentric domain. In this approach, the
primary end use of the voice is this metaphys-
ical place of speech, where she finds the mean-
ing and language with semantics. The typewriter
refers to writing as materiality of visual and tact-
ile record of handwriting, when typing the
words in the page. But Ratkje plays with the
sound of the typewriter and associates it with a
voice that left the semantics, indicating a certain
paradoxical irony about the dialogue between
these two emblems: she uses the sound of the
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typewriter, not its contents while silent visuality
of writing; and she composes with voice on a
threshold between speech and sound. It all cre-
ates a vocality that is external to the musical
code of the notes and closer to the mouth
sounds and rumors, but still not as meaning in
speech.

It is interesting that, at bar 104, after the first
“tutti fortíssimo”, follows a sudden piano with an
aerated sound and th instruments that sound
highlighted are the typewriter and a violin, with
the two overlapping a base made of glissandos
initially divided between woods (flute, oboe, cla-
rinet and english horn), vibraphone with bow
and tam-tam in the percussion, besides one sax-
ophone and one acordeon that comes later.

Fig.2. Legato glissandos that vary under intervals of 
major and minor 2nds in the wind instruments and 
percurssion.

This range drop serves as a sound atmo-
sphere for the entrance of the typewriter, as if
there remained only her, one violin and the
voice, after the long previous combat growing
noisy in which the furiously screams and the or-
chestra offspring rhythmic spasms.

The sequence after the "striking fortissimo” is
that long audible dialogue between minimum
and popped vocal sounds, along with typing and
legato glissandos that vary under intervals of
major and minor 2nds (C + B or Bb) in the wind
instruments and percussion (fig 2).

There is a kind of "struggle" between zoom in
and out the presence of the voice, which some-
times is combined with instruments or plays im-
itating them, then draws the sound of the instru-
ments into the inharmonic spectra of the vocal
noise to find their own dissonance and beats,
leading them to the threshold of the order of
pulses and durations. This is the case of the vi-
ola and the cello at the beginning of the piece,
whit the indication "extreme crush tone, as even
as possible no pitch."

Ratkje says (2007) that the concert plays with
the way the listener expects the orchestra is
supposed to sound. There is no thread of a nar-
rative and the piece as a whole seems to oscil-
late between different textural moments seem-

ingly disconnected.
But this obey an in-
ternal conduction of
the sound of instru-
ments and voice to
the aspect of timbre,
by subdividing the
notes to a granular
mass in percussive
sounds. This hap-
pens between the
ins t ruments and
with the instruments
in a duel or fused
with the voice.

The general thought of the piece is spectral,
with manipulation of partials of C spectrum, but
this does not happen all the time because not all
of the pitches configure emphasis on certain
partial of C or change the resonance of other
pitches. Often, the texture is more percussive,
and varies over short or minimal sounds. For ex-
ample, at the bar 43 (at 3'26"), the celesta is
melted at very fast attack i n demisemiquavers
with intermittent voice attacks, which completes
the sound in terms of texture, but the sonorus
vocal result has no clear harmonic content. This
is clearly requested in the score in the note “im-
itating percussion” and appears in other pas-
sages with the expressions "start imitating vi-
ola” and “sound like wind instruments”.

A timbre fusion takes place between the
voice and the violins at bar 30 (at 2'36 "), but
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here the voice adds some noise to the tone, cre-
ating a mix between harmonicity and noise. 

The piece as a whole oscillates between inter-
mittent percussive sections divided on different
instruments, microtonal glissandi between voice
and one or more instruments, percussive mark-
ings with sforzando between all instruments
and long legatos in cross-glissando blending two
or more timbre instruments.

Fig.3. A timbre fusion takes place between the voice and 
the violins at bar 30.

Another feature of timbre change are the in-
dications for cellos and basses: “extreme crush
tone, as even as possible’, or yet, “gradually
change into crush tone with some pitch” and
“very ammount of pitch added gradually”, which
clearly indicate a demand for a sound transform-
ation between noise and pitch, considering a
certain grain between the two.

Realizing all three tactics described: between
percussive fusions, mergers of different timbres
and a third between the two, belonging more to
the  order of the grain, the composer seems to
exercise the contraction and expansion of the
threshold between pulse, sound grain and pitch,

a clear legacy of Concrete Music, as Ratkje af-
firms on her website (2007).

The idea of creating a concert for voice
without a text and for a voice that do not sing,
seems to find a way of  treating the voice and
the orchestra as a concrete raw material to be
molded into a sound mass, with spectral
strategies. This shows an interesting mix of the
author’s own poetic and biographical vocal ele-
ments with a more strict compositional school
like concrete music or spectral music.

I think this is the
meaning of the choice of
the term "concert" for
this work: a concert for
voice while a vocality in
concert (not a singing
voice) that defies sound
like an instrument; but
also an orchestra that
challenges the tonal in-
strumental architecture.
A duel of voice with all
the instrumental sound
architecture based on
pitched sounds and dur-
ations, under an archi-
tectural a priori of sonor-
i t y, historically imposed
over the voice and the
instruments.

Ratkje seems to handle the huge distance
between vocal rumors and an architectural-or-
chestral set of instruments. Perhaps this may
correspond to the attempt to create a mixture, a
voice 'blonde' or voice 'mood’ (mood iii, as the
sub-title) that can only be equalized with orches-
tral instruments when they are already "ripped"
and partly mixed in spectral terms. That is, the
voice is combined with the instruments within a
certain “tonal failure" of herself and of the instru-
ments, exploring a world of extra-tonal sonorit-
ies and extra-musical sounds like screams,
grunts, litanies, minimum mouth sounds ampli-
fied by the microphone.
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Final considerations

This research yields as an archaeological con-
tribution on the theme of voice in my field of re-
search and helps to unmask and dismantle
some apparently preconceptions and binarisms
common in the history of metaphysics and voice
philosophy which cause confusion and distortion
about what we mean by voice, what we make
with it, what we produce with it and how we
live voice. Invest in research on the semantic
field between the sound and the meaning
seems to uncover paradoxes and indicates a
possibility to scrutinize the positivity of dis-
courses through these readings and questions,
but also indicate a practical extension of these
readings through the possibility of an archaeolo-
gical analysis of the works for voice which I pur-
pose to investigate.

What I understand after doing this work is
that the study who attempted to research the
voice eventually describes a voice that tends to
be widespread, a voice that is abstracted from
any body, its cavities, the vital breath and sound,
which is the root of speech. But there is also an-
other radical opposite, that of orality as essence
to be rescued as a kind of “true”, of a primordial
sensorialism that would save us from rational-
ism and logocentrism language. This radical vo-
cality present in the body seems very suspi-
cious to be taken as a bulwark because, as
stated Cavareiro (2005: 210-212, passim), the
voice has a destination and this destination is
communication, the language, although it is rudi-
mentary, the evidence of a babbling of a baby.
The voice is addressed to the relationship with
others through language, which opens the inter-
action of politics with the logos, with speech,
with understanding.

The voice enunciates a sonorous body, but it
also tracks what may make sense in relatedness
with other people who have a logos and a voice.
But we see that in the possibility of a "history
about voice" or a "history of discourses on
voice", the voice itself slips categorizations, is al-
ways another; it is a whole, or a hole, elusive as
poetry, even if voice is a sound carrier medium
of language, used for the definition of things. It
is not only phonetic and not only sonic, but both.
The voice is not the hegemonic metaphysical

figure overlying written by a phonetics prevail,
indicating the death of the written sign. How-
ever, it is also not a orality as such a source of
signs, as something that precedes the language
in a kind of “Adamic way”. Voice does not need
to be either taken or "returned" to what would
be a “source” within a discourse of original-
copy duality. It is a medium and its content, the
signification and significant, the oral and the
written, speech and thought, and it is the pres-
ence and the absence.

Another issue that came up was the lack of an
alternative to the critique of the abstraction of
relatedness and of the voice caller's context in
metaphysics and philosophy. What is necessary
to bring context and interlocutors for the scene
of vocality in the analysis of these works? How
to put this elements of voice uniqueness and
this politics of vocal relation in a musical analysis
of the type of work that involves contemporary
poetics of voice? At this point I believe that
Ratkje biography is a point to highlight, as well
as heterogeneous sound poets like Henri
Chopin, Demetrio Stratos and Jaap Blonk. With
Maja Ratkje as in this artists, it is not possible to
separate one who speaks of what is said as
they have their very particular personality ex-
press in their voices, with vocal approaches that
are most impossible to be copied and repro-
duced.

Ratkje’s Concert is a special case in this re-
gard, because the way it was done with an open
sheet music for voice is something specific to
be performed just for her, that is, it is addressed
to a person in a specific context, connected to
the speaker and composer Maja Ratkje. This
certainly says a lot in this context, although it is
not something said in the verbal language in any
form.

The unique value of the voice which Cavarero
claims seems to be evident in the Concerto for
Voice by Ratkje, which seems to find a vocal
place within a panorama extremely attached to
the text and singing literature, making this voice
find a point between the sound and the speech
of the mouth. It also plays with the sonic fusion
with other instruments as timbre. This voice is
partly addressed to the speech, but it can re-in-
tegrate itself into the sound and contextual ele-
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ments (such as gestures, contextual unique-
ness, ambiences, spaces) as a phoné-vox.
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11.

Abstract: This paper considers how an ethnographic men-
tality applied to field recording might benefit the recordist-
composer. Many practitioners in the art of field recording are
currently experiencing an ‘ethnographic turn’. Recent sonic
arts discourse has engaged with the artistic practice of field
recording, calling for scholars and practitioners to acknow-
ledge the presence of the recordist as an active agent in the
field (Anderson and Rennie 2016; Voeglin 2014; Lane & Carlyle
2013; Demers 2009). This recognition carries with it a
heightened sense of awareness and responsibility on behalf
of the recordist. As in ethnography, those undertaking field re-
cording are now encouraged to be increasingly reflexive.
Meanwhile, in the conceptual ‘border zones’ between art and
anthropology, Schneider and Wright (2010, 2013) write that
supposed divisions between the two practices actually mask
much common ground. Recent sound works located between
arts practice and anthropology are shown to reveal the
process of fieldwork through field recording (Karel, Cox and
Carlyle) and the emotional response of the recordist (Ben-
nett). Carioca Sound Stories presents practice-based artistic
research in sound undertaken by the author in Rio De Janiero,
Brazil. The work develops this interdisciplinary method further,
combining reflexive field recording and ‘context-based compo-
sition’ (Truax, 2012). Gregory Barz’s ethnomusicological field-
work methodology is key to the work, in which Barz describes
field research to be ‘one of the most meaningful processes
engaged by ethnomusicologists to define themselves’ (2008:
206). Carioca Sound Stories translates Barz’s concept of
‘headnotes’ into visual annotations, whereby the piece simul-
taneously conveys experiences in the moment and reflections
gained with hindsight. This practice-based research in com-
position aims to develop understanding of field recording as
reflexive-ethnographic fieldwork, making clear the active
agency anyone has when interacting with or documenting an
identified field. 

Keywords: field recording; phonography; ethnography; con-
text-based composition; soundscape; Rio de Janeiro.

1 Introduction

To achieve a more active criticality, the very 
roles an artist plays in working with place, and 
the assumption that site-specific practice will 
eventually expose the truth rather than pursue 
its availability, should be understood rather as 
opportunities for inhabiting the very problematic
such assumptions produce. (LaBelle, 2006: 199)

Rio de Janeiro, 2014. “We’re in Pedra do Sal.
This is the real samba party: away from the tick-
eted, paid-in clubs of Lapa, a regular event hap-
pens here every Monday and Friday. We’re in
the open air, around a rock found at the centre
of an old workers neighbourhood near the port.
People snake up and down a set of steps cut
into the rock. There’s a palm tree in the middle
of the square at the foot of the steps, stalls sell-
ing fried food and beer, and I’m in heaven…   

The musicians sit around a table near the tree
playing well-known samba tunes. Everyone
seems young, it feels alive, contemporary, not
simply a retrospective or nostalgic trip. The
younger generation, I think, have assumed the
responsibility of keeping samba alive – it’s young
people that are playing the music, and young
people that are listening and singing along to
every word. 

Later, we make our way into the crowd, push-
ing through the tight gathering of people, climb-
ing up the steps that are cut into the rock so
that we can get to our friend’s house overlook-
ing the samba party. We get invited inside, there
are people hanging out, I’m offered a cocktail. I
begin to realise that being indoors is not missing
out on the party outside, but it’s offering me a
deeper, insider’s connection with the place and
the people. I’m learning through talking to
people in here, perhaps more than I was by just
experiencing the music. Certainly, the combina-
tion of the two is a greater thing. 

Then I have another drink, and then another
… and our hosts put a Jorge Ben album on the
record deck…” 

1.1 Cataloging Memory and Experience

The above is taken from my voice-over to a
composed radio work titled Rio: An Outsider, In-
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side, made for ResonanceFM in June 20141. The
hour-long programme reflects on an extended
period that I spent in Rio de Janeiro earlier that
year. Through the radio work I voice personal re-
flections evoked by listening back to the field
recordings I had made, and the music I had dis-
covered while in Rio. The voice-over to the radio
show was recorded without a script and in one
take. As such, it perhaps captured a personal
sense of the emotions that I now associated
with the field recordings and songs. These
sounds had archived my individual emotional
data. Sound and music became the equivalent
of a diary or field notes, aiding my ability to re-
call what happened and how I felt when, for ex-
ample, I was at Pedra do Sal, or being intro-
duced to the music of Jorge Ben. 

This could be considered a demonstration of
Matthew Stokes’s assertion that music (and to
which I would add ‘sound’) becomes a tool for
cataloguing memory and experience. He writes
that ‘the musical event, from collective dances
to the act of putting a cassette or CD into a ma-
chine, evokes and organises collective memor-
ies and present experiences of place with an in-
tensity, power and simplicity unmatched by any
other social activity’ (1994: 3). From these de-
parture points a question has formed: how
might ‘context-based’ compositions be informed
by an ethnographic methodology for field re-
cording?

Beginning in the field, an ‘ethnographic con-
ceptualism’ (Schneider and Wright, 2013) might
be followed through field recording, as it is in
other anthropologically informed art. The authors
write that this ‘does not mean that ethnography
becomes unimportant, or negligible, but the ini-
tial theoretical motivations arise from a different
plane’ (p. 18). An artistically-motivated approach
to sound in the field might begin to answer the
same authors’ call for ‘experimentation that
would result in new and dynamic directions for
both contemporary art practices that revolve
around various kinds of documentation, and to
enlarge the range of work being produced
within anthropology’ (2010: 3). This paper dis-
cusses the merits of one such approach to field-
work centred on field recording, applied to pro-

1 https://soundcloud.com/tullisrennie/rio-an-outsider-inside-
originally-broadcast-on-resonance-fm-fri-27th-june-2014

duce Carioca Sound Stories. Here, ‘fieldwork’ is
understood to be an artistic-ethnographic prac-
tice that includes observation, documentation,
interaction and participation with an identified
‘field’ - achieved primarily through listening and
sound recording. 

To begin, precedents in sonic ethnography
and methodological similarities with field record-
ing as an artistic endeavor are briefly surveyed.
A growing call within anthropology for experi-
mental research and presentation methods
(Schneider and Wright) is contrasted with a
growing sense of self-awareness within the
artistic practice of field recording (Demers, Lane
and Carlyle, Voeglin). Fieldwork method in eth-
nomusicology (Barz, Titon) and the importance
of emotionally engaged field notes in social sci-
ences more generally (Borg, Browne) are pre-
sented. Crossovers between sound arts practice
and anthropology are considered, particularly the
work of Steve Feld and Ernst Karel. ‘Annotated’
sound art works that reveal the process of field-
work through field recording (Cox and Carlyle)
and the emotional response of the recordist
(Bennett) are discussed. Carioca Sound Stories -
based on extensive field recording undertaken
during two periods spent living in Rio de
Janeiro, Brazil  - also employs the device of text
annotation to represent the process and prob-
lematics in using field recordings as artistic ma-
terials. The piece highlights my experiences
recording in the field: issues that arose, knowl-
edge gained, difficulties encountered and fur-
ther questions that emerged. Furthermore, the
compositions reflect on the active agency that
my roles as listener, recordist and composer
have, both in my understanding of that field-
work, and in composing with the recordings – a
reflexive ethnographic mentality found in anthro-
pology. 

2 Sonic Ethnography and Field
Recording

The study of the senses is a relatively emer-
gent disciplinary focus in anthropology, growing
from key literature and practice such as Feld’s
Sound and Sentiment (1982; 2nd ed. 1990) and
Stoller’s The Taste of Ethnographic Things (1989;
2nd ed. 2010). Within the boundaries of eth-
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nomusicology, the anthropological study of
sound could be said to have a longer lineage: at
least from the middle of the last century (Kunst,
1950; 1955), or earlier still within the ‘comparat-
ive musicology’ of the early 20th Century (see
Merriam, 1977). Both ethnomusicologists and
those practicing anthropology of the senses
(particularly sound, in this context) retain field-
work as a core element of their research prac-
tice. Fieldwork in these areas does not isolate
the sonic, but rather further attempts to under-
stand how sound may emphasise the social,
political and cultural dimensions from which it
emanates. 

One of the pioneers of anthropology as
sound, and a practitioner of ethnographic study
through listening and sound recording, is Steve
Feld. His term ‘acoustemology’ (1996) was
coined to describe one’s sonic way of knowing
and being in the world. Meanwhile, John Levack
Drever highlights the commonality between eth-
nography and soundscape composition, which
since the late 1970s has become a common
artistic application of field recordings.2 Drever
writes that both ethnography and soundscape
are ‘interdisciplinary contextual enquires’ that
stem from ‘fieldwork primarily through sensu-
ous experience’ (2002: 24). 

The artistic practice of field recording3 shares
many aspects in common with traditional ethno-
graphic fieldwork per se, in particular its tend-
ency for long-form contemplation, and an inclin-
ation to adopt the position of passive observer.
However, practitioners in the art of field record-
ing are currently experiencing an ‘ethnographic
turn’ similar to the crisis of conscience that
rumbled through anthropology in the 1970s and
80s, which overhauled the practice of ethno-
graphic fieldwork in the process (see Clifford
and Marcus, 1986). Recent sonic arts discourse
has engaged with the artistic practice of field re-
cording in a similar way, calling for scholars and

2  For example the work of Barry Traux, and the World Sound-
scape Project more generally, of which Feld was also a 
member. 

3  Although field recording has its origins in wildlife documen-
tation and ethnographic research, through the inclusion of 
environmental sound in experimental music it has become 
recognised as an artistic practice in its own right. For more, 
see Lane and Carlyle, In The Field: The Art of Field Record-
ing (2013).

practitioners to acknowledge the presence of
the recordist as an active agent in the field
(Voeglin 2014, Lane & Carlyle 2013, Demers
2009). This recognition carries with it a
heightened sense of awareness and responsibil-
ity on behalf of the recordist. As in ethnography,
those undertaking field recording are now en-
couraged to be increasingly reflexive. The
choices over what sounds one might record,
where, when, how and crucially, why, all be-
come much more significant factors. 

While approaches to ethnography and field re-
cording may share many similarities, studies
within anthropology have typically distinct dis-
ciplinary objectives, ethical codes and ways of
representing outcomes compared to sound
composition. Anthropological work has often
been bound by the notion of the written text as
the dominant form to present findings. Ethnog-
rapher Dwight Conquergood notes the trepida-
tion most anthropologists feel when straying
from the written word. He asks: ‘[w]hat are the
rhetorical problematics of performance as a
complementary or alternative form of “publish-
ing” research? It is one thing to talk about per-
formance as a model for cultural process, as a
heuristic for understanding social life, as long as
that performance-sensitive talk eventually gets
“written-up”’ (Conquergood, 1991: 190). This
view, seen from the perspective of a practice-
based researcher in the sonic arts, begins to
highlight both the limitations of text and the
benefits of creative sound practice as a useful
and relevant medium for the communication and
dissemination of knowledge gained through
fieldwork. 

Anthropologists Arnd Schneider and Chris-
topher Wright have written extensively about
the conceptual boundaries, overlaps and ‘border
zones’ between art and anthropology, focusing
on how supposed divisions between the two
practices actually mask much common ground.
They argue for greater acceptance within an-
thropology towards more artistic, non-textual
and experimental fieldwork, stating that the
‘tension between maintaining the standards of
the discipline and developing new forms of an-
thropological knowledge has for too long been
overly weighted in favour of the former’ (2010:
3). Feld also recognises the border zones
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between art and anthropology, noting that field
recording might act as a crucial bridge. He says:
‘for me art-making is something that could be
central to anthropological thinking. But it has
never happened. Field recording could be an im-
portant piece of making the connection’ (Lane
and Carlyle, 2013: 211).

So, anthropologists are encouraged to em-
brace less formalised approaches to fieldwork
and its representations, while field recordists
are equally urged to demonstrate a greater
sense of self-awareness within their work and
its dissemination. Here we see further move-
ment towards mutual interdisciplinary goals, but
equally a potential clash of fundamentals: the
formal methodological structures of ethno-
graphy against the wilfully experimental and act-
ively non-standardised forms of contemporary
arts practice. Schneider & Wright support the
art-making as documentation, describing anthro-
pology as being in a state of ‘inertia’: 

Experimentation, in the sense of formal 
experimentation with representation strategies 
and outputs, is clearly seen as absolutely 
central to the development of contemporary art 
– the situation is less clear within anthropology 
where there is much to mitigate against the 
taking of risks in the area of how to conduct 
ethnographic research and present the 
subsequent knowledge. This disciplinary and 
institutional inertia remains an obstacle to the 
development of a more experimental visual 
anthropology. (Schneider & Wright, 2010: 11) 

As the practices of ethnography in sound and
field recording move closer in terms of object-
ives, ethical rigour and ways of representing
fieldwork, possibilities for new forms of reflexive
sonic arts practice and sonic ethnography
emerge specifically to test those thresholds and
border zones. This is demonstrated in the work
of Rupert Cox and Angus Carlyle, Ernst Karel,
and Justin Bennett, all discussed below. First,
how does this reflexive methodology affect the
fieldworker, or recordist, in the field?

3 Field Method

Ethnomusicology has much to offer practice-
based researchers of various disciplines looking
for reflexively written experiences of fieldwork.

It is particularly useful here for its focus on mu-
sic and sound informing understanding of hu-
man activity and culture. Barz & Cooley’s edi-
tions of Shadows in the Field (1997, 2008) have
become particularly important contributions. This
edited collection of essays encourages practice-
focused approaches, emphasising process over
structured outcomes, and encouraging non-
standard (i.e. non-text-reliant) presentation
formats for disseminating knowledge acquired
in the field.

Ethnomusicologist Jeff Todd Titon (2008) pro-
poses a rigorous redefinition of basic fieldwork
to be ‘no longer viewed principally as observing
and collecting… but as experiencing and under-
standing’ (p. 25). He continues that representa-
tion of this knowledge should avoid text-reliant
forms, whereby ‘meaningful actions be experi-
enced as music, not read as text’ (p. 28). These
experiences should represent ‘the insights as
well as the ambiguities of the experience of ac-
quiring knowledge through fieldwork’ (p. 35).
Barz and Cooley stress ‘how important it is for
the reader to get a sense of the relationships
the author developed in the field. Everything
that comes later—analysis, interpretation, the-
ory—depends on what happened in the ‘‘field”’
(ix). 

3.1 Cox and Carlyle

This evolving relationship between author and
the field is clearly witnessed in Rupert Cox &
Angus Carlyle’s audio-visual work The Cave
Mouth and the Giant Voice (2015). The work re-
counts a conversation with a participant that res-
ulted from a site visit during fieldwork. A selec-
tion of quotations from a resulting interview is
displayed in text on screen, while we simultan-
eously listen to a field recording of the cave
where the conversation took place. Accompany-
ing notes tell us the participant was compelled
to speak to the anthropologist-artists precisely
because the group had visited that cave environ-
ment as part of their field research. 

The interplay of relationships between site,
participant and authors within The Cave Mouth
and the Giant Voice are clearly defined and dis-
played to the audience. Crucially, both re-tellings
of the event in question – the participant to an-
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thropologist-artists, and their subsequent ver-
sion to us as audience – were mediated through
site-specific sound experience. The participant
was compelled to speak through being inside
the cave. A recording of this cave is the repro-
duced sound environment in which we, the
audience, receive his words when experiencing
the piece. This demonstrates a logical connec-
tion between listening, field recording, and the
roles of author, participant, and wider audience.
As such, Cox and Carlyle’s piece can be under-
stood to address Titon’s proposition for practice-
based research, outlined above. The anthropolo-
gist-artists position their sound-orientated field-
work as ‘experiencing and understanding’. Its
public presentation is ‘experienced as music’
(sound art) which, as Titon requests, provides
‘insights … into the experience of acquiring
knowledge through fieldwork’. This is achieved
by evoking, in sound, the site where the work
happened and where the knowledge was ac-
quired. 

3.2 Field notes

Hand-written field notes in ethnographic work
are commonly thought of as private documents,
a set of aides-mémoire to refer to when ‘writ-
ing-up’ the completed fieldwork. Sociologist
Brendan Ciaran Browne (2013) posits the merits
of ‘making visible the invisible processes of
fieldwork’. He suggests fieldworkers should al-
ways keep detailed field diaries to record and
critically reflect upon the emotional effects that
undertaking fieldwork has. He argues that notes
should not exclude personal uncertainties over
methodology and even the chosen field or re-
search topic. He suggests that personal field-
work diaries ‘become useful repositories for crit-
ical reflection on the research process as it is
unfolding … fieldwork diaries act as the place
where personal stories of rapport building and
strange encounters are recorded’ (p. 432). My
own emotional and critical reflections on the
continual unfolding of fieldwork can be heard,
for example, throughout the recorded voice-over
i n Rio: An Outsider Inside, and in questioning
my position as recordist-composer through text
annotations in Carioca Sound Stories.

Social scientist Simon Borg refers to the psy-
cho-emotional support the research diary

provides. He writes that ‘we rarely hear about
the emotional side of doing research, and the
implicit message researchers may derive from
this silence is that emotions have no role to play
in their work … the research journal can assist
the researcher in acknowledging these emo-
tions, expressing them, and, particularly where
these emotions threaten the progress of the re-
search, analysing and reacting to them’ (2001:
164).

Browne and Borg both indicate the benefits of
adopting a reflexive approach to the emotional
self when in the field. This can be applied to the
practice of field recording through the work of
ethnomusicologist Gregory Barz. Barz describes
field research as ‘performed’ and this to be ‘one
of the most meaningful processes engaged by
ethnomusicologists to define themselves’
(2008: 206). Barz presents his own fieldnotes ‘in
tandem with other voices’ – a total of three dis-
tinct voices ‘read’ the same notes. The original
written note is his unedited, emotional voice in
the field. A more reflective ‘headnote’ voice
then re-reads his original text. Both of these are
read later with a third, more distanced voice of
experience, often after the fieldwork is com-
plete. How then, does this translate into com-
posed sound arts practice based on a reflexive
approach to the field?

4 Composing The Field

The act of field recording may be considered
to contain fundamental compositional decision-
making at its core. The time, location, choice of
equipment, microphone placement, length of
recording and number of repeat visits made to a
site are decisions made by the recordist-com-
poser. All of these decisions may greatly affect
the outcome of the sounds then presented or
composed with. Therefore, perhaps field record-
ing should be considered an act of composition
in itself. From his very earliest outputs, the rep-
resentations of Feld’s field studies moved bey-
ond documentation and into a compositional
mode. He recalls: ‘I came to imagine a life work-
ing in sound both as a musician-composer-en-
gineer and as an anthropologist … [to] maintain
a creative and analytic relationship to both the
materiality and sociality of sound’ (Feld and
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Brenneis, 2004: 462). Feld’s notion of maintain-
ing a balance in sound between creative and
analytic, materiality and sociality is important to
the compositional practice discussed throughout
this paper. These tipping points are heard being
negotiated through Carioca Sound Stories and
recent works by other artists.

4.1 Ernst Karel

The ‘experimental non-fiction sound works’4 of
Ernst Karel at the Harvard Sensory Ethnography
Lab similarly pursue this relationship between
the materiality and sociality of sound. Karel’s
field recording practice strikes an aesthetic/eth-
nographic balance through edited compositions,
which inform both sonic arts and anthropological
practices. Materials Recovery Facility (2011) fo-
cuses on an industrial plant, which sorts ‘single
stream’ recyclable materials.5 The seventeen-
minute audio piece presents a detailed account
of its subject matters through a linear composi-
tion of field recordings. We hear recordings of
mechanical equipment – machines that distin-
guish between mixed recyclable materials, a
task that apparently households ‘cannot be trus-
ted to sort themselves’ (Karel in Barrow, 2012:
16). In fact, a large population of human workers
complete much of the sorting at the recycling
plant. This paradoxical element of the recycling
process is heard within Karel’s piece.

Documentation of Karel’s chosen subject is in-
vestigated and presented in sound, delivered as
a composed, artistic work. Within the piece,
entries of new sound material begin with
pitched content or open with clattering rhythmic
gestures - Karel decidedly presenting the music
within the machinery. We clearly hear distinct
sections and cuts; important because as listen-
ers, we then understand where the composer’s
intervention has occurred. Crucially, this gives
the listener an awareness of what intent the re-
searcher-composer has and why the field record-
ings have been made and presented. 

Human intervention in an otherwise mechan-
ical process is found both in the source subject

4  http://ek.klingt.org/bio.html (visited 1 October 2016)
5  Where all recyclable materials are collected together and 

sorted at a plant, rather than being sorted by the individuals 
before collection.

and in the method of representation. Karel’s in-
terventions in cutting and editing the field re-
cordings reflect the human intervention his re-
cordings document in the recycling process. The
piece strikes a balance between the creative
and the analytical in both method and presenta-
tion. Reviewer Dan Barrow concludes that ‘a
whole network of social relations lies behind,
and is implied by, the hum of conveyor belts, the
background rumbles of engines, the clank of
workers’ boots on catwalks, the clunk and
crunch of rubbish as it’s sorted or fished out’ (p.
16). Thus, Materials Recovery Facility shows
how field recording and composition can creat-
ively represent and reflect upon societal struc-
tures. It tests the border zones between docu-
mentary-artistic and exploratory-anthropologic
formats in sound.

4.2 Justin Bennett

Justin Bennett’s Raw Materials (2011) is an
auto-ethnographic composition where sound
documents the relationship between place and
person, site and the social. This work for stereo
sound and text consists of a collection of unre-
lated field recordings chosen at random from
the artist’s archive. These are played back seem-
ingly to both the composer and listener in ‘real
time’, while a typed text appears on the video
screen – a letter addressed to ‘J’. The text, writ-
ten by the composer, reflects on his personal
associations with the sounds. He tells us in the
text that, ‘with the sounds come smells, stories,
feelings’. As the audience listens to each sound,
the text continues: I ask myself: where was it?
When was it? What is happening? Who was
with me? How did I feel? Why did I record this?
What does it make me feel now? Throughout
the piece, Bennett answers each question in an
informal and personal way. He makes short prac-
tical descriptions while simultaneously consider-
ing the retrospective memory and current per-
sonal impact of the same sound on himself as
composer. This is an example of a reflexive-
ethnographic approach to field recording, and its
presentation in the form of art and performance.
The sounds act as field notes, later heard ac-
companied with Barz’s ‘headnotes’ voice: a self-
conscious and self-critical form of re-reading his
sonic diary entries. 
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5 Rio de Janeiro

I made a large collection of field recordings in
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, while based in the city on
two separate residencies at the Universidade
Federal do Rio de Janeiro (UFRJ).6 These per-
sonal recordings were made to document and
reflect upon the listening practice I was employ-
ing to try to understand more about the city
through sound. These recordings became my
field notes and personal diary. I came to under-
stand them as intimate documents of my exper-
iences in that city. 

When addressing how I might begin to com-
municate the knowledge gained through the
process of listening and recording, I questioned
whether these recordings might have relevance
to anyone but myself. As Salome Voeglin writes:
‘some field recording is thus incredibly boring
and irrelevant for all but the recordist: the exot-
ica of the source replacing the idiosyncrasy of
the material recorded, the pleasures and com-
plexities of which are hidden and inaccessible to
an audience standing by and listening in’ (2014:
16). A moment in Carioca Sound Stories echoes
this sentiment: I find it hard… to make this re-
cording speak / to reveal something, other than
what I know (08.00-08.22)

5.1 Active Criticality

The difficulties of communicating the ‘pleas-
ures and complexities’ of these field recordings
from Rio became a large part of the impulse to
compose. The work became an opportunity for
me as recordist-composer to address such is-
sues. As LaBelle writes (quoted in full at the be-
ginning of this paper), through the works, I
strive ‘to achieve a more active criticality’ by ‘in-
habiting’ the very problems inherent within the
act of composing with field recordings. To
achieve this, ‘annotation’ as a compositional
device is employed to inhabit the field record-
ings and their problematic issues - combining
some composed sound materials as annotation,
alongside Bartz’s concept of ‘headnotes’ trans-
lated into text annotations and the original field
recordings. Through these annotations I ask
questions of the relevance of the recordings to

6  The first residency was during the months of May and June
2013, and the second from March to May 2014.

others, and of the neutrality of my position as
recordist. By asking these questions within the
works, Barz’s headnotes process becomes a
new compositional method. 

6 Carioca Sound Stories

The piece revolves around the two key
themes of juxtaposition and stereotype, follow-
ing extended fieldwork living April and May
2014, which were spent living in the more afflu-
ent south of Rio de Janeiro and working in the
Complexo da Maré favela.7 The geographic and
the socio-political landscapes I witnessed while
recording throughout the city of Rio presented
clear disparities to me, at times seemingly con-
tradictory. The difficulties in attempting to con-
vey anything other than the positive ‘marketed’
Brazilian stereotypes (sun, sea and samba) or
the similarly stereotypical negative aspects
(angry, underprivileged poor) were laid bare
when trying to communicate this in sound. 

The piece has seven segued sections. Like
Rio: An Outsider, Inside, most sections present
edited elements from a single recording: short
sections spliced together from a longer single
take, always maintaining chronological se-
quence. Some sections contain the addition of
manipulated, layered sounds and sampled mu-
sic – particularly the first, second and final sec-
tions. The sampled Jorge Ben record is of per-
sonal significance, heard first when visiting the
apartment of a friend, a relationship forged dur-
ing fieldwork (the host of the party at Pedra do
Sal – see above).

The piece employs the use of dramatic ten-
sion, silence, and interplay between text and
sound. While the text is intended to give context
and insight for an audience, long sections of a
blank screen allow time for reflection and undis-
tracted concentration on the field recordings.
This might allow an audience to consider their
own relationship to the recordings, as the narrat-
ive ‘voice’ of the text does.

The audience experiences the original sounds
and my subsequent reflections on them, includ-

7 Maré is a large cluster of sixteen different communities in 
the north of the city, home to around 140,000 people.
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ing dilemmas and doubts, in ‘real-time’. The au-
dio-textual experience represents my emotional
responses to the sounds, where text ‘head-
notes’ explicitly communicate personal and con-
textual reflections. The composition simultane-
ously conveys my experiences in the moment
and reflections gained with hindsight. The inten-
tion is to make clear the ambiguity and prob-
lems of translating field experience into some-
thing meaningful for anyone who hasn’t experi-
enced that field. 

6.1 Comparison

By drawing comparison with the works dis-
cussed above by Cox and Carlyle, Karel and Ben-
nett, we may critically evaluate the original as-
pects of Carioca Sound Stories. Imagine a linear
continuum along which these documentary-
compositions might be positioned. If the anthro-
pologically-minded discussions of a specific
scenario found in Materials Recovery Facility
(Karel) and The Cave Mouth and the Giant Voice
(Cox and Carlyle) are at one end, the artist-led
auto-ethnographic Raw Materials (Bennett) at
the other, Carioca Sound Stories (CSS) might be
found in between, containing elements charac-
teristic to both ends, as well as some unique
features. 

All four pieces present and investigate spe-
cific sites in sound, using edited but otherwise
untreated field recordings. CSS also incorpor-
ates composed materials. Karel includes no an-
notation, while the other three pieces feature
white text on a black screen to provide context.
Like Karel’s human/mechanical paradox, the jux-
taposition of binaries is present in CSS through
the various disparities heard in both the geo-
graphic and socio-political landscapes. 

Similar to Bennett, the personal relationship
between place and person is also apparent, link-
ing the chosen site with the recordist who
chose to record it. Unlike Bennett’s work how-
ever, CSS is not purely personal, nor are the
field recordings heard at random. The ‘reflexive
self’ narrates both pieces, and both also use dra-
matic tension through the text annotations
guides an audience along a narrative of personal
insight and thought.

The most unique element to Carioca Sound
Stories is the demonstrable tension between
the composer as artist, while simultaneously in-
terrogating the role of field recordist as reflexive
fieldworker. The difficulties inherent in maintain-
ing Feld’s suggestion of ‘a creative and analytic
relationship to both the materiality and sociality
of sound’ are displayed, and as such, the piece
answers LaBelle’s call to ‘inhabit’ that very prob-
lem, through the work itself.

Conclusion

The form and function of the works discussed
in this paper pose questions of field recording
practice, of ‘context-based’ composition prac-
tice, of how the recordist-composer is heard
represented within them. The sound arts works
discussed are all informed by an ethnographic
approach to fieldwork through sound, drawing
on methodological approaches and thinking of
sensory practitioners from within sonic arts and
other related disciplines. 

In grouping and comparing these composi-
tions, this paper aims to move towards a meth-
odology for field recording understood as reflex-
ive-ethnographic fieldwork. Following this work,
other field recordists may also discover, as I
have done, new approaches and outcomes by
developing reflexive approaches in the field. This
may benefit sonic arts practice in further under-
standing the role and placement of the self,
when making art works involving field record-
ings. It might also aid other disciplines employ-
ing ethnographic studies in furthering non-stand-
ard and sound-focused forms of representing
fieldwork and knowledge gained in the field,
demonstrating some possibilities for alternative
forms of anthropological representation. Cru-
cially, by displaying the interventions and emo-
tional responses of the recordist-composer,
these works make clear the active agency any-
one has when interacting with or documenting
an identified field. 
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12. 1

Extended Abstract

In A espessura da sonoridade: entre o som e
a imagem (2013), Rodolfo Caesar discusses the
use of the concept of sonority. He starts the
text with the following question: "What would
be the limits of the sonority tessiture?”. In recent
years the term sonority has gained great prom-
inence in the context of academic research, res-
ulting in an extensive bibliography. Much of this
literature strives to legitimize the concept of
sonority as the compositional paradigm of a new
era, and to do that it resorts to the repetition of
a modus operandi similar to those used in the
past. In such a way of thinking, if the goal is to
point sonority as a new compositional paradigm
and not just as a surface component, it is neces-
sary to show how it can be understood from the
perspective of musical structure, i.e., how son-
ority can articulate material and form at the core
of the composition. Consequently, it is neces-
sary to submit it to the well-established valu-
ation principles of the canonical discourse of
music theory and composition, guided by laws
of logic, coherence and comprehensibility – just
to remind some emblematic Schoenberg’s ex-
pressions. It is necessary, therefore, that sonor-
ity attests its capacity to operate as a precise
element of formal organization – task usually as-
signed, until then, to the pitches – as it is often
stated by many musicological texts about the so
called overcoming of the note paradigm for the
sound paradigm. The discourse is not for a
breakdown of the hierarchical logic of the ele-
ments into the compositional plan, but for the
exchange of the “monarch”. The composition is
still understood as a space of struggle and dis-
pute where certain elements subjugate and oth-
ers are subjugated. In this context, sonority be-
comes an abstract and operational entity and
l istening remains parameterized, quantified,

1 A complete version of this text will appear at the 
INTERFERENCE -  A journal of Audio Cultures:  
http://www.interferencejournal.org/

fragmented, closing itself to the experience –
the Benjaminian Erfahrung – of sonority. 

In opposition to this perspective, Caesar’s ap-
proach does not seek to find answers that can
establish the limits of the sonority tessiture. The
search is for the enlargement – if not the com-
plete dilution – of any tessiture limit. It is indeed
a provocation, charged of a very precise criti-
cism: would the notion of sonority be necessar-
ily grounded in a kind of Hanslickian formalism? 

Much of the composers prefer to circumscribe 
the sonorous field to a space of a limited 
thickness, known by the name of “sonority” – 
as if that word could not open itself to its 
widest range. It is convenient to problematize 
that this expression more and more – for the 
common sense and for the expert – points to a 
single direction, for an “internal” “core” of the 
sound. This listening is therefore circumscribed 
– by several injunctions – to an experience 
whose gravity center comes down to the 
"intrinsic" characteristics, or "interiority" of sound
(Caesar, The composition of electroacoustic 
music, 1992). Thus, the amplitude – that is 
perhaps the richest feature of the sonorous field
conquered by Western music in the mid-
twentieth Century – ends up being rejected due
to filtering (CAESAR, 2013, without page 
number). 

In dialogue with Caesar's approach, in the
present article the notion of sonority is not cir-
cumscribed in a theory of composition where
sound is usually taken as “a thing” or as a para-
meter. On the contrary, sonority will be con-
sidered as a more holistic idea, always aiming
the integration of elements in the compositional
plan. From the (self)analytical commentary of
some excerpts of my own compositional work –
with special emphasis on the piece A menina
que virou chuva (2013), for orchestra – I seek to
talk about the inside and the outside of the
sound, the intra and the extra musical dimen-
sions, the objective and the subjective, the
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quantifiable and the qualifiable, the speakable
and the non speakable. And that is why,
throughout the text, it will be seen a large
amount of elements taken in general as external
to the music, such as the metaphors, the loans
of other arts, and an entire imagetical and multi-
sensorial universe that runs through the sonority
field in my creative process. Sonority will be dis-
cussed both from score, as from listening: a
non-reduced but wide listening; not purely coch-
lear or tympanic, but sensitive and imaginative.
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14. 1ces 

Abstract: In this article we discuss some concepts
and strategies that feed the conception of the Trans-
Posições (TransPositions) performance, in which parti-
cipate three actresses, one actor, and female/male mu-
sicians of Orquestra Errante, group dedicated to free
musical improvisation and connected to the Research
Center in Sonology – NuSom – of the Department of
Music at University of São Paulo. The elaboration of the
performance script was based on the premise of dia-
logue, tensions and frictions between the text presen-
ted by the actresses/actor and the sonority produced by
Orquestra Errante. The TransPosições performance al-
lies free improvisation and scenic exploration of voice
and space from the dramaturgy freely inspired in the
Samuel Beckett’s initial trilogy, having as the main refer-
ence The Unnamable, from which we selected some
excerpts that seem to find in the sonority of Orquestra
Errante a specially revealing soundscape. In the text
uttered by the actresses/actor, we attempted to de-
velop a verbal discourse that question the subject, the
space and the word as fundamental element in the me-
diation between individual and society – inevitable such
in terms of adherence as of violence. This discourse is
disclosed through the voice and the body of the act-
resses/actor. The sonority of Orquestra Errante provides
an additional semantic layer to the performance – by ex-
posing fissures and possibilities originated from the
sound interaction in the space as a whole - which res-
ults in a complex texture composed of several interde-
pendent layers with their specific materials. The public-
private issue, the target of the artistic intervention, and
also the interactive and collaborative creation strategies
are some of the points of reflection applied below.

Keywords: Performance, Free Improvisation, Com-
provisation, Samuel Beckett, The Unammable. 

1 Introduction

The TransPosições performance discussed in
this article was designed as a proposal for the
occupation of José Molina square, in São Paulo,
an invitation addressed to Orquestra Errante1 to
1 Orquestra Errante works as a laboratory for experimenta-

tion and reflection on contemporary improvisation. The 
group consists of female and male musicians from several 
backgrounds. At each meeting, the participants have the op-
portunity to develop proposals that dialogue with their re-

take part at Bigorna Festival 20162. Its concep-
tion came from the proposed occupation of this
particular place, but during the production we
understood that it could be performed in other
public spaces, especially the marginalized, be-
cause it questions the occupation and the
(re)signification of marginalized spaces and its
composing elements. 

The TransPosições performance joins together
composition – at first would be individual cre-
ation in differed time emphasizing premedita-
tion, planning and intentionality – and improvisa-
tion – in general, in the collective creation in real
time that emphasizes the practice, the game
and experimentation (COSTA, 2014). The pro-
posal thus explores the systematic of comprovi-
sation: "practices that are halfway between free
improvisation and compositional practices aimed
at the most complete determination of sonorous
events" (ALIEL et al, 2015, p.2). 

In order to clarify the creation specificities in
each of the performance work instances, we
could say that the work process of the ac-
tresses/actor3 would be closer to the idea of
composition as it implies the elaboration of a
textual script, study and selection of gestures
and intentions that follow the "scenes"4, as well

spective researches on improvisation. Further information 
about the group and its production can be found on the 
website of the Research Center in Sonology/ USP: 
http://www2.eca.usp.br/nusom/

2 Link to the official website: 
http://www.festivalbigorna.com/2016/ (last accessed 
September, 2016).

3  The group consists of the actresses Carmen Estevez, Kelly 
Caldas and Yonara Dantas, and the actor Victor Pessoa. 

4  The word “scene” is written between quotation marks 
because it does not translate the traditional sense of 
scenes as presented situations that are experienced by the 
characters. The text was organized in sections or in a 
junction of ideas developed in the textual script of the 
actresses/actor. The content of what is said in each session 
configures itself as “scene” and each one serves as 
reference to the actresses/actor and female/male musicians
in the achievement of the work. 

SONOLOGIA 2016 – OUT OF PHASE                                       www .eca.usp.br/sonologia                                                            176              

19. Is that the show?! Comprovisation and Occupation
of Public Spaces at the TransPosições Performance

Miguel D. Antar and Yonara Dantas de Oliveira
University of São Paulo -  miguedz5@gmail.com

Célia Helena Superior School of Arts - yoyodantas@gmail.com

http://www.festivalbigorna.com/2016/


as a study regarding the spatial displacement,
considering that the displacement is the refer-
ence to the group of female/male musicians dur-
ing the presentation. Therefore, on one hand, re-
garding the text, markings and displacement, ac-
tresses/actor have almost no room for improvi-
sations - they play within specific delimitations.
On the other hand, the female/male musicians
work through improvisation, which echoes a
graphic map of references - suggesting sessions
and dynamics from the "scenes", but open to
the sonorous material to be produced. Improvi-
sation originates the sonorous content while the
structure is given by the word. The performance
explores the in-between of composition and im-
provisation.

The performance takes place between the
sonorous events developed by Orquestra Er-
rante and the interaction of this with the ac-
tress/actor. The female/male musicians open the
performance and the actresses/actor’s lines es-
tablish a structure for improvisation and, finally,
everyone involved relies on that sonorous lever
(consisting of sounds and words) to carry out
the proposal. 

The word becomes sound and the sound
leads to movement. The word and music are not
two things, but one - one soundscape that ques-
tions the limits of language and exposes the fra-
gile boundary between performers and audi-
ence.

Amid the artistic activities planned at the festi-
val, the performance arises with a not well de-
fined beginning, seeking to trigger the break of
the traditional linearity of stage performances,
of the relation artist-audience, separated by the
stage. Precisely for this reason, the Trans-
Posições performance takes place in the middle
of the square, promoting interaction between
audience, the space and artists through spatial
exploration by the body and by the sound.

The actresses/actor stand previously on fol-
ded cardboard boxes (as carpets, such as used
by homeless people - but without trying to rep-
resent them directly)  and the female/male mu-
sicians carry their instruments, without playing
(they hold them as they were just waiting and
about to put them into their cases). Sounds and

words are uttered in a way that they seem ran-
dom at first. Gradually a circle begins to be out-
lined, and the actresses/actor’s speech, directed
to the center of the square, becomes more and
more understandable. The circle formed by act-
resses/actor and female/male musicians slowly
closes itself, inching toward the center of the
place, in a movement that attracts and en-
tangles the audience.  The "climax" of the per-
formance is reached with all in the center of the
space. The circle gradually dissolves and each
goes back to their place of "departure". The per-
formance slowly ends, without a final indication,
as it started. 

The sonorous interaction strategies applied by
the TransPosições performance derive, from the
sound point of view, from the research on per-
meabilities between clowning and free improvi-
sation5. From the scenic point of view, the per-
formance takes advantage of reflections made
on the relation between the individual and soci-
ety in the Samuel Beckett’s work, the Irish play-
wright and man of letters6. These two layers dia-
logue and complement each other throughout
the performance and also in the contexture of
this article. The form chosen to present them - in
order to expose their specificities and also their
interrelations, keeping space for the reader
(such as the spectator of the performance) to
have material to notice and name contact points
- is something like a spiraled perspective, in
which the course of the performance is revisited
several times, and from each passage it is ex-
pected that a new look is unveiled, enlarged,
and that, at the end, the reader can even apply
her/his own intersections.

2 Drawing the space...

Throughout the preparation process of the
performance we attempted to work so that the
layers (text, sound and space) would interfere in
each other. As part of the preparation process

5 Originated from the Master’s research recorded in the 
report “O clownprovisadorlivre – um estudo sobre interação
e performance na livre improvisação musical” (2016) by 
Miguel D. Antar.

6 Originated from the Doctorate’s research recorded in the re-
port “Eu?! Um estudo sobre a concepção de indivíduo na 
peça Fim de Partida de Samuel Beckett” (2015) by Yonara 
Dantas de Oliveira. 
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we elaborated reference maps for the act-
resses/actor and for Orquestra Errante. 

In the maps we suggested the spatial dis-
placement of the participants in order to balance
the distribution of the group in the space. During
the first tests, we indicated to the performers
that they should pay attention to this balanced
distribution in the space, as if they were on an
imaginary platform (which has a central axis and
which must have its weight well distributed on
the edges not to topple – as a type of seesaw).
Therefore, someone’s movement compels the
movement of the others to ensure the balance
of the "platform". This spatial displacement has
been extensively explored by the group during
the preparation of the performance, on the
p r e m i s e t h a t t h e m ov e m e n t o f t h e
actresses/actor leads the rest of the group
throughout the preparation of the performance.
The very idea is to explore the feeble balance of
the urban fabric and the movements of some
which affect, destabilize, and reconfigure the
possibilities of others. There is also the idea of
temporary leadership in this displacement
through the space. The actresses/actor spontan-
eously alternate that leadership and lead the
rest of the group.

Fig. 1: Graphic map presented to Orquestra Errante 
throughout the preparation process of the TransPosições 
performanc

From the perspective of sonority, we devel-
oped a graphic map of reference in search for
clearing the sessions and dynamics from the
"scenes", however, the map presented to the or-
chestra is open to the sonorous material to be

produced. It worked only to establish the "mot-
tos" to echo during improvisation. In the course
of rehearsals, the group internalized the ses-
sions and the "score" was dismissed.

In the graphic map we suggested to the first
session of a static and textural sonority, in a low
and stable dynamic. This sonority was explored
by Orquestra Errante within previous exercises7

carried out by the group. It was thus suggested
to the group that worked the interaction echoing
the exercises "Staying with the problem" and
"Meditation" by exploring homogeneous textures
in layers. A kind of sonorous “stateness”. This
first session refers to the beginning of the per-
formance, in which everyone is spread on the
edges of the space, and it extends to the nearly
arrival at the central circle. 

Metaphorically, the prospect of staying with
the problem reasserts the necessary human
condition as social mediation. "Hell is other peo-
ple", as Sartre would say. An unconditional fric-
tion originated from human relations in society
demands a decision – to engage in the situation
(in Sartrean terms) and to explore the possibili-
ties in the social fabric - from which no one es-
capes, not even the marginalized.

The density of sonorous
events increases as the ac-
tresses/actor approach the cen-
ter of the square. At a certain
moment they shout

 ENOUGH!    ... 

pausing the female/male musi-
cians. The actresses/actor and
the female/male musicians being
silenced, the sound of the city
invades the performance.

After a moment, the act-
resses/actor begin to walk anew toward the
center. Once in the center, the actresses/actor
perform the script provided – CAGED BEAST! –
scene in which female/male musicians form a
circle around the actresses/actor at the center of

7  The exercises are part of the research on permeabilities be-
tween clowning and free improvisation as fully accounted in
the report O clownprovisadorlivre (2016). 
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the square, oppressing them with a dense son-
orous saturation.

Following this scene, the actresses/actor
move out of the circle, leaving the orchestra in
the center to hold a "solo". The idea of tempo-
rary leadership is the motto for this sonorous
session. Positioned in the center of the square,
Orquestra Errante interacts echoing another in-
teraction proposal that was explored earlier, the
SCHOOL OF FISH game. The ludic moment ex-
plains the impotence of the word and the imma-
nent character of the game in the relationship -
in this instance, working with temporary leaders
who take turns directing the improvisation. 

Fig.  2: Moment 1 – Beginning of the performance

The performance continues with the group
gradually moving away, towards the periphery of
the square. From this moving, and after the
SCHOOL OF FISH game, Orquestra Errante ex-
plores a sonorous attenuation, with short blasts
and attacks. The sounds are interspersed with si-
lences, echoing the motto CLICS. This sonority
is explored to the end of the performance, each
time adding more and more silences between
one sound and another. The performance ends
once again with everyone spread out on the
square without an abrupt end.

Although the structure seems detailed/closed,
it contains many moments dependant on the in-
teraction/improvisation between participants. It
is a kind of interaction platform where there are
composite elements (created with premedita-

tion) and improvised elements (created at
present time).

In the following images we briefly present the
route. As captions, the colorful and five-pointed
stars are equivalent to the position of the act-
resses/actor and the four-pointed stars outlined
in blue correspond to the posit ion of
female/male musicians of Orquestra Errante.

Fig. 3: Moment 2 – Displacement towards the center 

Fig. 4: Moment 3 – central circle
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Fig. 5: Moment 4 – the central circle falls apart and 
everyone begins to move anew towards the periphery

3 Between the center and the
periphery...

Many of the characters of Samuel Beckett’s
work can be defined as "beckettinians
vagabonds". A clear example of this condition is
observed in the play Waiting for Godot - one of
Beckett’s most famous plays -, more specifically,
in the characters Wladimir and Estragon. These
are people on the margin. They had already been
well off, but cannot be found socially estab-
lished: the characters of Waiting for Godot were
withdrawn from the world, put aside (Marfuz,
2013). They are marginalized and do not even re-
sent themselves for that position. They wait for
something to happen, but nothing in particular.
Lucid and conscious vagabonds who try to
make sense of a narrative (and of an existence)
that lacks of it. Immobility is a consequence of
this gesture and expresses in verbiage a ques-
tion about the subject, the situation and the nar-
rative.

This premise of Beckett’s characters dialogues
with the situation of the José Molina square. Its
geographical location is noble - located between
Paulista Avenue and Consolation Street - ac-
knowledged places in the city of São Paulo, but
for lack of attention, social function, and con-
structions it is marginalized, erased from the
landscape of the region. The Bigorna Festival, in

which the performance was presented, aimed
to revitalize the place.

From the provocation arose by the festival, the
performance was developed in order to open a
sort of parenthesis: an intervention that modi-
fies the place where it happens, by offering it
other possibilities and by filling it out with other
senses. Although set in the program, it appears
as a kind of happening, emerging among the
presentations on stage. It takes place amid the
audience, in the middle of the square (rather
than on stage), establishing the relations of un-
familiarity, surprise and entanglement between
audience and performers – it gently begins, it is
established and dissolved as started - beginning
and ending with no specific marking. 

Refusing references to the most popular sec-
tions of the novel, namely, the beginning
“Where now? Who now? When now?” (BECK-
ETT, 19968) and the end “You must go on. I can't
go on. I'll go on” (BECKETT, 1996), the Trans-
Posições performance starts...

MEDITATION!

... with a speech questioning (and naming) the
subject himself: 

I. Of whom I know nothing. I know my eyes
are open, because of the tears that pour from
them unceasingly. I know I am seated, my
hands on my knees, because of the pressure
against my rump, against the soles of my feet,
against the palms of my hands, against my
knees. Against my palms the pressure is of my
knees, against my knees of my palms. But what
is it that presses against my rump, against the
soles of my feet? I don't know. My spine is not
supported. I mention these details to make sure
I am not lying on my back, my legs raised and
bent, my eyes closed. It is well to establish the
position of the body from the outset, before
passing on to more important matters (BECK-
ETT, 1996).

By finding their body and themselves in the
space of the square, the actresses/actor begin
to name the wideness of the place, the lights
and the noise in the distance. After outlining
8  Kindle version. Without number of the page.
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yourself, the next step is to outline the things
that also determine you - the not me, the other.
It happens to be, therefore, as an invitation to
the audience to share with the actresses/actor a
regard of the space. “The place is no doubt
vast. Dim intermittent lights suggest a kind of
distance. (...) That I am not stone deaf is shown
by the sounds that reach me” (BECKETT, 1996).

SHOOUT! ... Silence ...

The sounds of the city invade the perfor-
mance the moments the actresses/actor and fe-
male/male musicians silence. The soundscape is
the reference, the recognized home, but it is not
sufficiently known - there is something strange
in that landscape: “There are sounds here, from
time to time, let that suffice. This cry to begin
with, since it was the first. And others, rather
different. I am getting to know them. I do not
know them all” (BECKETT, 1996). 

The sound of the square acts as a representa-
tive of the city, of the power struggle, of oppres-
sion: cars, horns, wind, and people’s dialogues.
The actresses’/ actor’s presence echoes the sit-
uation of the body facing the city. The entangle-
ment of the body by the social power struggle -
expressed in the soundscape of the square –
gives a metaphoric meaning to the scene when
the actresses/actor are placed right in the center
of the square with the female/male musicians
around (4 actors against 13 musicians). This is
brought out by the increase in sonorous energy
that the group of female/male musicians exerts
on the speech of the actresses/actor. In this pas-
sage, the female/male musicians explore 

SATURATION NOISE 

towards the actors. In the center, the actors
move slowly (looking now this way, now that, as
if seeking an exit) and, in contrast to the con-
trolled body movement, shout in continuous re-
petition: “Like a caged beast born of caged
beasts born of caged beasts born of caged
beasts born (...) in a cage and dead in a cage,
born and then dead, born in a cage and then
dead in a cage” (BECKETT, 1996). But entangled
and suffocated by the sound of the orchestra,
they cannot be heard. 

Saturation is interrupted by the repetition of
the phrase uttered in unison:

DEAD, born and then dead 

followed by the cycle of disruption gesture
with the departure of the actresses/ actor from
the center. They bring an end to saturation by
saying with visible weariness:

 
“IN A WORD LIKE A BEAST, LIKE SUCH A 
BEAST” (BECKETT, 1996). 

Man is an animal that seeks, feels, listens,
hears - and particularly - that questions: 

And that I seek, like such a beast, with my little 
strength: such a beast, with nothing of its 
species left but fear and fury. No, the fury is 
past. Nothing but fear. Nothing of all its due but 
fear centupled. Fear of its shadow? No: blind 
from birth. Of sound then? If you like, we'll have
that - one must have something, it's a pity, but 
there it is. Fear of sound, fear of sounds: the 
sounds of beasts, the sounds of men, sounds 
in the daytime and sounds at night. That's 
enough. Fear of sounds, all sounds. More or 
less. More or less fear. (BECKETT, 1996)

Trying to find and name the feelings that
pierce him, the man concludes that everything
goes through and back to him and in him it si-
lences. With this sentence it is established the
actors’ silence, which gives space for the game
among the musicians. When the word is not
enough to name the situation, music and game
take over the scene, establishing the playful-
ness and the possibility of metaphor, of abstrac-
tion - beyond reason and speech.

SCHOOL OF FISH

When the word is taken up by the actors, it
is made explicit the performance character of
a show. The act of regarding itself, the space,
the sound, the noise, returns to the audience;
as if the performance gave back the regard to
whom gazes it: 

Who you? Oh, I suppose the audience. Well 
well, so there's an audience - it's a public show!
You buy your seat and you wait. Perhaps it's 
free, a free show. You take your seat and you 
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wait for it to begin. Or perhaps it's compulsory, 
a compulsory show: you wait for the 
compulsory show to begin. It takes time. You 
hear a voice, perhaps it's a recitation. That's the 
show, someone reciting: selected passages, old
favourites - a poetry matinee. (...)  That's the 
show. You can't leave, you're afraid to leave, it 
might be worse elsewhere. You make the best 
of it, you try and be reasonable: you came too 
early (here we'd need Latin), it's only beginning.
It hasn't begun! He's only preluding, clearing 
his throat, alone in his dressing-room. He'll 
appear any moment, he'll begin any moment. 
Or it's the stagemanager, giving his 
instructions, his last recommendations, before 
the curtain rises. That's the show: waiting for 
the show, to the sound of a murmur (BECKETT, 
1996).

It is also noteworthy from this excerpt the
irony related to the free or compulsory show. If
carried out in a square, it's free. But if it occu-
pies a public space, it also becomes compulsory
for those in the place - regardless of interest in
attending the performance.

CLICS!

Finally, and as in many Beckett’s plays in
which a speech that seems strange to the
scene at a given time ends up meeting and coin-
ciding with it, there is the reference to the recit-
ative character of the performance. The selec-
ted, tested, certain, and uttered excerpts by act-
resses/actor summarize and restate the inter-
vention as a show – it is not a question of creat-
ing illusion, but opening a sort of parenthesis in
the everydayness of the place. By naming (and
by outlining) itself, the space, the noise, the
power struggle, it is also named the work itself
as such and the intervention is dissolved. The
last thing to be named in the performance is it-
self as an artistic intervention - and the fact of
finding itself, as if in a spell, dissolves it. But that
does not happen abruptly, as in a fairy tale. The
same way it started, the performance ends and
the audience, which at first did not know that
something was beginning, now is unsure if
there is something about to happen. The first
actor who, anxious, gets up and takes his card-
board makes clear that the performance is over.

What am I saying? That I seek. What do I seek 
now? What it is, it must be that, it can only be 

that: what it is, what it can be. What can be? 
What I seek - no, what I hear, now it comes 
back to me, all back to me. They say I seek what
it is I hear, I hear them, now it comes back to 
me: what it can possibly be, and where it can 
possibly come from, since all is silent here, and 
the walls thick (BECKETT, 1996).

FIG. 6: TransPosições Performance at Bigorna Festival 
2016

4 Sounding the space...

The work of Orquestra Errante focuses on ex-
ploring the possibilities of contemporary impro-
visation. At each meeting the group develops
various sonorous interaction proposals and re-
flects on the processes triggered by them. "The
creative collective and experimental practice of
Orquestra Errante is based on overcoming the
traditional musical language and on the idea that
any sound can be used in a creative musical per-
formance" (COSTA, 2013, p.279). We considered
the structure of TransPosições performance in
this perspective of sonorous creation. We made
sure that the female/male musicians had free-
dom of action; however, as this is a proposal
based on the relationship between the parties,
we suggested "mottos" and "markings" as inter-
action tools to "synchronize" actresses/actor and
female/male musicians. The planned route is a
comprovisation and the resulting sonority em-
braces the sounds of Orquestra Errante, the
words uttered by actresses/actor and the
sounds of the audience and the city, the place
where it takes place.  

In general, in free improvisation the sonorous
content is multiple and unrepeatable. As musical
practice, it is applied in the relationship among
female/male musicians and based on "the as-
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sumption that everything is impermanent and
that the forms are provisional aspects of as-
semblages enabled by unforeseen and rhizo-
matic9 connections" (COSTA, 2007, p.143). Thus,
in order to promote a fluent execution of the
performance "scenes", we apply reference mark-
ings between actresses/actor and female/male
musicians.

MEDITATION!

In the course of the part, while the
actresses/actor gradually go towards the center
of the square, the Orquestra Errante explores
the mottos "Staying with the problem" and
"Meditation", just by performing a couple of
breaks during execution at certain moments ac-
cording to the planned dramaturgy.

These mottos were explored by Orquestra Er-
rante in improvisational exercises that work the
insistence on the same sonorous material,
proposing to explore the sonorous interaction
from a minimum movement by remaining in it,
modifying it. The resulting sound seems to be
static and continuous. The exercise helped the
group to control anxiety in the formulation of
new ideas in free improvisation sessions and
contributed to the performers’ individual training
in an effort to explore sonorous capabilities of
the instrument by the support of a particular
task. For TransPosições performance, we ap-
plied this exercise as a reference. Thus, during
all the way towards the center, lasting about 10
minutes, the group produced a sonorous texture
in continuous transformation despite its appar-
ent stateness. 

As the group approaches the center of the
square, the density of sonorous events in-
creases, affecting the intelligibility of the speech
u tt e r e d by t h e a c t r e s s e s / a c t o r. Th e
women’s/men’s silence triggered by the noise of
the city is, at least in the performance, inter-

9 In free improvisation sound stimuli are many and the con-
nections that are established by sound among participants 
are manifold. The researcher Rogério Costa (2003) indicates
that the rhizomatic model of thinking, as formulated by 
Deleuze and Guattari, is very close to forms of connection 
in free improvisation. "Unlike trees or their roots, the rhi-
zome connects any point to any other point, and each of its 
traits are not necessarily linked to traits of the same nature;
it brings into play very different regimes of signs, and even 
nonsign states "(Deleuze and Guattari apud COSTA, 2003, 
p. 73).

rupted by the imperative that the actresses/ac-
tor utter in unison:

ENOUGH! 

After the pause, it is brought up again the
sonorous interaction over the sonorous idea; the
motto "Staying with the problem" is to work with
well-defined and consistent materials, insist on
these materials, by trying to explore all their
sonorous potential. In this session the sonorous
intensity is greater than the previous one,
thereby creating a complex texture composed of
several interdependent layers with their specific
materials. We should gradually add each layer,
considering not only that each of female/male
musicians can be always heard, but also and es-
pecially that the actresses/actor are heard even
within the complex sonorous texture. After
ENOUGH!, the group is silent. The sounds of
the city intervene and occupy the space. Before
long, the sonorous MEDITATION is back. Fe-
male/male musicians come near the center of
the square, where the actresses/actor are about
to be.

The movement of Orquestra Errante is ac-
cording to the movement of the actresses/actor,
not vice versa. The idea here is that, as the ac-
tresses/actor were "pulling" Orquestra Errante to
the center of the square, the group would also
"entangle" the audience, making them all come
to the center of the square. At Bigorna Festival,
the group managed to entangle and move part
of the audience, while another part chose to "at-
tend" the performance at a distance: as a
metaphor of the usual distance kept in relation
to marginalized elements.

In the center, the actresses/actor recognize
being inside a CAGED BEASTS where op-
pressed and oppressors take turns in the circu-
larity of opposition. They are surrounded by fe-
male/male musicians exploring SATURATION
NOISE. Loud and noisy sounds are amassed
resulting in an oppressive bloc against "the an-
imals". Actresses and actor are supported by
each other on the back, trapped in the center.
Sonorous energy increases until the actor leaves
the center and exclaims as if in a moment of
realization of reality: BORN AND THEN DEAD, in
this animal cage. 
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Once actresses have repeated the actor’s
speech, Orquestra Errante is suddenly silent.
Actresses/actor leave the center and the orches-
tra remains, establishing a new central peri-
meter in the square and performing the game
SCHOOL OF FISH. This game works leadership
alternation during a free improvisation session. 

In the exercise "The school of fish and the
clowns” we work integration of different
strengths (sonorous characters) through the
group interaction. In it, a school of "fish" "as-
sembles" around a temporary "fish leader", who
suggests a pulse and direction to the group,
which ends up being scattered by a couple of
clowns. 

Fo r TransPosições performance, we applied
that exercise experience, but without the
clowns’ intervention. Here the emphasis is on
building a "schooling" sonority that will be ex-
plored by the group for a few minutes. The idea
is related to the social interaction that involves
the various situations in which we must alter-
nate leadership to appease violence. A kind of
metaphor for the need for collaborative creation
and for social relations in general. 

The dispersion of the school of fish was linked
to the manifestation of one of the members of
the orchestra – the bassist - who, being tall, be-
comes a "marking" easily recognized by the rest
of the group. Thus, as the bassist begins to re-
treat, getting away from the circle, the SCHOOL
OF FISH begins to disperse. At this point the
actresses/actor retake the speech and continue
with the provided script. Gradually they turn
away and walk towards the periphery of the
square, each to a corner, and Orquestra Errante
does the same.

As soon as the group goes away from the
center, short and sparse sounds echo in the
place. CLICS arise, and they seem to seek an
answer. A call that echoes at a distance. But si-
lence is greater and greater. Gradually the gap
between an "attempt" and another is greater.
The situation dissolves and the square ends up
being vacated by the group.

That's the show: waiting alone, in the restless 
air, for it to begin, for something to begin, for 
there to be something else but you. For the 
power to rise, the courage to leave. You try and 
be reasonable: perhaps you are blind, probably 
deaf. The show is over, all is over? (BECKETT, 
1996).

Final considerations

The TransPosições performance was devel-
oped with the character (or goal) to open a
kind of parenthesis: an intervention that modi-
fies the place where it happens, by offering it
other possibilities, and fills it out with other
senses and/or makes its own issues explicit. 

The performance exposes the situation of
the square and its inhabitants. It could be
taken as a metaphor for the occupation of
public places. It is intended that these inter-
ventions will be able to offer new possibilities
of occupation of before marginalized. Never-
theless, what the performance could effec-
tively guarantee is the accomplishment of
small attempts of occupation and reframing.
They could change the perspective of those
who have taken part in the intervention as par-
ticipant or audience. Other initiatives must ex-
ist and take place consecutively to ensure that
revitalization really happens.

The TransPosição performance seeks ways
to occupy public spaces while questioning the
relationship between art and reality. It could
be understood as a Temporary Autonomous
Zone (TAZ), in so far as free musical improvisa-
tion and textual content, that discuss the vio-
lent people marginalization in society, make
the performance an exercise of artistic resis-
tance. As Rogério Costa (2007, p.149) points
out, "a guerilla operation that liberates an area
(of land, time, and imagination)".

The proposed structure for the development
of the performance embraces possibilities of
previous organization and also succession of
temporary states of musical improvisation.
Sonically, improvisation enables collaborative
sonorous creation, questioning and reconfigur-
ing worn and hierarchical forms of music mak-
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ing. In turn, Samuel Beckett’s work, known for
its minimalism and accurate architecture, was
revisited and presented in its potency as a re-
flection of reality, the conditions and funda-
mental questions of human existence. The
whole structure developed in that comprovisa-
tion exercise makes both perspectives ex-
plicit, executing in the interaction between the
parties and their agents, an artistic expression
that subverts expectations and finds its organ-
ity in the experience with audience.
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15.

Extended Abstract

The processes that lead from volt-mix to tam-
borzão, two bases (beats) of funk carioca (funk
from the greater Rio de Janeiro city), the first
Brazilian genre of electronic dance music, are
analysed with reference to Pierre Schaeffer’s
typo-morphology of sonic objects (1966). Pro-
duced in Los Angeles in 1988, volt-mix was pop-
ular in the Rio de Janeiro state during most of
the 1990s; produced in Rio in 1998, tamborzão
was popular in Brazil in the earlier years of the
millennium. Three of the four classes of micro-
objects that make up, each, one of the four lines
of the volt-mix loop follow the attack/resonance
model, as do the three classes of micro-objects
that make up, each, one of the three lines of the
tamborzão loop. Volt-mix classes present differ-
ences of facture, grain, and harmonic timbre as
well as of site and calibre of mass in the field of
pitches; tamborzão classes display similarities of
facture and harmonic timbre as well as of site
and calibre of mass in the field of pitches. As hy-
per-objects, both loops are pedals of cells, each
cell corresponding to one cycle of the loop. The
volt-mix cell resembles a thread o f complex
masses; the tamborzão cell resembles an accu-
mulation of complex masses. This accumulation
results from withdrawal of the overall calibre of
mass from the upper region of the tessitura, and
from greater proximity, interdependency and
amalgamation of texture lines. Such transforma-
tions are viewed as instances of Gilbert Simon-
don’s concretization (1958), and they are syn-
chronous with changes in the geopolitics and
human geography of bailes funk (funk dances).
As the volt-mix morphs into the tamborzão, the
epicentre of these events moves from clubs in
the suburbs and periphery to favelas, and
funkeiros (funksters) become subjected to ten-
sions arising from control of their spaces by rival

factions of illicit substance retailers. These shifts
coincide with the rise of a human character, the
neurótico (neurotic), and with the collective feel-
ing of neurose (neurosis) associated with circu-
lating in those territories, as Carla Mattos’s eth-
nography (2006) demonstrates.

* At the request of the author, this paper was 
not published in the proceedings.
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16.

Extended Abstract

This work traces three extraordinary voices
projected throughout Arcoverde, Pernambuco, a
small city in the interior of northeastern Brazil. It
is an account of acousmêtres, or disembodied
voices, that are heard while the visual presence
of their bodies remains obscured. In this paper, I
engage with film scholar Michel Chion's theoriz-
ation of the acousmêtre, applying it beyond film
into an ethnographic setting. Based on a decade
of in-depth ethnography in the region, and enga-
ging with sound studies and studies of vocality, I
examine the contrasting sonorities and means
of technological projection of the voices of Lima,
Lira and João. Lima is a death notice announcer
inspired by Charleton Heston’s cinematic voice
of God who drives through the city in a loud-
speaker truck; João da Informação is a man cel-
ebrated for memorizing the city’s telephone
numbers; and Lira is a iconoclastic singer who
represents Arcoverde throughout Brazil. Chion
describes the acousmatic voice as associated
with being everywhere; knowing everything,
and seeing everything: omnipresence, omni-
science, and panopticism. Residents of Ar-
coverde attribute these forms of extraordinary
knowledge and authority to these spokesvoices.
Lima, Lira, and João are remaking the city
through their utterances, registering different as-
pects of contemporary Arcoverde as they speak,
sing and scream. And by doing so, they index
important shifts in the trajectory of the city. I ar-
gue that both the cosmopolitan and the nativist
desires of the inhabitants of this heritage tour-
ism destination can be heard in the sonorities of
these voices. I explore how each has become
entangled in discussions regarding Arcoverde’s
identity, as it is understood internally and projec-
ted externally. 
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17. 1

Extended Abstract

In this presentation I expand on the cultural
and conceptual frameworks surrounding the
site- based sound work, Compositions For
Temple Speakers. Compositions... is(will be) a
series of devotional songs and associative
writings that pivot around the use of noise to
collapse sacred/secular and sacred/ profane
divides. In this project, I collaborate with Prerna
Bishnoi and other musicians and writers to
expand the idea of devotion in the Indian urban
imaginary. We do this through local sonic
interventions in temple sound systems and a
discursive practice that begins from listening to
those interventions. 

Compositions... responds to tensions sur-
rounding the Hindu fundamentalist takeover of
the public sphere in India. Here, the opposition
to religious fundamentalism has become a form
of secularism calls for the removal, rather than
their equal participation, of religions from politics
and public life. The liberal left in India announces
a secularism that is mapped to an ever stricter
separation of public and private life, where reli-
gion must only be practiced in private because it
has been deemed too dangerous/contagious to
circulate in the public sphere. These fast forming
associations trouble me, and I wonder what al-
ternatives exist from the “religious means intol-
erant/secularism is tolerant” mode of thinking.
Trinh Minh-ha asks, in her film, Forgetting Viet-
nam (2015), what is the role of women in reli-
gion today? While the so-called upholding of reli-
gions across the world strongly features men,
adapting and contextualizing religion is a femin-
ist practice. When we do not enter into the de-
bate of what can constitute the religious today,
we concede to the idea that religion has a
“pure” form which is simply not worth challen-
1 A complete version of this text will appear at the 

INTERFERENCE -  A journal of Audio Cultures:  
http://www.interferencejournal.org/

ging or engaging. The liberals’ flight towards
secularism only strengthens the Hindu Right’s
power to colonize it with their own readings. If,
however, we move from the understanding that
societal norms are being read onto religion
rather than it being the other way around, inter-
esting possibilities open up for thinking about
artistic gestures in this context. 

Compositions... is an inclusive, agonistic ges-
ture in a field that is saturated with antagon-
isms. The first composition began through an in-
terest in a temple across the street from the
studio I shared with Prerna Bishnoi. Every morn-
ing and evening, we would be subject to music
from the temple. To some of our neighbours,
these songs were an intrusion of their private
space. But the terrain of the loudspeakers in this
part of the world is lawless, especially those of
Hindu temples, given our current political cli-
mate and the cultural love of perumai (great-
ness/loudeness). The temple, with its speakers
aimed at the street, creates its own sonic territ-
ories, perhaps blissfully unaware of even doing
so. We became interested in composing for this
sonic system and approached the board of
temple priests with a request to play our songs
through their speakers. On a sunny afternoon, in
the cool shade of the temple, the board agreed
with a nod and a condition: “any song is fine
with us, as long as it is devotional.” 

Devotion, at least imagined through certain
Hindu philosophies, is an inclusive category and,
by extension, devotional music is a very inclus-
ive genre. Over time, it has come to include a
range of productions styles — from Bollywood
songs to a cappella home recordings. We had a
lot to choose from! Our instinct was to create
something that could collapse the sonic territor-
ies that the temple was establishing, to create a
kind of sonic camouflage. Like the trope of the
invisibility cloak in fantasy, thriller and horror

SONOLOGIA 2016 – OUT OF PHASE                                       www .eca.usp.br/sonologia                                                            189              

22. Composition for Temple Speakers: On Devotion and
Noise in India1 

Sindhu Thirumalaisamy
University of California, San Diego - sithirum@ucsd.edu



films, our song is only slightly distinguishable
from its surroundings. It includes all the sounds
(noise) that the temple usually speaks over, par-
ticularly the sounds of sewers, drainpipes and
basement architectures — alluding to the kaka
(feces) of caco-phony. While the temple stands
in for the ritual cleansing of the dirty (which in
the current fundamentalist social order includes
lower castes, women, Muslims and various ‘oth-
ers’) the piece attempts to recalibrate what con-
stitutes the profane/noise. This resonates with
the spiritual ideal that God is immanent and that
all material things, even trash, have something
to teach us. Moving slowly from the recogniz-
able sounds of Hindu devotional chanting, slip-
ping in mud, wandering down drains, through
kitchens and balconies, the piece has the effect
of slowing things down, of inviting the birds to
respond to it, and eventually becoming quite im-
perceptible from all that surrounded it. When it
was played from the temple’s sound system on
two evenings, the priests and temple caretakers
did not seem to mind our devotional noise mu-
sic. They simply dismissed the loud shrieks and
gurgles as a scratched CD. In a sense, this was
what he had hoped for. Our confidence that this
anti-anti-utopian gesture would be able to
wedge into the sonic protocols of the temple
came from knowing that this is not a work
about the devotional; it is a devotional song. We
are currently in the process of composing for
other temples and hosting collective listening
sessions to these songs. The listening sessions
will generate writing on the subject of the sac-
red-secular and the sacred-profane. 

By providing sensory and anecdotal traces of
this project (including recordings of the temple
songs and excerpts of writings from the listen-
ing sessions), this presentation will elaborate on
the idea that issues of noise are issues of intim-
acy, and that moving from noise provides a fer-
tile ground for thinking about non-violent reli-
gious pluralism in India today. Sound art has of-
ten rested on focussed listening and a willing-
ness to heighten one’s awareness of one’s sur-
roundings. Compositions... argues that some-
times it is not heightened perception but imper-
ceptibility that is needed to mobilize new listen-
ing cultures. 
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18.

Abstract: In this paper I want to propose a sonic un-
derstanding of the Chilean criollo. Through an explo-
ration of the work of certain Chilean artists and the An-
des mountains, both in its cultural symbolism and as a
land of earthquakes, I will unveil key notions that config-
ure the criollo as an uncertain position/non-position. As
such the criollo cannot be grasped through traditional
concepts of identity or essence. It is an invisible posi-
tion that is not fixed to one determined post, but that
can only be listened to as it flows through the medium.
This sonic take on the Chilean criollo is framed in the
discussion about creolization and transcultural experi-
ence.

Keywords: creole, multiculturalism, Chile, listening,
identity, sonic.

1   Introduction

Through a listening to the Chilean criollo, I
want to propose a sonic approach to the debate
that could be labelled as the creole experience.
This is a debate about how multiculturalism and
transculturalism, identity and history among oth-
ers, are experienced and shaped. As a listening,
my approach deals with creole issues from a
prism of flow and evanescence.  Listening
provides both a physical immersion into what is
being listen to and also an eventual detachment
from it. Listening does not capture sounds as a
recording or a score would perhaps do, listening
allows sounds to flow as a continuos event in
time. For me, this double condition of listening
both as a material, bodily experience and as a
continuous vanishing, offers the tools to effect-
ively pinpoint the creole experience. 

My sonic take will focus on the particular
creole experience of the Chilean criollo. From
this focus I expect to draw insights that can con-
tribute to the debate in general. My first concern
will be to delineate my definition of the Chilean
criollo in relation to traditional ones. With that in
mind I will give a general overview of what for
me counts as the two most relevant sides on
the debate of the creole experience. Finally,

through an exploration of the work of certain
Chilean artists and the Andes mountains–both in
its cultural symbolism and as a land of earth-
quakes–I will unveil key notions that configure
the criollo as an uncertain position/non-position
that cannot be grasped through traditional con-
cepts of identity, essence or even the lack of
them. As such, it is an invisible position that is
not fixed to one determined post, but that can
only be listened to as it flows through the me-
dium. From my perspective, this condition of the
criollo allows to rethink the creole experience in
general, providing new insights and perspect-
ives to the debate. 

2   Traditional interpretation of
the criollo

The sonic understanding of the Chilean criollo
that I will try to develop, comes from a different
interpretation to the traditional use of the term.
In Chile the term criollo has been used to con-
struct the essential characteristics of the na-
tional identity. In effect, an arbitrary portrayal of
the criollo has been used to construct a Chilean
essential identity that would separate its people
from the people of other countries. It has been
given fixed attributes to play the fundamental
role of enforcing a unified Chilean nationalism.
This has been constructed by the imposition of
certain cultural practices by the elite hand-in-
hand with dictatorships and war, both against
neighbouring countries and the native people. 

The criollo as national identity could roughly
be identified in two stages that share in com-
mon a search for an essentialism from which to
construct an identity. In shaping both these
identities music played a crucial role.

In the colonial times of Spanish America, the
word criollo was used to denominate those of a
European descent that were born in American
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soil. Although they did hold important jobs and
roles in the administration, received good educa-
tion and owned land, this group did not have the
same privileges than those born in Europe. Inev-
itably this led them to organise the country in a
war of Independence. Once victorious, they gov-
erned continuously throughout the nineteenth
century and gave the foundations of the Chilean
identity in the archetypical figure of the Huaso.

In fact, as musicologist Juan Pablo González
shows in his study about the interplay between
Same and Otherness in Chilean identity through
popular music, it is the Huaso who is identifiable
as the Same.

In Chilean popular music, alterity or the 
condition of being an Other has been defined in
great measure from a Same that is born out of 
the criollo culture of the central valley of the 
country, where the huaso reigns. This horseman
of the Chilean countryside, is an individualist 
and conservative criollo. Critical of innovation 
and tied to the fertile lands of the central valley, 
where he forged his homeland and where his 
country states lie. (González, 1997: 62) 1

The Huaso is a countryside figure that is still
deeply relevant to the construction of the
Chilean identity. In fact, the ballroom cueca that
the Huaso played in patronal houses is still
taught at large in schools throughout Chile and
promoted by the state. This is enforced  by a law
from 1979 passed by dictator Augusto Pinochet
that declares cueca to constitute "the most
genuine expression of the Chilean soul through
music and dance” and that the State must play
a fundamental role promoting it through its cul-
tural institutions and education (Decreto 23,
1979).

This first construction of the criollo is charged
with traditional and aristocratic values that
nowadays appeal only to a minority. Beside a
nostalgic view of “the good old days” of coun-
trylife, only extremists would try to enforce this

1 ‘La alteridad o la condición de ser Otro en la música popular
chilena, ha sido definida en gran parte desde un Uno que 
surge de la cultura criolla del valle central del país, donde 
reina el huaso. Este “jinete del campo chileno”, es un 
criollo individualista y conservador, crítico ante la inno-
vación, y que está ligado a las fértiles tierras del valle cen-
tral, donde forjó su patria y están sus fundos.’ My own 
translation.

form of criollo. Sadly, these type of groups do
exist in Chile and are organised in groups such
a s Fuerza Nacional-Identitaria and Corporación
de Defensa de la Soberanía.

A second stage of the criollo identity is later
developed that replaces the figure of the huaso
for that of the guachaca. This second form of cri-
ollo is sustained to this day by the social organ-
i s a t i o n o f t h e G u a c h a c a s
(http://www.guachacas.cl/). Guachaca was ori-
ginally a term used by the elite to refer to people
they saw as vulgar, unsophisticated and drunk.
The guachaca is a urban criollo that instead of
dancing to the ballroom cueca of the huaso,
dances to the cueca brava of lowlife bars and
cabarets. Some of its most well known musi-
cians are Roberto Parra and Los Chileneros.

In both these stages the criollo is built as a na-
tional identity that negotiates elements such as
European and Native american heritages to
shape an essentialist view of what being
Chilean is. Shaping it as essentially different
from what other similar populations around the
globe are and particularly as different from the
populations of neighbouring countries. 

However, the essentialist view of the Chilean
criollo falls apart easily. Beyond its political use,
it lacks any substance–For example, the cueca
rhythm that is quintessential to the definition of
the identity, is also popular in Bolivia and Peru.
Therefore, save for certain commemorative
dates and football frenzies, the criollo essential-
ism remains invisible to the population at large.
It is during this invisibility that people live their
lives enacting other identities that, simplifying,
could be categorised into two groups, namely a
native americanism or a Western cosmopolitan-
ism. Yet, the fact that the criollo is invisible in
this enactments doesn’t mean it is not present.
Indeed, it is present in silence as a frame that
cannot be identified with any particular stance
but that allows for the freedom to enact the
identity of your choosing. Thus, this invisibility is
constitutive of the contradictory identity of the
criollo. By way of being constituted in a principle
of uncertainty that abolishes dualisms of iden-
tity/non-identity, the criollo cannot be under-
stood through traditional concepts such as es-
sence, unity or congruence. To my judgement,
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this invisibility of the criollo not only is respons-
ible of allowing a freedom to identify with other
cultures. It is also responsible for allowing an
easy path to create fictional essentialisms such
as those described above. 

The criollo is somewhere in between the col-
oniser and the colonised, not entirely one or the
other. Even more, the criollo does not precede
the relation between the two but it is the result
of their interaction. As a silent mediation
between the coloniser and the colonised, the
criollo does not occupy a position in itself. It is
an invisible agency that flows in-between. In-
stead of depicting it by logical notions such as
coherence or unity, it is through sonic notions
that we can listen to its evasive identity as
echoes, silence, feedback and transduction.

My sonic take on the Chilean criollo identity
partly builds from the work of other authors that
have worked or analysed similar phenomenons
such as Nicolas Bourriaud on one side and Coco
Fusco and Homi Bhabha on the other. As I will
show below, these authors bring two opposing
views to the debate that I have termed as the
creole experience. Their positions are irreconcil-
able as long as the debate has been embedded
in visual-logical paradigms that inevitably end up
making clearcut distinctions between what is
and what is not. In my judgement, in the work
of certain artist from Chile there is a sonic ap-
proach to the invisibility of the criollo that offers
a new light in the debate of the creole experi-
ence.

3   The Creole Experience Debate

In the context of multiculturalism, Bourriaud
proposes the notion of the radicant artist. This
notion is opposed to what he identifies as the
radical artist in both modernism and post-mod-
ernism. For him, the radical artist is tied to a
metaphor of the root. In the case of the modern
radical, this meant a return to first principles.

Pruning, purifying, eliminating, subtracting, 
returning to first principles–this was the 
common denominator of all twentieth century ’s
avant-gardes. The unconscious for Surrealism, 
the notion of choice for the Duchampian 
readymade, the lived situation for the 

Situationist International, the axiom “art=life” 
for the Fluxus movement, the picture plane for 
the monochrome: so many principles on the 
basis of which modern art elaborates a 
metaphysics of the root, a desire to go back to 
the beginning, to start again and create a new 
language, free of its detritus. (Bourriaud, 2009: 
44)

In the case of the post-modernist radical
artist, Bourriaud doesn’t see the desire to start
again but a play with the arbitrariness of roots.

If for modernism, the “return to the root” 
meant the possibility of a radical new beginning
and the desire for a new humanity, for the 
postmodern individual it no longer represents 
anything but the assignment of an identity. That 
identity may be rejected or mythologized, but in
either case it functions as a natural framework. 
(Bourriaud, 2009:50)

In contrast the radicant artist is not concerned
with origins. It “resembles those plants that do
not depend on a single root for their growth but
advance in all directions on whatever surfaces
present themselves by attaching multiple hooks
to them, as ivy does.” (Bourriaud, 2009: 51) As
such, for the radicant artist,

There is no single origin, but rather successive, 
simultaneous, or alternating acts of enrooting. 
While radical artists sought to return to an 
original place, radicant artists take the road, and
they do so without having any place to return 
to. Their universe contains neither origin nor 
end. (Bourriaud, 2009: 52)

The radicant is thus compered to the subject
of queer theory.

The figure of the subject defined by the radicant
resembles that advanced by queer theory, 
which views the self as constructed out of 
borrowings, citations, and proximities, hence as
pure constructivism.  (Bourriaud, 2009: 55)

Yet, it is in what he terms creolisation, where
Bourriaud finds the natural habitat of the radic-
ant. In relation to the work of artist Mike Kelley
he states

Creolization produces objects that express a 
journey rather than a territory, objects that are 
the province of both the familiar and the 
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foreign. Thus, in the work of Mike Kelley, para 
religious Chinese practices, folk art, and popular
culture no longer represent instances of 
otherness in relation to a dominant culture, but 
simply elsewheres or other ways, on the same 
basis as classical Western culture. (...) From this
point of view, Mike Kelley’s work is elaborated 
in the non-place of global creolization–in a radi-
cant space.(Bourriaud, 2009: 74)

This creolization is seen positively by Bourri-
aud as it would allow a complete freedom of
movement and detachment from roots.

Why should the fact that of having been born in 
a place serve as a pretext for denying us the 
right to be merely temporary sojourners there? 
To betray one’s origins by selling them in the 
market of signs, to crossbreed these signs with
those of more or less distant neighbours, to 
renounce the value assigned to cultural 
materials in favor of their convertible, local use 
value: this is the program of creolization that is 
taking shape. (Bourriaud, 2009: 76)

Although Bourriaud’s creolisation program
seems to allow for freedom of movement and a
general liberation from the weights of history
and cultural heritage, his view is nonetheless
constructed by presuppositions well rooted in
the same mechanisms he is supposedly break-
ing from. The Radicant assumes a fix portrayal of
cultures. They are given in the world and cut in
black and white. Therefore he proposes the rad-
icant as a translator. As the bearer of creolisa-
tion, the radicant produces a new modernity, a
twenty-first-century altermodernity based on
translation.

This twenty-first-century modernity, born of 
global and decentralized negotiations, of 
multiple discussions among participants from 
different cultures, of the confrontation of 
heterogeneous discourses can only be polyglot.
Altermodernity promises to be a translation-
oriented modernity, unlike the modern story of 
the twentieth century, whose progressivism 
spoke the abstract language of the colonial 
West. (Bourriaud, 2009: 43) 

However, translation presupposes a realm of
universal signification. If the radicant’s modern-
ity is based on translation, then it is a modernity
that is unfolded from a meta-culture that allows
for the translation from one culture to the other.

For this meta-culture to be all-encompassing and
therefore to allow a translation-oriented modern-
ity, would mean that culture is accessible in its
entirety from an ideal, disembodied subject. A
cultural cogito that is not fixed to any of its em-
bodied manifestations but that has equal access
to all possible embodiments–be them in any cul-
tural language.

The radicant’s creolisation is one of hope
through translation. It is through it that coopera-
tion between multiple cultures will move from
what Bourriaud sees as a sterile multiculturalism
and succeed in creating a common altermodern-
ity. 

We must move beyond the peaceful and sterile 
coexistence of reified cultures (multiculturalism)
to a state of cooperation among cultures that 
are equally critical of their own identity–that is 
to say, we must reach the stage of translation. 
(Bourriaud, 2009: 27-28)

Even though the goal set by Bourriaud for al-
termodernity might be desirable, it is not such a
simple task to accomplish. As human beings we
do not have freewill access to different cultures.
We are not immaterial cogito’s untouched by
material circumstances. Even though if “the
artist refuses to become a member of any fixed
space-time continuum” (Bourriaud, 2009: 57) or
“refuses to be assigned to any identifiable and
irrevocable aesthetic family” (Bourriaud, 2009:
57), the artist nonetheless is determined by a
series of elements he cannot control. Following
up with the metaphor of the radicant plant, for
as much as the ivy will move in every direction
without an essential root, it will remain being
ivy. It won’t translate into roses just by sharing
the same soil with them. The artist’s freewill
might be the ivy deciding where to follow its
journey, yet this freewill does not control the
corporeal constitution of the ivy. The way an
artist paints, sings, thinks, etc. is not only the
product of freewill but constituted from its body
and context. Creolisation as Bourriaud envisions
it, is a product of the mind that could by itself
mix at freewill elements of different cultures
without any noise from elements that are bey-
ond the mind’s control.

A different perspective is offered by Coco
Fusco. As a performance artist, her approach is
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far from the disembodied appreciation of Bourri-
aud. For her, the body assembles identity as a
material expression of the history and culture
that bred it. As a cuban Latina she views her
body “as a decorative layer that conceals a non-
identity.” (Schultz, 2008: 13). This consideration
of her body comes from her identification with a
people that is ‘consistent throughout Latin and
Central America’ and that is composed in “Hy-
bridity with indigenous populations’. A people
that ‘find themselves at physical, cultural, and
metaphoric crossroads, because Spanish rule
and the slave trade created diverse populations.”
(Schultz, 2008: 13). Her body is decorative as
this history and hybridity is present in her consti-
tution, yet it does not go deeper than a decorat-
ive layer, as underneath it there is no essential
identity. 

As devoid of that central essence, her work is
also based on a journey of creolization, yet this
is not the journey of freewill but of different cul-
tures and histories and how they are manifested
and performed by the body. Writing about her
collaborator Guillermo Gómez-Peña, Fusco de-
scribes what she terms ‘transcultural experi-
ence’. With similar implication’s to the creolisa-
tion of altermodernity, this transcultural experi-
ence “evokes a view of contemporary society in
which the social formations of different historical
periods and cultures interact.” (Fusco, 1991: 46)
From this interaction “a new generation of multi-
cultural, multiracial, "deterritorialized" border cit-
izens emerges as primary agent.” (Fusco, 1991:
46)

Dealing with these issues Gómez-Peña and
Fusco performed Two Undiscovered Amerindi-
ans. This piece consists in the exhibition of both
of them as fictitious Amerindians in a cage at
display. This performance mimics “the real his-
tory of ethnographic exhibition of human beings
that has taken place in the West over the past
five centuries.” (Fusco, 1994: 143) It also draws
inspiration from a fictional story by Franz Kafka
of “a man from the Gold Coast of Africa who
had lived for several years on display in Germany
as a primate.” (Fusco, 1994: 143) Fusco was in-
terested by that story as an account that, even
though it was ‘fictitious and created by a
European writer’, it “stressed the irony of having
to demonstrate one's humanity” (Fusco, 1994:
143). 

The authors “were intrigued by this legacy of
performing the identity of an Other for a white
audience” (Fusco, 1994: 143). In this sense,
their approach relates to the concept of mimicry
developed by Homi Bhabha.

In mimicry, the representation of identity and 
meaning is rearticulated along the axis of 
metonymy. As Lacan reminds us, mimicry is like
camouflage, not a harmonization of repression 
of difference, but a form of resemblance, that 
differs from or defends presence by displaying it
in part, metonymically. Its threat, I would add, 
comes from the prodigious and strategic 
production of conflictual, fantastic, 
discriminatory ‘identity effects’ in the play of a 
power that is elusive because it hides no 
essence, no ‘itself’. (Bhabha, 1994: 90)

In effect, Two Undiscovered Amerindians suc-
cessfully embodies the play of power between a
Same and an Other that hides no essence. Thus
it works through mimicry to create a tension
between an almost non-human exotic Other and
a human Same.

Fusco’s embodied mimicry proposes a mater-
ial approach to creolisation that considers it from
the flesh of those constituted by its violent his-
tory. Contrary to the freewill creolisation of the
radicant, it is built from a particular condition
that was not chosen by its protagonists. Bourri-
aud sees this approach with caution as it would
“obliterate any possibility of dialogue among in-
dividuals who do not share the same history or
cultural identity.” (Bourriaud, 2009: 25) There-
fore, for him the creolisation proposed by prac-
tices and theories such as those of Fusco or
Bhabha fails “to elaborate a critique of modern-
ist ideology that does not lead to an absolute re-
lativism or to a piling up of “essentialisms.””
(Bourriaud, 2009: 25)

For me, both sides of this debate on the
creole experience make valid points. On one
side, the aim set by Bourriaud seems to be de-
sirable in trying to establish a common ground
of understanding and of multicultural commu-
nion. On the other side, his approach doesn’t
consider the real violence and suffering through
which creolisation has unfolded, which seems to
be a major omission on his theory. If Bourriaud
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on one side and Fusco, Gómez-Peña and Bh-
abha on the other seem like irreconcilable ap-
proaches, I believe this is due to the fact that
the discussion has developed through a lens
that is unable to properly grasp the issues at
hand. Notions such as a body that conceals no
essence or a rootless origin are oxymorons that
leave us in an unsurpassable state of perplexity.
They cannot be properly described through the
logical language these authors have chosen, as
they are precisely trying to escape the inflexibil-
ity of it. 

Thus, I turn into sonic notions that I believe of-
fer a way out of this dead end street. Describing
the principles of what he terms sonic philo-
sophy, Christopher Cox proposes that sound “af-
firms an ontology of flux in which objects are
merely temporary concretions of fluid pro-
cesses.” (Cox, 2013) As such “this flux ontology
replaces objects with events.” (Cox, 2013) For
him “the sonic flux is not just one flow among
many; it deserves special status insofar as it so
elegantly and forcefully models and manifests
the myriad fluxes that constitute the natural
world.” (Cox, 2013) Moreover, music itself could
be understood as going in the direction of this
sonic ontology as “Music has always posed an
ontological problem, for (unlike the score or re-
cording that attempts to capture it) it is intan-
gible and evanescent but nonetheless power-
fully physical.” (Cox, 2013) As such, the sonic
flux could be understood as providing the con-
ceptual perspective to describe the illogical posi-
tion of the creole experience. This description,
instead of constructing a fixed theoretical appar-
atus, functions as a listening of creolisation as a
flux.

I believe such a listening to  the creole experi-
ence plays an important role in the work of cer-
tain Chilean artists such as composer Roberto
Falabella and poet Juan Luís Martínez. By ana-
lysing certain works of them I will endeavour to
propose a conciliation between the opposing
views on creolisation portrayed above.

4   Falabella: echoes through
silence

Roberto Falabella, was born in 1926 and
suffered from cerebral palsy from a young age.
This disease had him on a wheelchair through-
out his life and eventually took his life in 1958
when he was only 33 years old. In spite of this,
he was able to write about what a Latin-Amer-
ican composer should be and create an ample
body of works, most of which remains archived
without ever being performed or analysed.

His orchestral work from 1957 Estudios Emo-
cionales or Emotional Studies is one of the few
of his pieces that has been performed in more
than one occasion. This is an orchestral piece
with a preponderance of percussion and only a
moderate use of strings. It is organised in VII
studies to be played continuously as one piece.
It is composed through an eclectic mix of re-
sources and the overarching presence of si-
lence. 

Studies 1 and 3 are energetic and loud. They
are built upon short repetitive rhythmic figures
that combine elements from the noisy carnivals
of the north of Chile and a minimalism of modal
harmonies. Study Nº3 is reminiscent of Stravin-
sky by the use of irregular metrics that give the
impression of unfinished and stuttered phrases.
This study finishes in a long silence. This silence
is located at the centre of the piece and as I will
show later, it is essential to the understanding
of the composition.

 Studies 2, 4 and 5 juxtapose the contradict-
ory resources of a clear nortiño melody with the
serialist techniques of Anton Webern. Domin-
ated by fragmentation, short silences and
bizarre shifts, these studies have a strong dra-
matic energy, as if a struggle between nortiño
and serialist techniques was taking place.

Study Nº6 builds from the resources of all the
previous studies to reinforce the sense of frag-
mentation, contrast and juxtaposition. Noisy,
nostalgic, energetic, repetitive and serialist frag-
ments are entangled to produce an entropic
mood.

Finally, study Nº7 grows little by little into an
agitated and majestic finale. It combines
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melodic, rhythmic and the irregular metrics of
the previous studies to grow into an energetic,
carnivalesque affirmation of this eclectic mix.
This is achieved by growing through dynamics,
orchestral thickening and accelerating the
tempo.

On an article from 1958, Falabella gives a clear
insight onto the agenda that enlightens his path.
He declares, that ‘no longer does the american
man resign himself to be a passive element on
which all European cultural streams go to die
and aspires to offer his peculiar contribution.’2
(Falabella, 1958: 80) Talking about serialist tech-
niques in particular, he states ‘Dodecaphony is
not the last stage of musical evolution, or not
even the highest so as to, in a purist eagerness,
exclude all other.’3(Falabella, 1958: 91)

Thus, it is from this non-vertical view of musi-
cal resources that he creates his own particular
contribution to music as an american composer.
On this article he doesn’t mention the use of si-
lence as a resource in his composition tech-
nique. In my view, it is the use of silence what
allows in Emotional Studies the juxtaposition of
contradictory materials. As was mention above,
silence occupies a central position in the piece.
At the end of Study Nº3 there is a long written
silence. By considering the total duration of the
studies as a whole, this silence sits in the centre
of the composition. The three studies that pre-
cede the silence introduce the different ele-
ments at play. The studies after the long silence
fragment and juxtapose the elements and also
allow for periods of silence to knit them to-
gether. These are Studies 4, 5 and 6 and the use
of fragmentation and silence grows in intensity
through them. After Study 6, Nº7 arrives as a
conclusion on which the different elements are
vigorous and simultaneous.

 
The structure of the studies as described

above could be mistaken as following the sonata
form. Elements are introduced, then combined
and finally there is a grand finale where the ele-

2 “El hombre americano ya no se conforma con ser un ele-
mento pasivo donde vayan a morir todas las corrientes cul-
turales europeas, y aspira a otorgar su aporte peculiar.” My 
own translation.

3 “La dodecafonía no es la última etapa de la evolución musi-
cal, ni aún, la más elevada para que, en un afán purista, se 
excluyan todas las anteriores.” My own translation.

ments are brought together. Yet in the final
study the different materials are never unified
into a coherent one. They lack a congruence to
be considered as unified into one essential prin-
ciple. It is more the case of a synchronous being
together than a proper sonata conclusion. Even
more, some of the elements could be be con-
sidered as in direct opposition to each other–
such as simple modal melody and Webern’s seri-
alism. The ability to propose such a heteroge-
neous synchronicity is achieved by allowing si-
lence to occupy the central space of the musical
discourse.

On the score, silence is nothingness. It is a
void, an emptiness measured in bars. As such,
silence frames the outside of music. It gives
room to what lies outside the music discourse.
If Fusco spoked about the body as a decorative
layer that conceals a non-identity, perhaps here
we could speak about music as a decorative
layer that conceals a silence. There is no unified
or essential music characteristic, only these su-
perficial musical styles sustained through si-
lence. None of the elements have a priority over
the other. There is no hierarchical order nor a
progress from old styles into new styles. Serial-
ism, perhaps considered just as a form of
European folk, is treated at the same level as
South American folk. 

Silence is both pacifying the heterogeneity of
elements but at the same time it is obstructing
the development of a unified musical logic. In
fact, for the 1960 interpretation of the Emotional
Studies by Orquesta Sinfónica de Chile, the di-
rector Georg Ludwig Jochum in an attempt to
give more unity to it, left out the long silence
and shorten the others. This interpretation was
the only available recording of the studies until
recently. By cutting the silence, perhaps the ger-
man director succeeded in giving more unity to
the piece as regarding to the European tradition
of music composition. However it completely
destroys its main feature and puts in evidence
how Falabella’s composition technique of si-
lence disrupts the expectations of musical form.

Also from 1957 is his piano piece Retratos.
On this piece there is a similar composition
technique of combining a heterogeneity of musi-
cal styles with a preponderance of silence.
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There is no South American folk in this one but a
diversity of historical and contemporary styles
that go from classical to serialism and experi-
mental approaches to the piano–like banging it
on the sides and the lid. Just as in the studies,
different fragments are presented, freely com-
bined and interweaved by sections of silence.

Through the use of silence, diverse materials
are built into a whole that lacks unity and yet be-
comes unified. The void of silence in the score
functions as an empty chamber on which the
different musical styles become echoes of this
fundamental emptiness. Different materials res-
onate with one another and provide different
possible paths of musicality, yet they are inevit-
ably bound to silence.

In the context of the creole experience, we
can identify in Falabella’s work a listening to
multicultural experience that, through the over-
arching presence of silence, validates the multi-
plicity of musical languages as echoes in the
emptiness. As defined by Mark Smith “an echo
is nothing if not historical. To varying degrees, it
is a faded facsimile of an original sound, a reflec-
tion of time passed.” (Smith, 215: 55) Therefore,
echoes by themselves cannot claim access to a
fundamental essence. The space of the original
sound in Falabella is occupied by silence. In ef-
fect this silence is very much a listening to the
invisible position/non-position of the Chilean cri-
ollo.

 In my opinion this offers a way out of the
conundrum left by Fusco and Bourriaud. It
provides an experience of multiculturalism by
way of emotional engagement with multiple cul-
tural agencies, taking into account both personal
experience and history and at the same time al-
lowing for a movement guided by freewill. In-
deed, Falabella’s music composition as a listen-
ing to echoes through silence is both embodied
in real experience and inviting a dialogue and ap-
propriation of diverse cultures, always reminding
the silence that sustains the dialogue. 

5   Juan Luís Martínez:
transduction loops

The approach taken by poet Juan Luis
Martínez offers a similar conclusion to Fala-
bella’s in relation to the creole experience. Yet,
his conceptual poetry deals with a different set
of resources that are better understood through
acoustic phenomenons such as transduction.
Martínez poetry is a conceptual practice that
deals with the disappearance of the author.
Throughout his work there is distancing himself
from the poetic text he produces and an allow-
ing of an otherness to inhabit the work. In this
sense his poetry relates to a tradition that spans
a good part of the twentieth century and that
could be traced back to Mallarmé’s Un Coup de
Dés. Undoubtedly this interpretation of his work
is valid and has been well documented else-
where. (See the recently published Martínez to-
tal)

In relation to the creole experience, what in-
terests me is how Martínez is able to maintain
this death of the author and at the same time do
it in such a way that keeps him ironically
present. Commenting Martínez’s best known
work La Nueva Novela, the poet Raúl Zurita
highlights the complex interplay of Others
through which the author dissolves and only
gives a secondary importance to the ‘joke about
identities’ present in the work (Zurita, 2016). The
comic layer of Martínez work has been brought
into the surface by the discoveries of Scott
Weintraub regarding Martínez posthumous pub-
lication from 2003 Poemas del Otro o r The
Other’s poems. (Weintraub, 2016: 211-221) 

 
For a reader familiar with Martínez work, this

collection of poems immediately seems odd.
Martínez poetry usually utilises symbolic im-
ages, abstract visual compositions and collage.
I n Poemas del Otro there is no use of any of
these resources, or of any other experimental
approach to poetry writing. Beginning in 2013
and after some brilliant detective work, Wein-
traub discovered that these poems are actually
not written by Juan Luís Martínez but by a
swiss-catalan writer of the same name. The
Chilean Martínez translated them from french
and published them without any mention to the
Swiss-Catalan Martinez.
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Poemas del Otro are then literally the poems
of an other author. The unveiling of this, provides
a powerful insight into the irony at work in
Martínez poetry. This work is both a masterful
expression of the disappearance of the author
and also provides the basis for its subsistence.
Indeed, to make the joke evident, the Chilean
Juan Luís Martínez survives in the text as an au-
thor non-author. Through the joke the text be-
comes the circular experience of the author be-
coming the non-author, who in his turn becomes
the author in an infinite chain. Thus the joke is
experienced as a feedback loop that both cre-
ates and destroys authorship.

The appreciation of this feedback is guided
through a reading of Martínez poetry that could
be compared to acoustic transduction. Stefan
Helmrich states that “transduction names how
sound changes as it traverses media, as it un-
dergoes transformations in its energetic sub-
strate (from electrical to mechanical, for ex-
ample), as it goes through transubstantiations
that modulate both its matter and meaning.”
(Helmrich, 2015: 222) Transduction is a “cultural
artifact” (Helmrich, 2015: 223) as for example
when “with the amped up loudspeaker, the
listener experiences transduction on the dance
floor” (Helmrich, 2015: 224). As such, transduc-
tion has a “dual identity” that promises “to
unite the material with the semiotic”(Helmrich,
2015: 223).

Throughout Martínez work, such a process of
transduction is constantly at work. For example,
i n La Nueva Novela, the visual distribution of
black sheep in a page should be understood as a
sonnet. Even more, the sonnet should be under-
stood as a denunciation of a massacre of  fifteen
farmers at the beginning of the military regime
in 1973 (cf. Cussen, 2016: 255). This process of
constantly challenging the given nature of all ele-
ments, transubstantiates energy through them.
In this process, the expectations about what
something is are in constant flux. There is no
room for fixed boundaries and clearcut delimita-
tions. Everything is flowing in the non-stoppable
transduction of energy. The author has disap-
peared from the text and at the same time re-
mains in it on a feedback loop of transductions.

 

Regarding the multicultural creole experience,
I believe this approach of transduction allows for
a freedom of movement through different ele-
ments, without being fixed to any of them. Yet
as an energy flowing through them, there is a al-
ways a common bond. If we see the author as
the cultural root, as the origin from where the
transduction begins, then we can listen to how
the root leaves the origin as it is transformed
into different expressions, however this origin
remains present in a feedback loop that always
traces back to it, even though if it is changed
every time. As such, the energy that transduces
through different mediums could be understood
as the invisible identity of the criollo.

6   Conclusion: the menace of
the earthquake

I have analysed both Falabella and Martínez as
examples of the invisible nature of the Chilean
criollo as a position that both is and is not.
Through the sonic notions of silence, echoes,
transduction and feedback, I believe a listening
is possible of this creole identity. This listening
allows for a creole experience that combines the
freewill of the radicant, a dialogue between cul-
tures and the inalienable history of the body.  

Both Falabella and Martínez are great ex-
amples of artists that are able to apply this
listening to their practices. Some other artists
such as Violeta Parra and Los Jaivas among oth-
ers could also be considered along these lines.
On this paper it is not my intention to do an ex-
haustive analysis of every artist that could be
considered as listening to the Chilean criollo.
However I would like to end by speculating
about the importance of the Andes mountains
to develop such a listening. I believe the Andes
mountain plays an important role in breaking
down hierarchies and destroying what is taken
to be solid and permanent. At the same time, it
is a material presence that has witnessed and
has been instrumental in the historical and cul-
tural development of the region.

Firstly, on a symbolical level, there is a strong
relationship between the Andes and the great
divide metaphor described by post-modern the-
ory. The great divide is a metaphor for the divi-
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sion between high/low culture in Western Art
(which could also be extrapolated to West/the-
rest-of-the-world)(cf. Taylor, 2002: 94). The great
divide is not only that metaphor, but in the
American continent, it is the name for the prin-
cipal, and largely mountainous, hydrological di-
vide. Its most notorious mountain range is the
Andes mountains. This natural division has been
used by modern nations such as Chile and Ar-
gentina to delimitate their territories. However,
before the fall of the Inca empire, these same
mountains instead of being a great divide was
the trail that unified the empire through out
South America. These opposed uses of the
great divide, both as a division and a unification
of territories, perhaps helps the criollo to under-
stand its position as a experience of both abol-
ishing divisions and at the same time building
from them. Secondly and for me more import-
antly, in the Chilean territory the Andes is also
the permanent menace of the earthquake. This
is a menace of destruction of all that is static
and fixed. It is a menace that arises from real-
ising that solid ground is not solid, that rock is
not rock. It is the invisible menace of the sonic
upon the suppositions of the visual. The listen-
ing of the criollo is inextricably tied to this invis-
ible menace of the earthquake.

The criollo as an invisible position/non-position
that is born out of the interaction of colonisers
and colonised, as a silence that sustains this in-
teraction or as an energy substrate that trans-
duces between colonisers and colonised, is in it-
self the underlying menace of the earthquake.
Whatever present form the solid has taken, this
is only so as long as the earthquake has allowed
it.

Although throughout this paper my focus has
been in Chile, I believe that similar conclusions
could possibly be arrived upon from experiences
in other parts of the world. What I described
here could be valid for a larger population
through-out Latin America and beyond. Even
more, my attempt at describing the criollo in
sonic terms that present a displacement of dual-
ities of identity/non-identity makes it not the de-
scription of a race or of a nation, but a positive
understanding of a human experience. From
listening to the criollo experience as the menace
of the earthquake, we can discover possible

ways of behaviour, both allowing personal paths
built through freewill and the dialogue of mul-
tiple options yet at the same time embedded in
cultural context, history and corporeal presence.
For me, this take on identity seems particularly
valid for the current times. We have a society
capable of moving beyond fixed categories of
culture, identity or gender and at the same time
we have a growing intolerance for religious be-
liefs and ineffable differences between peoples
of different parts of the world. The menace of
the earthquake seems to be perhaps an effect-
ive way to establish a dialogue between these
opposing tectonic plates of our global society.
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19.

Extended Abstract:

In 1836 the German dancer Fanny Elssler
(1810-1884) created a choreography for the
dance "cachucha" for the ballet-pantomime by
Jean Coralli (1779-1854), Le diable boiteux [The
Lame Devil]. This version of the dance was ap-
plauded worldwide in various Elssler presenta-
tions. However, since 1823 there are newspaper
references to "Caxuxa" being presented on
stage in Rio de Janeiro by the Brazilian dancer
Estela Sezefreda (1810-1874), as well as being
part of the street organs and music boxes recor-
ded repertoire. There are several versions of
Cachucha in score, from 1813 on (96 entries in
the National Library of Spain). An excerpt of the
melody also appears, almost literally, in the first
part of a famous Brazilian nineteenth-century
Lundu, "Lá no Largo da Sé” [There in the Largo
da Sé] (1837-1838) by Inácio Cândido da Silva
(1800-1838) and Manuel de Araújo Porto Alegre
(1806-1879). The reception of Cachucha / Caxuxa
allows a reflection on the oral, written and aural
transmission, from the perspective of musico-
logy. There is evidence of written transmission in
the case of the melody, that remains the same
in almost all examined sources. But there is also
evidence of oral transmission, in relation to ver-
sions with lyrics. And, above all, evidence of
aural transmission, long before the invention of
the "talking machine" in the late nineteenth-cen-
tury.

* At the request of the author, this paper was 
not published in the proceedings.
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20.

Abstract. This is a presentation about a new arts re-
search project in development called ‘Park Bench So-
journ’. It contributes to the conference’s ‘out of phase’
theme primarily in areas related to epistemology; epi-
stemology as it pertains to research methodology and
aesthetic experience, as well as to the project’s con-
ceptual basis and the way its telos is argued for. Both
these aspects relate to ways in which what counts as
knowledge is defined and validated within academic
discourse; and particular to this case, how knowledge is
understood as part of practice-based research and the
experience and interpretation of arts practice. Underly-
ing this, is the need to explore paradigmatic alternatives
to material rationalism, with its onto-epistemological
presuppositions, in order access the kinds of insight
and interpretative positions available from other argu-
ably more specialist bodies of knowledge and to con-
sider what they have to offer. “Park benches are dis-
tinctive public spaces that invite a temporary pause for
thought and time out from everyday activities and
worldly preoccupations. Park Bench Sojourn is a multi-
modal arts project that explores the uniqueness and
universality of these spaces and the kinds of experi-
ences they foster. Approaching the park bench both as
experience and as metaphor, it is formed around ideas
drawn from Jean-Paul Sartre’s book Nausea and the An-
dalusian scholar Ibn’Arabi’s metaphysics of unity. Park
bench sojourns are experiential and require participants
to find a bench to sit on for the purposes of the sojourn.
Any bench is fine, it does not have to be in a park, and
little deliberation is needed over which bench or why.
You are invited to participate in the project through the
selection of sojourns available, any number and type, as
appropriate, per outing.” www.parkbenchsojourn.org

Keywords: sound art, environmental arts practice,
practice-based research, traditional metaphysics, sub-
jectivity.

1   Introduction

This presentation is about a new practice-
based research project in development called
‘Park Bench Sojourn.’ It contributes to the con-
ference’s ‘out of phase’ theme primarily in areas
related to epistemology: as it pertains to re-
search methodology and aesthetic experience,
as well as to the project’s conceptual basis. Both
these aspects relate to ways in which what

counts as knowledge is defined and validated:
how knowledge is understood as part of prac-
tice-based research and within the experience
and interpretation of arts practice itself. Underly-
ing this, is an impetus to explore alternatives to
material rationalism, and its onto-epistemolo-
gical pre-suppositions, in order to access other
kinds of insight and interpretative positions.

2 Park Bench Sojourn

Papers The project itself is organised around a
website: www.parkbenchsojourn.org. It encom-
passes field recording, video, spoken narration,
and site-specific intervention, with plans also for
installation, VR, theatre, and live streaming. It in-
corporates audio and video recording technolo-
gies, including the mobile phone for recording
as well as for location specific listening and all
other in situ playback. The website’s introductory
statement reads: “Park benches are distinctive
public spaces that invite a temporary pause for
thought and time out from everyday activities
and worldly preoccupations. Park Bench Sojourn
is a multi-modal arts project that explores the
uniqueness and universality of these spaces and
the kinds of experiences they foster. […] Park
bench sojourns are experiential and require parti-
cipants to find a bench to sit on for the purposes
of the sojourn. Any bench is fine, it does not
have to be in a park, and little deliberation is
needed over which bench or why. You are invited
to participate in the project through the selec-
tion of sojourns available, any number and type,
as appropriate, per outing.”

Park Bench Sojourn grew from an initial idea,
based solely around field recording sojourns,
where one would sit on a bench and listen to a
recording from a different bench. As the pro-
ject’s conceptual identity emerged more fully,
this expanded to include additional channels for
sojournic encounter, although still based on the
same principle of layering one bench experience
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on another; as well as content provided by parti-
cipants, other artists and friends. It has become
a conceptual goal to create a range and amount
of content for sojourns that mirrors the ubiquity
and practically infinite number of park benches.
Each of the sojourn categories emphasise a spe-
cific medium to augment experience and induce
a kind of witnessing that is reflexive and entwin-
ing while also distancing and other, determined
by the way one sojourn (the present and embod-
ied), by dint of their parallelism, is juxtaposed
and conflates with another (the absent, virtual
and other).

3 Knowledge, research
methodology and aesthetic

experience

3.1 Participation

Papers must be written Questions of epistem-
ology relating to research methodology and aes-
thetic experience have their roots in work from
another project, funded by the AHRC, entitled
‘Landscape Quartet: Creative Practice and Philo-
sophical Reflexion in Natural Environments.’
(Hogg 2015). Also practice-led, it was informed
by recent environmental and eco-critical think-
ing: its remit was to explore the creative and
theoretical possibilities afforded by working in
direct dialogue with the environment. It cri-
tiqued conventional post-Enlightenment mech-
anisms of representation, which, as Bennett
Hogg the project’s PI puts it, serve to perpetu-
ate the ideological blind othering of ‘nature.’
(Hogg 2013: 3). Advocating philosophical posi-
tions that argue for the ‘interconnectivity of
things’ it explored sonic and musical arts prac-
tices that were participative and eco-systemic in
approach. Integral to this was a relational epi-
stemological emphasis, which focused on
modes of knowledge accessible to us as in-
volved participants, situated performers working
in and through the habitat; and where insights
into this relationship then present themselves
through artistic expression, with its particular
qualities as a ‘communicator of knowledge.’ (see
Henk Borgdorff 2010: 57).

Non-Representational Theory and also the
work of Tim Ingold brought further refinement to

this methodology. Non-representational theory,
as a counter to reductivism and the privileging
of the visual, foregrounds all the senses, em-
bodiment, performances and practices (Water-
ton 2012: 68; citing Thrift 1996, 1999, 2003,
2008); it views the world in practical and proces-
sual terms as something in a perpetual state of
becoming. (Waterton 2012: 68). Similarly, In-
g o l d ’s dwelling perspective, proposes that
through immersion in the inescapable condition
of existence, the world continually comes into
being around us (2000: 153); and by what he
terms wayfinding we move and ‘feel our way’
through a world, a world (or lifeworld) that itself
is continually coming into being. (155). On this
basis the Landscape Quartet sought to act from,
acknowledge, and communicate proximity with
a n d interconnectedness between each other
and the environments we worked in. Further-
more, we aimed for the multisensory fusion of
being and doing, binding feelings of place and
self across a variety of registers - including not
only sound, but also, memory, physicality, en-
counters with animals and vegetation, imagina-
tion, smell and sight, pre-cognitive and pre-con-
scious intuitions, and so on.

A personal tension within the Quartet’s ap-
proach, that Park Bench Sojourn is, in part, a re-
sponse to, was a cautiousness towards field re-
cording; a cautiousness due to its historic asso-
ciations with objectification through documenta-
tion on the one hand, and the fetishisation of
the captured sound-object on the other. Al-
though a simplification, it provides a useful
shorthand to understand how such practices
and their philosophical roots serve in the objecti-
fication of experience towards a non-participat-
ive distancing, at odds with the explicit aims of
the Quartet. Park Bench Sojourn, however,
speaks to this simplification and offers some cri-
tique of the Quartet’s characterisation of parti-
cipation. Park Bench Sojourn is arguably more
transparent in its commitment to the methodo-
logical and theoretical basis of the Landscape
Quartet by more directly incorporating our exist-
ential status as ‘lifeworld participants.’ It is con-
cerned with less directly interventionist modes
of participation emanating from, for example,
activities such as walking, stillness, watching,
listening, feeling, reflecting, and, yes, making re-
cordings. It is interesting to note that equivalent
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phases of relative ‘inactivity,’ what we described
as ‘attunement’ and ‘tuning-in,’ were indispens-
able to the Quartet’s approach as the precursor
to any further work. As such, Park Bench So-
journ locates its practice in the accessible and
universal qualities of experience that proved
conditional for the kinds of active participation
explored by the Quartet: kinds of practice or per-
formativity that by virtue of their embodied im-
mediacy and subtle inherent reflexivity are just
as participative. Park Bench Sojourns’ interest is
not to recover and affirm the connections we
share through overtly participative activities, but
rather to facilitate a more nuanced and essen-
tialist mode of contemplative witnessing that af-
fords access to the relational and unitive qualit-
ies of experience, our dwelling as part of, and
participants with, nature and the lifeworld as it
unfolds around us.

3.2 Multi-modality

As well as the Quartet’s efforts to explore prox-
imity with and interconnectedness between each
other and the environment, the multi-modal scope
of the project extended this to include the spaces,
places and resources lying beyond initial locations
(from rural environment to gallery, concert venue,
fixed media compositions, video works, and so
on). In order to interpret and understand how sub-
sequent artefacts connected, and still connect,
with the project’s participative agenda it was ar-
gued that subsequent works are born of and exist
in ongoing relational processes. (Sansom 2015).
Cultural geographer David Crouch makes the argu-
ment that such representations, themselves born
of the performativity of living, are in no sense
fixed or closed to change but rather ‘remain open
too, “available” for further work.’ (Crouch 2012:
123). This, along with Barbara Bolt’s view of art’s
performative potential as a dynamic material ex-
change, rather than merely a signifying representa-
tional act (2010: 8), helped position the Quartet’s
‘after-the-event’ artefacts as reconfigurations of
the constitutive and constituting relations of per-
formative participation; a dynamic reaching back to
the ‘original’ explorations as well as forwards to
the cycle of subsequent artefacts.

In spite of this, and of my personal fantasy that
‘Landscape Quarteting’ might become a new arts
practice that people would do, just as they might
walk their dog, or do some gardening, the ideal of

participation for those encountering our work
presented a challenge. Participative engagement
remained necessarily wedded to the performativ-
ity of the Quartet, with the audience rather con-
ventionally distanced and outside of the proces-
sual heat of participation. The epistemological po-
tential of participation, where, to quote Brian
Haseman, “the knower and the known interact,
shape and interpret the other” (2006: 7; see also
2010: 147–157) had limited reach beyond our own,
admittedly rich, experiences. 

Park Bench Sojourn, although in many ways an
extension of the Quartet’s vision, addresses this
by disabling conventional roles and enabling a
range of experiential possibilities. Its reciprocal
simplicity and quotidian essence, allows for a lev-
eling out of agency and aesthetic experience, with
little distinction between my own activities and
those of any other sojourner. The performativity of
Park Bench Sojourn is shaped and experienced
through a range of activities and roles, and their
combinations: it can remain a concept; be a pro-
vocation to act; or an act of recording, a narration
of one’s experience, its sharing; it can be several
types and any number of sojourns across various
times and places; the combination of sojournic
content, the walk and its bench is distinctly unique
to the individual. It offers an immersive and ac-
cessible encounter between knower and known,
an equitable and embodied approach that affirms
the non-specialist nature of existence and experi-
ence. It flattens out the politics of listening and tra-
ditionally defined arts-related subject positions.
Park Bench Sojourn is distributed through a range
of possible kinds of experience, aesthetic en-
counter, media, and participative engagement: in-
terpretative and relational epistemology shapes
both content and form.

4 Knowledge, aesthetic
experience and interpretation of

arts practice

A consistent focus in my work, as artist and
academic, has been experiences where object-
ively perceived states of consciousness fluctu-
ate and give way to a ‘loss of self’. In the Land-
scape Quartet this was a characteristic quality of
both the preparatory and conventionally per-
formative stages of our work. Similar experi-
ences are well documented in free improvisa-
tion. Stephen Nachmanovitch describes [quote],
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“The intensity of […] focused concentration and
involvement […]. You feel alert and alive; effort
becomes effortless […] you forget time and
place and who you are. The noun of self be-
comes a verb.” (1990: 51-52). A number of musi-
cologists and educationalists describe similar
qualities across a range of musical experiences.
Rhoda Bernard makes the connection with
Maslow’s concept of self-actualising ‘peak ex-
periences’ and Csikszentmihalyi’s evolutionist
understanding of ‘flow experiences’ to illumin-
ate the parallels between [quote] “transcendent
music making experiences and transcendent re-
ligious experiences.” (10). Empirical research of
my own has evidenced their l ink with
heightened qualities of meaning, and, via Julia
Kristeva’s work, processes associated with the
formation of subjectivity. (Sansom 2007)

More recently, I have extended this, to ex-
plore parallels with ideas drawn from the Tradi-
tionalist School in the writings of René Guénon
and Ananda Coomaraswamy. (Sansom, in
press). The Traditionalist School holds to an abso-
lutist view of a single perennial or primordial re-
vealed truth that, across time and culture, has
taken on other forms (whether Buddhism, Plato,
Hinduism, Native American Indians, Islam,
Zoroastrianism, and so on). It is of special signi-
ficance here due to its particular emphasis on
the relevance of selfhood and its dissolution,
and the context and meaning of such experi-
ences. From a traditionalist metaphysical con-
text, the ‘loss of self’ is elevated to the pro-
foundest of spiritual and metaphysical truths:
that the seemingly concrete reality of one’s per-
ception and sense of individual consciousness is
wholly contingent on something Other and far
greater, the Supreme Absolute, in Huxley’s
words, the ‘spiritual Ground of all things.’ (Hux-
ley cited in Nelson 2009: 122). Furthermore, full
knowledge of this is attainable through the right
kind of sustained ‘inner work,’ and is a category
of knowledge that is (a) transformative, repla-
cing the self-regarding ego with a permanent
realisation of the Supreme Identity, and (b) ac-
cessible through supra-mental intuition, rather
than the ratiocentric intellect. (Rooth 2008: 140)

The comparison with transcendent-like aes-
thetic experience, which I have made in detail
elsewhere (Sansom, in press), is that it is re-

lated to, but distinct from, such kinds of experi-
ence. One is understood as transcendent and
permanently altering of consciousness, the
other as temporary and psychologically rooted;
one, is directly participative in metaphysical
Reality, the other, a symbolic mirroring, a sign
and reminder of that same Reality. This compar-
ison is rooted in a core metaphysical tenet of
the Perennial Philosophy of the Traditionalist
School, described, by the eminent 13th century
Islamic scholar Ibn’Arabi, as the ‘Unity of Being.’
‘Arabi explains that we are able to view the Ab-
solute Reality of Being, from which all things
emanate, from two different angles: (1) as the
Essence of all phenomena, and (2) as the mani-
fested phenomena of that Essence. Reality and
Appearance, the One and the Many: two sub-
jective aspects of One Reality, transcending all
forms and whatever characteristics belong to
them. (Affifi 1998: 9, 11). Significantly, only a
person possessed of the vision of a mystic can
transcend, in a supra-mental state of intuition,
the multiplicity of forms in order to ‘see’ the
reality that underlies them, to grasp the Whole
as a Whole. (12)

5 Listening out for the
metaphysical

Naturally enough, Park Bench Sojourn, as a
continuation of my work, shares a connection
with these ideas: particularly in relation to the
project’s aesthetic and conceptual basis. In as
much as Park Bench Sojourn might be a ‘Listen-
ing Out for the Metaphysical’ it affirms alternate
categories of knowledge. Growing from its roots
in practice-led research and environmental arts
practice, towards more open and accessible
ways of knowing our presence within, and as
part of, the lifeworld, it emphasises embodied,
procedural, and intuitive modes of understand-
ing; this extends to include the idea that meta-
physical insights might also reflect and refract
through the work and its experience. The con-
vergence of unity and multiplicity in form and
content, the park bench as universally ubiquit-
ous metaphor and the experiential uniqueness
of park benches in practice, mirror the ‘Unity of
Being’ where two things, although identical, are
conceptually distinguishable from one another;
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so that in one sense, the one is the other; while
in another sense, it is not. (Affifi 1998: 12)

To these ends, Park Bench Sojourn aims to in-
voke the vision of the mystic in all of us, and
here I turn to the unwitting poster-boy of Park
Bench Sojourn: Jean-Paul Sartre. The impetus
for this comes from Sartre’s philosophical novel,
Nausea, in which the main character Antoine
Roquentin undergoes a series of metaphysical
experiences that estrange him from the world,
the most climactic of which occurs on a muni-
cipal park bench. Although Sartre’s philosophical
ideas belong to a very different place, it is not
difficult to equate Roquentin’s experiences with
those associated with the path of the mystic.
He describes nauseating and mind shattering
experiences, which gradually build to the realisa-
tion that existence is nothing, rather than some-
thing; words and the method of using them dis-
appear, along with the meaning of things.
Through this confrontation with pure being, a
meaningless flow of brute existence and aliena-
tion, he comes to doubt even his own exist-
ence. (see Sartre 2000: 182-185). The writing
brilliantly encapsulates a powerful encounter
with the contingency of being and its disorient-
ing impact on subjectivity and ‘loss of self.’ Al-
though the context for understanding these ex-
periences and conclusions about them couldn’t
be more different, the parallel offers an addi-
tional and important contribution to the concep-
tual and aesthetical vision of Park Bench So-
journ, and invites further consideration into how
such contrasting perspectives might come to-
gether and weave their way into interpreting and
understanding this example of arts practice.
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21.

Abstract: The June 4th Candlelight Vigil, held annually
in Hong Kong since 1990, was until recent years the
only mass public commemoration of the Tiananmen
Square Incident on Chinese soil. In Mainland China,
censorship of the massacre has largely expunged the
event from national history. The vigil, organized by Hong
Kong Alliance in Support of Patriotic Democratic Move-
ments in China (HKASPDMC), is both a memorial event
and a political ritual structured by musical performance,
political speech and collective chant. In the aftermath of
Hong Kong’s 2014 Umbrella Movement, the June 4th
Candlelight Vigil has increasingly come under scrutiny.
At the crux of this criticism is HKASPDMC’s position on
Hong Kong’s role in the democratisation of the People’s
Republic of China, its promotion of a patriotic, pan-
Chinese identity, and questions over the ritual’s efficacy
as a medium of pragmatic political campaigning. This
opposition led to the emergence of alternative June 4th
events staged within the city in 2016; most significantly,
the Joint Institution Forum on Tiananmen Square, a col-
laborative event between eleven tertiary institutions
held at Chinese University of Hong Kong. These events
notably dismantle HKASPDMC’s ritual performance
structure, silence its patriotic music, and endeavor to
reconstruct the local political narrative of the Tiananmen
Square Incident in accordance with a localist political
perspective. By and large, current literature on music as
resistance portrays it as a positive agent of socio-polit-
ical change. However, music can occupy varying and
sometimes conflicting roles in the context of political
resistance. In analyzing HKASPDMC’s June 4th Candle-
light Vigil as a site of contestation, this paper integrates
musical analysis and cultural memory theory to discuss
the role of music in the (re)construction of cultural
memory, itself contested terrain in the domains of
agency and political history.

Keywords: Music, social performance, politics, cul-
tural memory, resistance.

1   Introduction

The June 4th Candlelight Vigil, held annually in
Hong Kong since 1990, was until recent years
the only public commemoration of the Tianan-
men Square Incident of 1989 on Chinese soil. In
Mainland China, censorship of the massacre
from the national curriculum of education to
print media, information and communication

technology and social media have largely ex-
punged the event from national history. Organ-
ised by Hong Kong Alliance in Support of Patri-
otic Democratic Movements in China (HKASP-
DMC; hereafter referred to by the colloquial
‘Hong Kong Alliance’), the annual June 4th
Candlelight Vigil is both a mass memorial event
and a political ritual structured by the perform-
ance of patriotic music, political speech, and col-
lective chant. 

In the aftermath of 2014’s Umbrella Move-
ment, the June 4th Candlelight Vigil has increas-
ingly come under scrutiny. At the crux of this cri-
ticism is Hong Kong Alliance’s stance on Hong
Kong’s role in the democratisation of the
People’s Republic of China (PRC), its promotion
of a patriotic, pan-Chinese identity, and ques-
tions over the ritual’s efficacy as a medium of
pragmatic political campaigning. Opposition to
Hong Kong Alliance’s vigil led to the emergence
of alternative June 4th events staged within the
city in 2016; most significantly, the Joint Institu-
tion Forum on Tiananmen Square, a collaborative
event between eleven tertiary institutions held
at Chinese University of Hong Kong, and a paral-
lel event organized by Hong Kong University Stu-
dents’ Union. These events notably dismantle
Hong Kong Alliance’s ritual performance struc-
ture, silence its patriotic music, and endeavor to
reconstruct the local political narrative of the
Tiananmen Square Incident in accordance with a
localist political perspective.

By and large, current literature on music as
resistance portrays it as a positive agent of so-
cio-political change. In perpetuating this prevail-
ing assumption, music as resistance is valorised
as a force for good. However, music can occupy
varying and sometimes conflicting roles in the
context of political protest and resistance. In this
paper, I conduct a comparative analysis of Hong
Kong Alliance’s mainstream vigil with the Joint
Institution Forum on Tiananmen Square, held at
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the Chinese University of Hong Kong. In doing
so, I integrate musical analysis and cultural
memory theory to explore the role of music in
the (re)construction of cultural memory, itself
contested terrain in the domains of agency and
political history. Both events, as forms of social
performance, seek to establish a consensus nar-
rative on the political history of the Tiananmen
Square Incident as a means to build and/or sus-
tain support for their respective political aspira-
tions. Through an analysis of the receptivity and
treatment of patriotic music, conditioned and cir-
cumscribed by the city’s current socio-political
climate, we can glean fresh insights into the cul-
tural dynamics of music and the (re)construction
of cultural memory in connection to political
agency.

2   Cultural Memory –
Theoretical Considerations for

Social Performance

Before I focus upon music and the aforemen-
tioned events under analysis more intently, it is
fitting to relate current definitions of cultural
memory to the phenomenon of social perform-
ance. Cultural memory is constructed, ex-
pressed, represented and made manifest
through interpersonal relations, institutions, so-
cial networks, technoculture, public archives,
myth, traditions, rites and other forms of social
performance (Halbwachs, 1992; Olick, 1999; van
Djick, 2007). It intersects individual and collect-
ive memory, forming part of a complex spec-
trum that encompasses the private and per-
sonal, to the public and institutional (van Djick
2007:12; 14; 21-22). Insofar as corporate in-
terests vie over the political purchase vested in
promoting contesting versions of cultural narrat-
ives, cultural memory is also malleable, dy-
namic, and occasionally disputed.

Though both events under analysis in this
case study are structured by very different per-
formance modes, both constitute social per-
formances. Both events represent formal sys-
tems of socially shared and culturally transmit-
ted information, whereby contributors enact
specific roles to influence the perceptions and
responses of observers or co-participants (Goff-
man, 1959:15-16). As performative modes of

political resistance, both events illuminate the
political dimension of cultural memory as a site
of struggle over meaning making.

Recent research in the field of social and cog-
nitive psychology on the theory of dual memory
systems for acquiring, retaining and recalling in-
formation may provide clues about the relation-
ship between cognition, social performance and
the negotiation of consensus narratives in cul-
tural memory. Socially acquired and culturally
transmitted knowledge, reiterated or repeated
over time to carry out certain processes or func-
tions, can become stored in the schematic, as-
sociative slow-learning memory system. Thus,
the most significant finding of Smith and De-
Coster’s dual memory systems theory is that
“…Cognition occurs in a social system, not in an
individual brain.” (Smith and Decoster,
2000:128). This case study may offer further in-
sights upon the importance of social perform-
ance in building, and reforming, consensus nar-
ratives, and the performances strategies – in-
cluding the role of music – in validating them
beyond subjective persuasiveness towards
wider social acceptability. 

 
While social performances form a powerful

means with which to build, shape, and interact
with cultural memory in meaningful ways, we
must also recall that the social and cultural con-
ditions within a given environment define how
the present and the past are remembered. Fur-
thermore, the socio-cultural environment within
which social performance takes place conditions
the interpretation and receptivity of perform-
ance modes and material, including musical per-
formance. In the following sections, I attempt to
demonstrate that Hong Kong Alliance’s use of
patriotic music in the memorial enactment of its
ritual tradition has become embroiled in the
identity politics of a city undergoing socio-polit-
ical upheaval. In turn, competing narratives over
the meaning of the Tiananmen Square Incident
to Hong Kong are being negotiated, reformu-
lated and promoted. A contest pivots upon what
version - and whose - is seen, heard, and
passed on.

SONOLOGIA 2016 – OUT OF PHASE                                       www .eca.usp.br/sonologia                                                            211              



3   Musical Structures, Ritual
Structures: June 4th Candlelight

Vigil to Commemorate the
Anniversary of the Tiananmen

Square Incident

Following a brief background on Hong Kong’s
response to the Chinese Student Democracy
Movement of 1989, and the political background
of Hong Kong Alliance, this section details how
the vigil’s acoustic environment and musical per-
formances structure the event, direct ritual ex-
perience, and reinforce patriotic, anti-Commun-
ist political ideals.

Founded in May 1989, Hong Kong Alliance or-
ganised a series of mass rallies from 20th May -
9th December 1989 in support of The Chinese
Student Democracy Movement of the same
year. This marked the first time in Hong Kong’s
history where citizens demonstrated en masse
against the Mainland Chinese government, and
support for The Chinese Student Democracy
Movement inspired a wave of patriotic fervor in
Hong Kong. On 4th June 1989, approximately
1.5 million people took to the streets in Hong
Kong in response to the violent crackdown;
around 20% of the population of the city at that
time (Mathews, 1997:59-60). The use of military
force at Tiananmen Square, bringing the Chinese
Student Democracy Movement to its end, cre-
ated a deep social rupture in Hong Kong as to
subsequently motivate a wave of emigration out
of the city in fear of its impending transition
back to PRC sovereignty.

Since 1990, Hong Kong Alliance has organised
a candlelight vigil in the city to commemorate
the anniversary of the incident, held each year in
Victoria Park, Causeway Bay. The vigil is a public
ritual event staged as a memorial service for the
victims of the Tiananmen Square massacre. It
also provides Hong Kong Alliance with a plat-
form to promote its political ideology and raise
funding for its various projects, including the
world’s only June Fourth Museum, which closed
its doors in July 2016. The vigil is recorded with
archived footage available on Hong Kong Alli-
ance’s website1.

1  https://64vigil.wordpress.com/2016/06/04/6427-2/

The five tenets of Hong Kong Alliance’s mani-
festo provide a concise summation of Hong
Kong Alliance’s political ideology. Chanted re-
peatedly throughout the vigil, they are as fol-
lows:

1. Demand the release of all [incarcerated] dissid-
ents

2. Vindicate the 1989 pro-democracy movement
3. Demand accountability for the June 4th mas-

sacre
4. End one-party dictatorship
5. Build a democratic China2

The founding Chairman of Hong Kong Alli-
ance, Szeto Wah (1931 – 2011), was a founding
member of the city’s moderate Democratic
Party, founded in 1994. Current chairman of
Hong Kong Alliance, Albert Ho Chun-yan, was
former Chairman of the Democratic Party from
2006-2012 and Legislative Councillor from 1995-
2016.3 The Democratic Party recognises China’s
sovereignty over Hong Kong, and have favoured
negotiation with Beijing as part of their strategy
towards incremental democratic progress in the
city. The Democratic Party faced a backlash from
other pan-democrat parties in 2010, when it
voted with the Hong Kong government on the
Consultation Document on the Methods for Se-
lecting the Chief Executive and for Forming the
LegCo [Legislative Council]. A conservative
electoral reform proposal with strict bounds set
by Beijing, pan-democratic parties – including
the Democratic Party - denounced the reforms
as regressive, falling far short of the ideal of uni-
versal suffrage. However, the Democratic Party
believed that the central Beijing government
could be willing to grant reform concessions to
Hong Kong, in part so as to offset international
pressure over human rights in Mainland China.4
It later emerged that during related negotiations
between Democratic Party leaders and Li Gang,
then deputy director of the China Liaison Office
in Hong Kong in May 2010, Gang conveyed cent-
ral government demands for the Democratic

2 Hong Kong Alliance, “Five Operational Goals,” 
https://hka8964.wordpress.com/hkaeng/#eng_who.

3 Lee Cheuk-yan, founding Chairman of the moderate, centre-
left pro-democratic Labour Party, served as Chairman of 
Hong Kong Alliance from 2011-2014.

4 Ambrose Leung, “Top Democrats Could Resign if Talks Fail,”
South china Morning Post, June 14 2010, accessed August 
28, 2016, http://www.scmp.com/article/717076/top-
democrats-could-resign-if-talks-fail.

SONOLOGIA 2016 – OUT OF PHASE                                       www .eca.usp.br/sonologia                                                            212              



Party to distance itself from Hong Kong Alliance
and the issue of June 4th. The Democratic Party
members rejected these demands.5 

3.1 The June 4th Candlelight Vigil:
Music, Symbols and Ritual Space

Since the June 4th Candlelight Vigil is struc-
tured as a public memorial service, it can be
defined as a rite of intensification. Rites of in-
tensification are communal acts held for reasons
which include, but are not limited to:

1. Marking crisis within a social group, e.g. war,
natural disaster, etc.

2. Marking the death of a considerable number
of persons within a social group / an   indi -
vidual of particular significance to a social
group.

3. To reaffirm commitment to a particular set of
values and beliefs (Moore, 1998:144-45). 

One of the most significant functions of rites
of intensification is to encourage solidarity; to
un i te peop le i n a common e ffo r t t o
overcome/face up to a problem or threat, until a
sense of social equilibrium is restored. In the
case of the June 4th Candlelight Vigil, this func-
tion is met through a social performance which
borrows recognisable symbols and symbolic ac-
tions from those common to other memorial
services and funerary rites. Since this ritual is
highly political in nature, it also borrows from
conventions and modes of communication com-
mon to political rallies.

Rituals enable societies to manage the
transmission of cultural memory by bringing
people, places and cultural production to-
gether in a shared, conceptual, experiential
event.  The musical performances of Hong
Kong Alliance’s June 4th Vigil, however, not
only help to commemorate the history of the
Tiananmen Square massacre in spite of
blanket state censorship of political criticism in
the PRC. Hong Kong Alliance’s musical pro-
gram sonically figures a mainstream anti-Com-
munist political rhetoric emphasising pan-
Chinese identity, and the decades-long
5 Gary Cheung and Tanna Chong (2010). “Democrats Were 

Urged to Renounce Alliance,” South China Morning Post, 
http://www.scmp.com/article/719190/democrats-were-
urged-renounce-alliance.

struggle for democracy on both sides of the
border. In the following section, I analyse two
important pieces from the June 4th Vigil’s mu-
sical program to demonstrate how music
plays a highly significant role in reinforcing
Hong Kong Alliance’s ritual tradition myth; a
tradition myth grounded in bridging the tem-
poral and geopolitical divide between the
Chinese Student Democracy Movement and
Hong Kong’s own political environment.

Non-Acoustic 
Symbols/Symbolic Actions

Acoustic Symbols/Symbolic
Actions

Burning of books of 
condolence in front of 
Goddess of Democracy 
statue

The observance of one 
minute of silence

Candlelight vigil during 
sunset hours (mourning 
practice)

Musical performance

Synchronised movement 
(e.g. raising candles)

Call and response chanting 
(especially of HK Alliance 
Manifesto before/after 
musical performance)

Goddess of Democracy 
Statue (a replica of the 
Goddess of Democracy 
statue created during the 
Tiananmen Square protests;
subsequently demolished 
by People’s Liberation Army)

Use of dual dialects 
(Cantonese and Mandarin)

Replica of Monument to the
People’s Heroes – site of 
the wreath laying ceremony

Political speech

3.2   Musical Analysis – “Bloodstained
Glory” and “Freedom Flowers”

Since its inception in 1990, the program of
events at the June 4th Candlelight Memorial has
featured between three to six core perform-
ances of songs in both Cantonese and Man-
darin. These songs represent a combination of
traditional Chinese and Cantonese/Mandarin
popular musical elements, and have long-estab-
lished roots within the cultural heritage of both
Hong Kong and Mainland China. As the ritual
program is highly standardised, the songs used
during the vigil have formed something of a ca-
nonic repertoire over the years; program pamph-
lets with song lyrics are printed and distributed,
to encourage participation in mass singing. The
following songs have been a mainstay of the
ritual event since the 1990s: “Bloodstained
Glory,” “Freedom Flowers,” “Tribute to the Mar-
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tyrs,” “Chinese Dream,”6 with the more recent
addition of “Democracy Will Triumphantly Re-
turn” in 2012.  Yangzhte and Yellow River, an in-
strumental piece for erhu and yangqin, accom-
panies the wreath-laying at the Monument to
the Peoples’ Heroes, while solo drumming ac-
companies the ceremonial lighting of the torch
(usually closely followed by the opening bars of
“Tribute to the Martyrs”). 

For the purposes of this paper, and for the
sake of brevity, I limit my analysis to “Blood-
stained Glory” (Xue ran de fengcai, in Mandarin)
and “Freedom Flowers” (Zi you fa, in
Cantonese). This selection was prompted by an
interview discussion with current vice-Chairman
of Hong Kong Alliance, Richard Tsoi’s Yiu-
Cheong. Tsoi described how the extra-musical
meaning associated with “Bloodstained Glory”
and “Freedom Flowers” lends to their suitability
within the performance context of the June 4th
Candlelight Vigil. Both songs, each representing
the themes of mourning and continuous
struggle which structure the vigil, are borrowed
from older musical sources and hold widely-re-
cognised cultural associations.

“Bloodstained Glory” (Xue ran de fengcai, 血
染的风采) was originally a military song written
for the People’s Liberation Army, to commemor-
ate China’s People’s Liberation Army soldiers
who fell during the Sino-Vietnam War (February
16-March 17th 1979). Composed by Su Yue苏越,
with lyrics by Chen Zhe 陈哲, the song became
hugely popular in Mainland China after it was
performed at the 1987 China Central Television
(CCTV) Spring Festival Evening New Year Gala.
Xu Liang 徐良, a Sino-Vietnam War veteran who
had lost his leg in battle, took to the stage to
sing the song, with popular Mainland musician
Wang Hong (王虹) singing the chorus.  Student
demonstrators from Tiananmen Square de-
livered a cassette recording of this song to sup-
porters in Hong Kong, who then delivered it to
broadcast station Radio Television Hong Kong
(RTHK) in 1989. The song went on to become
popular in Hong Kong – it won the RTHK Top Ten
Chinese Golden Songs: Excellent Mandarin Pop

6 “Chinese Dream” has been discontinued for the 
foreseeable future, due to Xi Jinping’s use of the phrase 
‘Chinese Dream’ in reference to national economic 
development.

Song Award of 1989, and has been covered by
popular Hong Kong artists such as Anita Mui and
Beyond.  

Wang Hong’s recording of “Bloodstained
Glory” is the version predominantly used at the
June 4th Candlelight Vigil, broadcast over loud-
speakers while Hong Kong Alliance representat-
ives onstage lead the attendees in singing the
song. The recording’s instrumentation includes a
mixture of synthesised sounds, acoustic and
bass guitar, drums, Western flute and erhu. The
erhu engages in call and response antiphony
with the pentatonic melody sung in Mandarin;
Wang Hong’s style of vocal delivery akin to the
modern day style of Peking Opera. Anita Mui’s
version, used in 2016’s vigil, substitutes the erhu
for the electric guitar. Mui’s vocal delivery, at
times powerful and in a markedly lower register,
is closer to a Cantonese popular style, with
heavy vibrato present during the rousing chorus.

“Bloodstained Glory” has been performed
since the June 4th vigil’s inception in 1990. Tsoi
explains the song’s connection to the 1989
Chinese Student Democracy Movement:

Xue ran de fang cai [Bloodstained 
Glory]...Beijing Students sung it a lot at that 
time. But it is not generally from 1989, but 
earlier, maybe even 10 years [before]. It’s 
related to the Liberation Army. Actually the 
20th, 21st [May 1989], something like that, the 
Liberation Army came to Beijing city. The 
residents and students there tried to abort 
them, and tried to persuade them that the 
students are not carrying out any revolutionary 
activities. So they tried to persuade [the 
People’s Liberation Army] by singing the song 
that the Liberation Army shared a lot, Xue ran 
de fang cai. This may also be because Xue ran 
de fang cai talks about people willing to 
sacrifice themselves for their country, for their 
nation. So this feeling may also be shared 
amongst some of the students there. Students 
at that time were hunger striking; they may also
feel they are sacrificing their life for the future, 
for their nation. (Richard Tsoi, 2016, personal 
communication)

The performance of this song within the con-
text of the June 4th Candlelight Vigil semantic-
ally transposes its past associations with noble
sacrifice, martyrdom and struggle to the victims
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of Tiananmen Square, whilst reenacting the em-
bodied practice of student protestors singing
this song at a critical point of the Chinese Stu-
dent Democracy Movement. 

Whereas “Bloodstained Glory” features prom-
inent aural signifiers of Chinese musical identity,
“Freedom Flowers” has altogether different mu-
sical beginnings. “Freedom Flowers,” first per-
formed during the June 4th Candlelight Vigil in
1995, is set to the melody of Taiwanese popular
song “Sailor,” written in 1992 by Zheng Zhihua
(鄭智化). Hong Kong lyricist Thomas Chow (周禮
茂) later set the melody to Cantonese lyrics. Tsoi
explains the song’s relevance to the June 4th
Candlelight Vigil in terms of the importance of
sustaining the Tiananmen Square memorial, and
in reference to Hong Kong Alliance’s manifesto
goal to “Free the dissidents”: 

Wang Xizhe (王希哲) was jailed before 1989, 
relating to the democracy movement of the late
seventies. [He was] in jail in Guangdong, and I 
think in 1995, he was released. Some Hong 
Kong media [outlets] interviewed him. He sang 
some of the song [whilst he was being 
interviewed] …The content, the wording, it also
touches upon the feelings of the people several 
years after 1989…That some people may not 
even bother to talk about June 4th.  But we still 
remember. We are still hoping that changes. 
(Richard Tsoi, 2016, personal communication)

The lyrics to Freedom Flowers include the fol-
lowing: However, one dream would not die/Re-
member, no matter how the rain bashed it, free-
dom would blossom/However, one dream would
not die/Remember, this is from the heart of you
and I, remember/Those that cannot be forgotten
have left an immortal consciousness/ I Deeply
believe that it will become true in some evening
of some year/It would rely on all my strength to
strengthen this message/In order to continu-
ously search for this ideal.

The musical examples of “Bloodstained
Glory” and “Freedom Flowers” highlight the use
of aesthetic devices such as intertextuality and
recontextualisation, drawing upon culturally re-
cognised extra-musical meaning to construct
and enact cultural memory within the context of
the June 4th Candlelight Vigil. The core musical
performances in the ritual program, in conjunc-

tion with other symbolic media, reinforce a polit-
ical narrative that assumes a historic continuity
with the goals of the Chinese Student Demo-
cracy Movement.  The somewhat fixed nature of
these musical performances underscores this
continuity by their inherent referentiality to the
past twenty-six years of this event. Yet the con-
tinued survival of this recent ritual tradition in
Hong Kong depends not only upon a suitable
historic narrative to retain its legitimacy, but also
upon its relevance to current political realities. In
2015, the event’s organisers ostensibly tugged
upon the connective thread which runs between
Hong Kong’s recent Umbrella Movement and
the Chinese Student Democracy Movement -
the desire for a representative, democratic polit-
ical system. This was marked by the inclusion of
newly-emergent protest anthem “Raise the Um-
brella” into the event’s program. The desire to
assimilate Hong Kong’s most significant event in
recent political history into Hong Kong Alliance’s
June 4th vigil tradition myth proved to be short-
lived, amid rising localist sentiment at odds with
Hong Kong Alliance’s mainstream anti-Commun-
ist political stance. Raise the Umbrella was
dropped from 2016’s June 4th Candlelight Vigil
ritual program, alongside the 2015 Vigil’s icono-
graphy of an upturned umbrella used as a candle
holder. In the following section, I briefly discuss
the background of localism, before embarking
upon an analysis of the Joint Institution Forum
held at the Chinese University of Hong Kong on
June 4th, 2016.

4   June 4th, Localism and
Identity Politics in post-Occupy

Hong Kong

That the June 4th Candlelight Vigil has be-
come a site of contestation in Hong Kong is a
reflection of broader social and political changes
in recent years. This has most notably taken
form in the growing momentum of a localist
political ideology, especially in the wake of
2014’s Umbrella Movement. The cornerstone of
localism is a ‘Hong Kong first’ approach; that the
democratisation of the PRC is not Hong Kong’s
responsibility, nor is the political future of demo-
cracy in Hong Kong necessarily dependent upon
PRC democratisation. To many localists, notions
of responsibility to the PRC’s democratisation
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are thought to detract from local efforts to pre-
serve civic and institutional freedoms (sup-
posedly guaranteed under Hong Kong’s constitu-
tion, the Basic Law, until 2047).  

The term localism is applied to a variety of in-
dividual standpoints and collective political affili-
ations that advocate varying models of greater
political autonomy for Hong Kong from the PRC;
from self-determination as a city-state, to a fully
independent Hong Kong nation state or - at the
very least - the opportunity to hold a public refer-
endum on the city’s political future.  Localism,
however, is a rather slippery term, and one that
is still debated and negotiated amongst political
activists, commercial mass media (and social
media) commentators, and activists-turned-law-
makers alike. The term joins a growing number
of nascent neologisms coined to keep up with
the changing political landscape amongst demo-
crats of all persuasions: traditional (pre-Occupy)
moderates (e.g. Democratic Party), pre-Occupy
radicals/nativists (e.g. Civic Passion), post-Oc-
cupy radicals/nativists (e.g. Hong Kong Indigen-
ous; pro-independence separatists), post-Oc-
cupy localists (e.g. Demosisto, supports self-de-
termination; representatives attended Hong
Kong Alliance’s Candlelight Vigil in 2016). Indeed,
such binary concepts of “moderate” and “rad-
ical” in reality fall across a political spectrum and
are continually redefined.7

Whilst localism has gained a great deal of
traction following the Umbrella Movement, its
popularisation is frequently attributed to the pub-
lication of ‘On the Hong Kong City State (2011),’
by Wan Chin, an alias of Chinese Studies aca-
demic Horace Chin Wan-kan. The author’s city-
state theory frames local cultural identity as an
ideological boundary to the PRC, with tight bor-
der controls forming a physical boundary, to re-
pel the socio-political assimilation of Hong Kong
by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) into a
one country, one system political status. With
reference to Benedict Anderson (1983), Tommy
Cheung suggests that this framework provides

7 For example, the (relatively moderate) Civic Party 
proclaimed a Hong Kong first approach in its 10-year 
manifesto, citing the erosion of “One Country, Two 
Systems” and Beijing’s reinterpretation of Basic Law 
articles to deny Hong Kong an autonomous, democratic 
electoral system based upon universal suffrage 
(http://www.civicparty.hk/?q=en/node/7026). 

an ideological space within which a Hong Kong
nation state could be imagined; hence the
reason Wan Chin is referred to as the “Father of
Hong Kong Nationalism” despite himself expli-
citly rejecting the need for independence (Ch-
eung, 2015). Unsurprisingly, Dr. Horace Chin
Wan-kan has been vocal in his condemnation of
the June 4th Candlelight Vigil and its patriotic
overtones. Dr. Chin took particular grievance
with Hong Kong Alliance’s controversial 2013
slogan, “Love the Country and Love the People,
Hong Kong Spirit,” which Hong Kong Alliance ad-
opted as a challenge to the CCP’s interpretation
of patriotism.8 

The growing momentum of localism in Post-
Occupy Hong Kong and by corollary, the grow-
ing repudiation of patriotic ties to Mainland
China, comes at a time when the city’s ‘One
Country, Two Systems’ strategy languishes in
jeopardy. The broken promise of democratic
electoral reform which precipitated the 2014
Umbrella Movement, alleged political interfer-
ence behind the selection of Hong Kong Univer-
sity Council’s vice-Chancellor in 2015, the disap-
pearance and detention in  2015 of five Cause-
way Bay district bookstore employees (the store
was known for selling salacious gossip novels
on high-profile CCP figures), and the Education
Bureau’s recent warning that teachers could
face losing their qualifications if they discuss in-
dependence in schools,9 point to a hardline ap-
proach from Beijing trumping ‘One Country’
over ‘Two Systems.  In the September 2016 Le-
gislative Council elections, the first in Hong
Kong since the dissolution of the Umbrella
Movement, candidates from localist political
parties Demosisto and Youngspiration - formed
by Umbrella Movement activists - were suc-

8 Hong Kong Alliance promptly dropped the slogan following 
heated debate between Alliance member Tsui Hon-kwong 
(who has since resigned), and Professor Ding Zilin, founder 
of the Tiananmen Mothers’ Support Group. Prof. Ding Zilin 
lost her son in the crackdown on Tianamnen Square. Joshua
But, “June 4 Vigil Slogan Stirs Up Simmering Row in Pro-
Democracy Camp,” South China Morning Post, June 3, 
2013, Accessed December 9, 2015, 
http://www.scmp.com/news/hong-
kong/article/1252138/june-4-vigil-slogan-stirs-simmering-
row-pro-democracy-camp.

9 Kris Cheng (2016). “Teachers Warned They Could Lose 
Qualifications for Advocating Independence in Schools,” 
Hong Kong Free Press. 
https://www.hongkongfp.com/2016/08/15/teachers-warned-
lose-qualifications-advocating-independence-schools/.
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cessfully elected into the legislative chambers.
In November 2016, however, two elected Young-
spiration law-makers were disqualified from the
Legislative Council following personal acts of
protest during their oath-taking ceremony. The
National Peoples’ Congress Standing Committee
enforced an interpretation of Hong Kong’s Basic
Law to expel them on the grounds that they did
not fulfill their obligation to swear allegiance to
Beijing.

5   The Rise of Alternative June
4th Events

The mainstream June 4th Candlelight Vigil
consistently attracts crowds of over 100,000
participants each year; it would be remiss to un-
derstate the continued support for the vigil.
However, as mentioned previously, Hong Kong
Alliance’s position on Hong Kong’s role in demo-
cratising Mainland China has prompted many
tertiary student organisations to stage alternat-
ive June 4th events in 2016. While pre-Occupy
nativist political group Civic Passion (established
in 2012) has staged modestly-attended alternat-
ive June 4th protest rallies since 2013, Hong
Kong University’s Student Union (HKUSU) hos-
ted its own on-campus June 4th event in 2015.
As April 2016 saw the withdrawal of the Hong
Kong Federation of Students from Hong Kong
Alliance10 over the issue of Hong Kong’s role in
Mainland democratisation, many tertiary student
unions held their own June 4th events across
the city.  HKUSU once again held an independ-
ent June 4th event in 2016, which was open to
the public. The Chinese University of Hong
Kong’s Student Union (CUSU) staged their
event, the Joint Institution Forum on Tiananmen
Square, in collaboration with ten other tertiary
student unions. All of the aforementioned altern-
ative June 4th events from 2013-2016 aban-
doned the ritual structure which directs the ex-
perience of the mainstream vigil. With regards
to the student-led June 4th events, organisers
(and attendees) commonly dismiss Hong Kong
Alliance’s choreographed ritual performance as
ineffective, opting instead to hold political fora
on this significant day:

10 The Hong Kong Federation of Students were co-founders of
Hong Kong Alliance.

It is absolutely fine to commemorate [June 4], 
we understand that many students and other 
people will commemorate,” Chow Shue-fung 
[current Chinese University of Hong Kong 
Student Union President] said. 
“Commemoration comes from the heart, but is 
it necessary to host a ceremony where many 
people come together to wave candles and 
sing...Our view is that if it is possible to gather 
some hundred thousand people, shouldn’t we 
do something more meaningful with discussion
or reflection on what we can do for Hong 
Kong’s future?11

As the largest collaborative effort amongst the
alternative June 4 events, the following discus-
sion focuses primarily upon the Joint Institution
Forum held on June 4th 2016 at the Chinese
University of Hong Kong, which pushed the en-
velope for Hong Kong’s independence.  In the
remainder of this section, I briefly recount the
forum’s narrative themes to illuminate how the
event, stripped of the mainstream vigil’s sym-
bolic and ritual content,12 embodies a social per-
formance that attempts to redefine the Tianan-
men Square Incident from a local perspective in
accordance with Hong Kong-centered political
aspirations towards greater autonomy/independ-
ence. 

5.1 The Joint Institution Forum on
Tiananmen Square

The Joint Institution Forum was a public event
staged in front of a capacity crowd (approx.
1500 with additional standing room) at the
Chinese University of Hong Kong’s Sir Run Run
Shaw auditorium, with English translation avail-
able. The event was also recorded, live-
streamed, and uploaded onto YouTube
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=oXQVVSRE73E). The forum constituted two
parts, featuring debate led by two line-ups of
five panelists, all of whom support greater
autonomy for Hong Kong or Hong Kong inde-
pendence. Preceding part one, two short video
clips were shown. The first, depicting document-

11 Kris Cheng (2016), “Victoria Park Tiananmen Vigil has 
become Rigid, CUHK Student Leader Says,” Hong Kong 
Free Press. https://www.hongkongfp.com/2016/05/26/june-
4-tiananmen-vigil-at-victoria-park-has-become-rigid-cuhk-
student-leader-says/

12 HKUSU’s forum, on the other hand, observes a one-
minute’s silence to mourn the Tiananmen Square victims.   
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ary footage of the 1989 Tiananmen Square Mas-
sacre, was followed by a reading of the Joint In-
stitution Declaration for the Tiananmen Mas-
sacre. The second clip reiterated oft-recited cri-
tique of Hong Kong’s Alliance’s Candlelight vigil;
that the Alliance repeats its choreographed ritual
ceremony in spite of a lack of progress towards
realising its political objectives. This set the tone
of debate for the first part of the social perform-
ance, which drew connections between the
Tiananmen Square Incident, fear of confronta-
tion by the People’s Liberation Army, and the
shortcomings of traditional modes of political
resistance (in reference to Hong Kong’s annual
street protest rallies, held every 1st of January
and 1st July (Hong Kong Special Administrative
Region Establishment Day), and the mainstream
June 4th ritual). Part two of the forum made the
case for Hong Kong independence as the best
way to safeguard Hong Kong’s future autonomy
and democracy. 

Part 1: Recollection of
Massacre Memory From
Local Perspective

Part 2: Hong Kong’s
Fate Under the Dictator-
ship

Guest Speakers: Chip
Tsao (a.k.a To Kit, renowned
columnist)

Lewis Lau (a.k.a Lewis
Loud, columnist)

Chan Ya-ming (former Ed-
itor-in-Chief for HKUSU pub-
lication The Undergrad)

Cheng Lap (columnist)

Guest Speakers: Brian
Fong Chi-hang (Assistant
Professor in the Depart-
ment of Asian and Policy
Studies, Faculty of Liberal
Arts and Social Sciences,
Hong Kong Institute of
Education)

Andy Chan Ho-tin (Con-
venor of Hong Kong Na-
tional Party)

Ray Wong Toi-yeung
(Convenor of nativist polit-
ical party Hong Kong Indi-
genous)

Sixtus ‘Baggio’ Leung
Chung-hang (Convenor of
local ist pol it ical party
Youngspiration; elected
but disqualified Legislative
Councillor)

Tommy Cheung Sau-yin
( fo rmer p res iden t o f
CUSU, former member of
Scholarism)

Host: So King-hang

The Joint Institute Declaration on the Tianan-
men Massacre reflects the event’s themes and
political agenda. In reevaluating the local historic
narrative of The Tiananmen Square Incident, the
Declaration states that Hong Kong’s political

present is at a critical juncture in “…[Facing] a
second negotiation for Hong Kong’s future.”13 It
invokes the memory of Premier Li Peng’s May
19th meeting with student protestors shortly be-
fore the Tiananmen massacre took place,14 ar-
guing that negotiation with Beijing is fruitless as
the CCP are brutal and unyielding. The Declara-
tion goes on to reject the notion that Hong Kong
should bear a role in the democratisation of the
PRC on the premise that the realisation of
democracy under CCP rule is impossible. Ac-
cordingly, the two rounds of debate constituting
the forum are anchored in rhetoric which separ-
ates Hong Kong’s pursuit of democracy from
pan-Chinese patriotism, and frames a socio-cul-
turally distinct Hong Kong subjectivity as political
leverage against incursions on Hong Kong’s
autonomy by the CCP regime - reiterating the
central underpinnings of Wan Chin’s city-state
theory. 

The debate coalescing around June 4th has
raised the possibility of abandoning June 4th

events altogether in favour of commemorating
other significant events, such as Establishment
Day (July 1st) or day one of the Umbrella Move-
ment (28th September).15The consensus opinion
reached by the Joint Institution Forum, however,
is that Hong Kong’s people should memorialise
the Tiananmen Square Incident, albeit on the
premise that patriotism and the pursuit of demo-
cracy pose an intrinsic contradiction.16 However,
with the debate turning to talk of victim-in-
debtedness, and the collective need amongst
generations more directly affected by the mas-
sacre to release the traumatic experience, a
consensus was not reached over how to me-
morialise it. In an interview with Chow Shue-

13 The “second negotiation” makes an oblique reference to 
the Sino-British Joint Declaration signed in 1984, and 
alludes to recent calls from various political groups for a 
city-wide public referendum to be held on the future of 
Hong Kong’s political status post-2047.  

14  Li Peng served as the fourth Premier of the PRC from 
1987-1998. Joint Institution Declaration for the Tiananmen 
Massacre, June 2016, 
http://www.inmediahk.net/node/1042566.

15  Chow Shue-fung, 2016, personal communication.
16  HKUSU’s Declaration on the Tiananmen Square Massacre 

conveys a very similar message: “Today, revisiting the 
historical meaning of the Massacre is to tell everyone that it
is more important to recognise the pursuit for freedom and 
democracy, than the absurdity in patriotism.” Declaration of 
the Hong Kong University’s Student Union on the 
Tiananmen Massacre, June 4 2016. 
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fung, Chow commented that 2017’s Student
Union Committee may do something different
on June 4th, or that holding a political forum
year after year may one day exhaust subjects up
for debate (Chow Shue-fung, 2016, personal
communication). During the course of the
forum, local columnist Chip Tsao succinctly ad-
dressed this line of enquiry: “Hong Kong is a
city of choices; people can commemorate in
multiple ways.” [Tsao, 2016, Joint Institution
Forum on Tiananmen Square). Drawing laughter
from the audience, he quipped that localists and
Hong Kong Alliance can rotate the use of Vic-
toria Park on an annual basis.

The work of David I. Kertzer has long estab-
lished that the social power of political ritual lies
in its complex symbolic performance.  Symbols
bear instructional content made compelling by
emotional and sensory stimuli, having a “…Cog-
nitive effect on people’s definition of political
reality (Kertzer, 1988:14).” Following Thomas
Turino, music is a key resource in ritual and
other social performances geared to conjure up
social cohesion and momentum of purpose
(Turino, 1999:236). Turino, in charting a theory of
music, emotion and identity based upon Peircian
semiotics, points to the affective capacity of mu-
sical sounds as the mortar of identity-formation.
Our interpretation of, and affective response to,
musical sounds is grounded in individual and in-
terpersonal experience (its ‘indexical’ quality); in-
extricably dependent upon time, context, and
c u l t u r a l l y d e t e r m i n e d m o d e s o f
performance/l istening practices (Turino,
1999:234-236). Music, semantically, is both
complex and ambiguous (Turino, 1999:237). As
Kertzer would have it, the “virtue of ambiguity”
in the performance of symbolic acts using codi-
fied symbolic media lies in the potential for
emotional impact in spite of, or perhaps because
of, their semantic malleability: “…Fostering
solidarity without consensus” (Kertzer, 1988:69).
In other words, symbols – aural or otherwise -
can evoke an emotional response even as they
hold different nuances of meaning to different
people, or conflicting meanings for the same in-
dividual (Kertzer, 1999:69). The patriotic music of
Hong Kong Alliance’s June 4th ritual bears com-
plex sematic layers of intertextuality to recognis-
able cultural phenomenon and emotive themes
to index the social rupture caused by the Tianan-

men Square incident; an event which, not least
generationally speaking, will not be uniformly re-
collected by the vigil’s attendees and support-
ers. The vigil’s music provides an aural repres-
entation of the relationship between the past
and the present - one anchored in promoting the
master signification of mainstream anti-Com-
munism upheld by an established pan-demo-
cratic political aggregate, Hong Kong Alliance.
Memory is a not only a “…Creative act in the
present;”17 it is also a political one.

It is therefore rather striking surprising that
music per se is silenced in alternative June 4th
events, especially as music has been a core part
of annual protests in Hong Kong and the recent
Umbrella Movement. Yet, as Kertzer himself
points out, symbols have “…A history of cognit-
ive and emotional associations” (Kertzer,
1988:92). At a time of socio-political upheaval in
Hong Kong, the mainstream June 4th ritual has
become a focal point of political contention; a
synecdoche of competing, divergent political
discourse as activists, their supporters, law-
makers and media commentators contemplate
Hong Kong’s political future, and negotiate polit-
ical identities, affinities, collectivities and
strategies. As the political fora seek to legitimise
a localist retelling of the cultural memory of the
Tiananmen Square Incident, it is perhaps unsur-
prising that music, a significant component of
the symbolic content that makes the main-
stream Candlelight Vigil so compelling, is
markedly dispensed with. When those historic
and emotional associations which shape extra-
musical meaning fall into contention in times of
socio-political change, people can – and do - take
an agentive role in stopping the flow of music.

Tertiary sector student unions are the fore-
front of debate that seeks to redefine how the
Tiananmen Square Incident is memorialised; to
recast the meaning of the massacre to articulate
with a localist political orientation. In the forum
described above, as with all other alternative
June 4th events, organisers generally shun dra-
matic spectacle, ceremony and ritual symbol-
ism. The wholesale dismantling of Hong Kong
Alliance’s ritual structure at alternative events
demonstrates ideological distance from main-

17  Garde-Hansen (2011:20) on Henri Bergson (Bergson, [1896]
1991:86-91].
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stream anti-Communism, whilst marking a break
from modes of protest established and organ-
ised (in large part) by those traditional pan-
democrat moderates who set the political com-
pass of annual rallies every 1st January and July,
and the mainstream June 4th commemorations.
That a staged political forum replaced choreo-
graphed ritual performance as an apparently
more efficacious and pragmatic mode of political
mobilisation is in itself rather telling. Political fora
on June 4th points to continuity of practice from
the Umbrella Movement. The melee of human
voices mixed with the buzz of loudspeakers, a
major part of the soundscape within the occu-
pied zones, arose from the many makeshift
spaces and platforms from which a wide variety
of speakers discussed the political future of
Hong Kong. 

Conclusion

While much cross-disciplinary scholarship on
resistance music has addressed key issues of
identity, representation, documentation and
agency, interactions of cultural memory in res-
istance music performance have been largely
neglected, in spite of the agentive possibilities
this dynamic can entail. More research is war-
ranted on the cultural dynamics of cognition, so-
cial performance and cultural memory in the
realm of politics. This case study shows, how-
ever, that just as processes of socio-political
crises/schism can inspire cultural production
and/or creative appropriation of mass culture, it
can also motivate changing attitudes/orienta-
tions to established protest practices, perform-
ance modes and music as aural symbolism by
various political corporate affiliates in pursuit of
legitimating their purchase over narratives of
political history. 

Since socio-political factors condition the re-
ceptivity of music as resistance, analysing the
treatment and reception of music as resistance
can yield insights into cultural memory as con-
tested terrain over political agency - how societ-
ies remember, what they remember, and who
they are remembered by. How the past – part
remembered, part invented - serves the social
and political needs of the present. 
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22. 1

Extended Abstract

In this paper I introduce the story of the first
loudspeaker broadcasts aimed at black
audiences in South Africa that took in the 1940s.
I demonstrate how the South African state tried
to activate the African public’s imagination,
using loudspeaker broadcasts, as well as other
commemorative forms such as Ingoma dance
performance held in Durban. 

In July 1940 the Department of Native Affairs
in collaboration with the SABC transmitted news
to mine compounds in the Witswatersrand, via a
loudspeaker system.2

The scheme provides for the linking up of every 
location, compound, mine compound, hostel 
and other centre where large number of natives
congregate on the Reef, by means of land lines,
and the broadcasting of authentic news and 
propaganda daily by telephone and loud-
speakers at an appropriate hour from a central 
broadcasting station in Johannesburg.  3  

The loudspeaker system was successful in
several fronts: for one, it was fairly easy to in-
stall, at a low cost. Secondly, mineworkers were
of course the largest workforce; capturing the
mining working class into the listening popula-
tion could control information to a significant
African population in the Witwatersrand area.
And finally, the loudspeaker broadcasts could be
easily woven into the already existing ‘entertain-

1 A complete version of this text will appear at the 
INTERFERENCE -  A journal of Audio Cultures:  
http://www.interferencejournal.org/

2 “Broadcast to Natives”, Department of Native Affairs (1942), 
TAB NTS .9655/520/400/13(1) and TAB NTS .
9653/520/400(9), National Archives Repository, Pretoria.

3 “Broadcast to Natives”, Department of Native Affairs (1942). 
TAB NTS .9655/520/400/13(1) and TAB NTS .
9653/520/400(9), National Archives Repository, Pretoria. 

ment system’ of music-dance competitions,
theatre and outdoor film-screenings. 4

Its infiltration went hand-in-hand with the
white apartheid state’s aim to make itself into an
acceptable political structure. This was achieved
through appealing to commemorative gestures
such as izibongo (praise poetry), Ingoma and
crowd-gathering. Because sound blasts whether
you want to listen or not, as people walked by
coming from work, or congregated they would
unavoidably hear what was being said. The hail-
ing of loudspeakers during the Second World
War changed the sounds people heard and how
they listened. It radically altered perceptions of
listening and the circulation [of information] in
public spaces occupied by black people. Public
locations (such as beer halls and in open areas
next to compounds/hostels served) were punc-
tuated through audio markers. Furthermore,
given the limitations placed on the broadcasts
with designated times of broadcast and the brief
moments given to music, even their routines be-
came calibrated through sound in time and
space.5

Sometimes this state-led appeal to the sonic
sensory was done simultaneously with a eradic-
ation of visual stimuli, as evident in the down-
playing of the role played by black soldiers in the
war and the denial of permission to conduct
public processions for black soldiers from other
parts of the African continent.

The approach used here is that of perform-
ance-curation (practice-based artistic research).

4 For the film-screenings carried out by Rev. Phillips in the 
Witwatersrand compounds and theatre, see Peterson, 
Bhekizizwe (2000). Monarchs, Missionaries and African 
Intellectuals: African Theatre and the Unmaking of Colonial 
Marginality. Johannesburg: Witwatersrand UP.

5 As much as the phonograph did the same thing. See 
Tournes, “The Landscape of Sound in the Nineteenth and 
Twentieth Centuries”, 495. 
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The envisaged presentation will take on a hybrid
form of radio noise, oral poetry and formal aca-
demic discourse based on the research findings,
in order to provide critical insight into the politics
of sound.

Anne Cvetkovich’s work, in An Archive of
Feelings demonstrates how active participation
through performance and literature promote
public cultures that work through trauma and
transform its conditions of possibility. In a quest
to represent the black communities, who were
formerly excluded, through academic research,
the study places performance-curation and
research on a single continuum. Through the
performance-curation the audience comes into
direct confrontation with aspects of the study, in
order transform the process of making
knowledge itself.
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23.

Abstract: In this paper, the authors take an interview
with north-american composer Nicolas Collins as a
starting point to discuss some issues and topics that
commonly arise in present-day discussions about live
electronic music, particularly within the experimental
music scene and the hardware hacking / circuit bending
practices. Such topics include the notion of planned ob-
solescence and its relation to contemporary consumer-
ism of electronic goods, and the concept of apparatus
as employed by authors as Foucault, Agamben and
Flusser. Although the authors don’t attempt to draw
conclusions from Collins’ words, the paper helps in es-
tablishing a conceptual background to further the dis-
cussion in such topics.

Keywords: Hardware hacking, Circuit Bending, Appar-
atus, Planned Obsolenscence, Musical Performance

 This text is based on an interview made with
Nicolas Collins at Itaú Cultural, São Paulo, on
July 4th, 2012. Collins came to Brazil as a key-
note speaker for the IV Music Science Techno-
logy Seminar, organized by the NuSon - Re-
search Centre on Sonology at the University of
São Paulo (USP). Besides being one of the key-
note speakers, Collins also performed one of his
compositions, Salvage (Guiyu Blues), in the clos-
ing concert of the event, along with Simon Em-
merson, Julio D'Escrivan & Iñigo Ibaibarriaga
and Orquestra Errante. The interview took place
inside the auditorium, right after Collins' sound-
check, while we were waiting for the venue
doors to open. On the occasion of the interview,
the authors were in the process of writing their
master's degree dissertations and Collins' work,
both artistically and theoretically, was a refer-
ence on several levels. In this article, the au-
thors transcribe excerpts from the interview and
attempt to discuss and expand these topics,
aiming to bridge the gaps between the words
and works of Collins and some contemporary
authors that address similar subjects.

Q: In this age of so many high-tech tools to
create and to produce music, what is the main
appeal of experimental techniques like Hard-

ware Hacking and Circuit-Bending for a musi-
cian?

Nicolas Collins: Well, a tool is a tool. And even
if someone is using, say, the latest Mac Power-
book to record their music on, they could also
be singing. And the voice has been around for a
long time. I mean you wouldn't necessarily call
it a new High-tech tool. So the value of a tool to
music isn't necessarily directly related to its
newness or its power in a measurable, quantifi-
able way.

On the other hand, i think that there is a
sense in a kind of post-mechanical age, the age
when electronic devices replaced mechanical
devices as the most important innovations in
our technological world. We've gone beyond go-
ing from a horse to an automobile, and engines
and aeroplanes, this is no longer the big radical
change, the big radical change is computers,
and cell phones, and the internet, and file ex-
change, and doing business over the net. But
with that shift, we've lost another level of un-
derstanding of how those things work. 

In other words, not everyone is a veterinarian,
but if you have a horse, you sort of have an idea
of how it works, it walks around, it eats food, it
shits, this is sort of familiar to you, right? The
car, a little more difficult, in the early days,
people really understood their cars, people had
to fix their cars themselves, and, they modified
them, in America we have Hot Rods, people in
the 50's and 60's would customize their cars.
These days I don't think that anyone can open
the hood of a new Honda and figure out what's
going on underneath it. Because it's also largely
a computer. All of the exhaust, transmission
control, everything else like that. So, I think, in
our life today we have less understanding of the
things we depend on. We don't really know how
the technology that we depend on works.
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And I think that part of the appeal of things
like Circuit-Bending and Hardware Hacking and
kind of low level work in music is that a com-
puter represent such a contrast from something
like a snare drum. And the desire to understand
it is very great. I think that you wanna know
something about your musical tools. You under-
stand your snare drum, you don't understand
your laptop. And that's like going from the horse
to the rocket without the car in between. Ok?
So, I think that, some people reacted to that, by
deciding to open up what they have and look in-
side.

Q: Open up the Black Box...

NC:  Open up the Black Box. You know, in
English there's always this sticker on the back
of your TV or whatever it is that says "No user
serviceable parts inside”. And that's kind of the
Mantra of our life these days. And when I was
young my father would change the washer on
the faucet when it leaked or fix the washing ma-
chine if something got stuck in it, you know?
People engaged with their tools and people
don't do that anymore. So maybe this is, I think
this is an attempt to get a better understanding
of what those things are that you depend upon.

The notion of black box is brought up in this
context based on Flusser’s usage of the concept
to describe the operation of apparatuses and our
role of ‘functionaries’ - users that provide some
information on their input and wait for an output
- in the operation of said apparatuses: “what is
going on within the complex remains concealed:
a ‘black box’ in fact.” (Flusser 2006,16). In such
relationship the users of apparatuses “control a
game over which they have no competence. The
world of Kafka, in fact.” (idem, 27). Neverthe-
less, ‘black box’ is employed elsewhere without
regard to philosophical reference, such as is the
usage in the context of the IT community and in-
dustrial engineering (Rutsky, 1999, 110). Rutsky
also employs the metaphor of the black box to
describe what he calls “the ‘ideal’ type of high-
tech exterior” (idem), an enclosure that conceals
all the complex network of processes hidden on
its inside.

Agamben (2009, 14) unfolds the concept of
apparatus as proposed by Michel Foucault to en-

compass daily gadgets such as the cellphones,
computers and older technologies such as writ-
ing and language itself, which constitute a class
of beings that exist in opposition to the class of
living beings and have in some way “the capa-
city to capture, orient, determine, intercept,
model, control or secure the gestures, behavi-
ors, opinions, or discourses of living beings”
(idem). The concept of apparatus in Flusser and
in Agamben are similar in the sense that the
users are neither able to control its inner work-
ings, nor to determine the reasons that structure
the apparatuses’ existence, and are captured in
its modes of operation.

Q: So, do you see a connection between
movements like DIY culture and this low-tech
approach to music?

NC: Yeah, I think so, you have this magazine,
called Make Magazine, in America, and it's very
nostalgic to me. When i was young there were
magazines for hobbyists, people who would
make things for no reason other than to make
them. In other words, who needs to cut up a
piece of wood to make something to keep your
books from falling over? Who needs to make
and ashtray for their father, for their birthday?
Who needs to make a wallet out of a piece of
leather and a sewing thread? But people did
this, as a hobby, just something to do and they
don’t anymore. And when a magazine like Make
Magazine comes around, some of the projects
there are very practical. It’s sort of like, here’s a
way to, I don’t know, make a homemade elec-
tric guitar, very cheap, or here’s a way to make a
contact microphone to amplify things, but some
of the projects are like crazy projects that you
do simply to show that you can do it: here’s a
gun that shoots marshmallows across the
room. I mean, who needs that, no one needs
that, but the fact that you can build that, means
that the act of building it is somehow important.

This last comment, about the importance of
the act of building, remits to the notion of craft-
ivism. Kevin Henry (2010, 94-95) argues that par-
ticular challenges brought about by the current
pace of capitalist production - such as climate
change, overpopulation and global terrorism -
can be partially addressed, by newer genera-
tions, with a new definition of craft. This new
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definition of craft which Henry refers to is given
by Sennet in The Craftsmen: “the desire to do a
job well for its own sake” (apud Henry 2010, 95).
This definition leads to a craftivistic approach -
that of the open source software, peer-to-peer
production - in which one-size-fits-all strategies
of education change in order “to focus on know-
ledge communities united by the goals of ‘prob-
lem-finding’ and problem solving.” (Henry 2010,
95)

Henry proposes that this new approach is de-
pendant on trial-and-error dynamics and self-sus-
tainability. This new craftsman is no longer
craftsman by necessity, given that there is a
mass-produced solution for every demand, but
rather craftsman as a lifestyle choice, which is
an approach that is structural to Hardware Hack-
ing and Circuit-Bending scenes. 

Q: The experimental attitude to discover
things and...

NC: Yeah, and as you say it’s that idea of Do it
yourself. In other words, we had this moment
like we are all asleep, and we stopped doing
things ourselves. And we woke up and
everything was being done for us. You know
what I mean? We went to sleep and we were
there, and we woke up and things are different.
And I think that now it’s after lunch. And we’ve
said hang on, I think i should be doing some-
thing. 

Q: I am no longer a consumer only...

NC: Yeah! 

Q: I can be also a producer...

NC: Right! And I think that, it’s obviously a
tiny percentage of people. You know? In our
world, in our sort of Post-Industrial world. I think
someone from a truly rural, agricultural society
would look at like Make Magazine, Circuit-Bend-
ing and say: This is crazy, why would you waste
your time doing that when you can buy this
stuff? We have to work all day, doing these
things. But it’s all a question of what you do, be-
cause you don’t have to do it. 

This perspective presented here by Collins
can be thought of as a reaction to a process wit-
nessed in the creative industries, particularly
since the 1980’s: a transformation of creators
into consumers of technological goods for
artistic creation. This is a process widely dis-
cussed within the music production sphere by
Théberge (1997), who traces its beginnings back
to the age of Piano and Sewing Machine mail or-
der catalogs (Théberge, 1997, 27) all the way to
the marketing strategies employed in the sales
of sampling hardware and sample libraries
(idem, 142).

Ritzer and Jurgenson (2010) discuss this bal-
ance and the growing centrality of consumption
within economy through the notion of prosump-
tion, a relationship between production and con-
sumption in which consumers are engaged in
parts of the production process (Ritzer and Jur-
genson, 2010, 18). Although observable since at
least the 1950’s, prosumption reaches new
levels of effectiveness with the introduction of
the Web 2.0 and the age of user-generated con-
tent.

This is part, of course, of a wider tendency
described by Bernard Stiegler as an era of gen-
eral proletarianisation. He uses the word prolet-
ariat referring “to those who have lost their
knowledge – their savoir-faire, their savoir-vivre,
and their theoretical knowledge” (Stiegler 2010,
17). In a context of general proletarianisation,
practices such as Hardware Hacking can be con-
sidered to be a process of de-proletarianisation,
that is, “the recovery of knowledge”. (Stiegler
2010, 11).

 
Q: So, it’s doing it by the will to do it? And

there is no utility to it? In this sense....

NC: Well, as I say, there is sort of this hobby-
ist aspect. Sometimes it is utterly useless, it’s
just for the sake of doing something fun, doing
something different. I think when I do projects
with workshops in Hacking, it’s very very prac-
tical. I focus on things that actually give you
something that you don’t get by going to a
shop. Ok? So that’s a little bit like making beer
at home, not because it’s cheaper, but because
it’s better than what you can buy, right? Which
is, we make contact microphones in a work-
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shop, and you know use a couple of dollars
worth of supplies, you spend 15 minutes doing
it and it can be a fantastic instrument, it can
change your life. I know people who've been
making music with contact mics since 1978, I
mean, it was such a change for them it became
their instrument. Ok? If we turn a radio into an
instrument, you can play by just putting your
hands on top of the circuit board, you know?
Your world is, you’re surrounded by electronic
instruments: you have keyboards, you have gui-
tars, you have signal processors, but this lets
you play an electronic circuit in a very very dif-
ferent way, I mean, there are no other instru-
ments like this, with the exception of the
crackle box. You've made it, the one that you are
making sounds different from the one next to
you, because the guy next to you has a different
radio and it behaves differently. You end up with
an instrument that if it works for you, you would
never be able to find anywhere else, so, it’s as
useful as anything can be in music. Which is to
say, it’s never as useful as say food or water, but
if you are a musician, it seems pretty damn
good. 

Q: What is the point when it becomes an in-
strument? I mean, there is a process, and in
some point you leave the hacking side of it, and
of course you can hack as you play and vice
versa, but what do you think is the moment or,
what makes it become an instrument? 

NC: Well, I don’t think there is a single spot. I
mean, when you buy an electric guitar you
might have to put the strings on before you
would call it an instrument. And some people
might have to tune it, before they would call it
an instrument. And if it’s untuned i can say i
can’t play my music with this so it’s not an
instrument, until it’s in this state. Ok? If you
build some electronic circuit, or let’s say you
hack or you bend a toy, you have a toy, and it’s
essentially a stupid toy that is it’s doing what it’s
supposed to do, it’s making noises which are
supposed  to keep a child happy, but that isn’t
necessarily the noises you wanna make in
stage, so you do some kind of a modification to
it, and you try this, you try that, and in a certain
point you say “Ah! This is a sound that I could
use in my music!” You've crossed some
threshold, where you say It's no longer a toy

and now it's an instrument. Ok? But one of the
things about building an instrument is that
because you brought it to life, you know that
that’s a variable point, when it became an
instrument. So you may finish a gig with it, and
then say, “Oh! But, you know, I can add this”.
And then you take it home and you open it up
and you change something else. And now it's a
new instrument. Or it's an improved instrument.
I suppose it’s a little bit like the way electric
guitar players are forever experimenting with
pedals. And a pedal is as much part of an
electric guitar as a string is. And for a week, a
month, a year, or ten years, a guitarist will work
with a particular collection of pedals, and then
suddenly say, Oh! I just discover this one, this is
so cool, I've made a new instrument! You
know? 

Here Collins touches upon the ludic aspect in
some Experimental Music practices. Huizinga,
for instance, argues that music is deeply rooted
in the ludic element:

It is quite natural that we should tend to 
conceive music as lying within the sphere of 
play, even apart from these special linguistic 
instances. Making music bears at the outset all 
the formal characteristics of play proper: the 
activity begins and ends within strict limits of 
time and place, is repeatable, consists 
essentially in order, rhythm, alternation, 
transports audience and performers alike out of 
"ordinary" life into a sphere of gladness and 
serenity, which makes even sad music a lofty 
pleasure. In other words, it "enchants" and 
"enraptures" them. In itself it would be perfectly 
understandable, therefore, to comprise all 
music under the heading of play (Huizinga, 
1949, 42). 

Iazzetta (2001, 208-209) suggests that west-
ern concert music, on the other hand, has lost
its connection to the ludic element through its
institutionalization. This process took place as
result of the linear reasoning of the modern
world and permeated music with a strict gram-
mar, the Tonal code, which imprisoned creators
in a very strict set of rules of composition -
counterpoint, harmony and so on - that still
haunts music students all over the world.
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Experimental music of the mid-20th century,
however, attempts to bridge this gap by enga-
ging with the ludic element in music-making:

The novelty is that the craft of creative activities,
artistic creation in particular, gives place to 
preprogrammed processes accomplished by 
several apparatuses. The sensuous aspect of 
musical performance, in which bodies and 
instruments interact in an intense manner, is 
substituted by a more sensory aspect, in which 
the body is mediated in a more restrained 
manner by means of keys, mouse controllers 
and joysticks. What's common between these 
two possibilities is a rescue of the ludic aspect 
in music-making that, somehow, was 
superseded by the process of rationalization in 
western music over the last three or four 
centuries. (Iazzetta, 2001, 208-209) 

In this sense, experimental approaches pro-
posed by practices such as Hardware Hacking
do not appear necessarily as a total rupture with
traditional techniques, but as a “comprehension
and utilization of these techniques in the manner
of a game”. To experiment, then, “is to test the
fallibility of what we know, in a last instance,
technique itself.” (Iazzetta 2011, 7) 

Q: You request that the toys or equipment for
your workshop are about ten years old, which
has got to do with the miniaturization of circuits.
How do you relate your approach to hacking
with this unavoidable movement towards cir-
cuits that are smaller and smaller?

NC: I mean, you look at Reed Ghazala, the
man who is basically credited for inventing Cir-
cuit-Bending, maybe true, or may not be true,
but the point is that he happens to be the right
age and have discovered this interest at the
right time in his life. Where he was surrounded
by toys that were at the perfect moment in elec-
tronic evolution for bending, for modifying. If he
had been ten years older, he would have been in
the situation that David Berman and Gordon
Mumma or myself were in, where the only tech-
nology to bend, in the sixties, was amplifiers
and radios. There were no electronic toys, a toy
was a baseball bat or a ball. Okay? And if he
was ten years younger, he would be forced to
look at this chinese toys which when you open
them up, have no variable components. All the

electronics are under a little black dome, you
can’t open it up, and there is literally nothing you
can change on it. All you can do is, say, plug it
into a louder amplifier or put it into a different
box, ok? So, it was just one of those moments
in history where technology and somebody’s
idea came together at the right time, and there
are probably thousands of moments in history
when it wasn’t the right time. When I started
doing these workshops, which grew out of
teaching I was doing at my own school, it was
when you could still find toys anywhere that
would do this. And over the last eight years or
so it became more difficult. Because toys die
very very quickly, you know? Children get bored
with them, they throw it out, or they break
them. So now the new toys aren’t really so
bendable. And the old ones, there are enough
people doing circuit-bending now that you don’t
find them cheap in a shop, you get them on e-
bay and you pay what they’re worth.

So I think that feel, that particular way of
working has changed somehow, it’s no longer a
real scavenger kind of artform, now it’s a little
more sophisticated, and it involves a greater in-
vestment in money. I mean, the projects, the
work that I do when I do the workshops and my
book, it covers a much much wider area than
just circuit-bending, because I knew at the be-
ginning that one was always gonna be depend-
ent on this very particular set of technologies,
so I do things like, say with just loudspeakers
and radios, which are kind of everywhere and
they are still being made, and it’s true that the
old ones are better, but you can still work with
new ones. Speakers are speakers, piezo discs
are going to exist until they stop making noise in
appliances, so that’s a relatively stable thing. We
design circuits with integrated circuits, we build
oscillators and things like that. That is gonna be-
come a little bit more difficult, because the elec-
tronics industry is going over to what’s called
surface mount chips which are much much
smaller and you can’t experiment with them
quite as easily, but it can still be done. I think
that my personal interest is in making sure that I
remain as technologically neutral as possible, so
that I don’t have to keep myself with the supply
of a very particular type of device in order to
keep this things going. 
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The practice of inducing a steady replacement
of electronic wares and thereby the acquisition
of newer models is known widely as planned
obsolescence, which relates to the availability of
“bendable” toys described here by Collins.  As
Hertz and Parikka (2012, 245) argue: 

the logic of new media does not mean only the 
replacement of old media by new media, but 
that digital culture is programmed with the 
assumption and expectation of a short-term 
forthcoming obsolescence. There is always a 
better laptop or mobile phone on the horizon: 
New media always becomes old. 

The authors point that two thirds of the elec-
tronics discarded in the US still works. For them,
planned obsolescence acts in a micropolitical
level as the metaprogram of sorts for the con-
sumerist society:

In reference to contemporary consumer 
products, planned obsolescence takes many 
forms. It is not only an ideology, or a discourse, 
but more accurately it takes place on a 
micropolitical level of design: difficult-to-replace 
batteries in personal MP3 audio players, 
proprietary cables and chargers that are only 
manufactured for a short period of time, 
discontinued customer support or plastic 
enclosures that are glued shut and break if 
opened. In other words, technological objects 
are designed as a “black box”—not engineered 
to be fixable and with no user-serviceable parts 
inside. (idem, 245-246)

In this regard, practices such as Circuit Bend-
ing and Hardware Hacking have the potential of
subverting planned obsolescence strategies, al-
beit subtly. By opening these black-boxes, usu-
ally discarded ones, and resignifying them, one
engages in

not only an art methodology that addresses the 
past, but one that expands into a wider set of 
questions concerning dead media, or what we 
shall call zombie media — the living dead of 
media history and the living dead of discarded 
waste that is not only of inspirational value to 
artists but signals death, in the concrete sense 
of the real death of nature through its toxic 
chemicals and heavy metals. In short, what gets
bent is not only the false image of linear history 

but also the circuits and archive that form the 
contemporary media landscape. (idem, 247)

Caleb Kelly is another author who relates the
practices he calls Cracked Media with media ar-
cheology, arguing that such practices allow us to
“reconstruct the various developments in media
history that led to the current situation”, therefore
bypassing “the problem of a technological determ-
inism that sees technology as driving practice
rather than practice and use driving technology”
(Kelly, 2009, 38). Another point brought up by Kelly
concerning Cracked Media is that “it also avoids
the problematic celebration of new technology in
which the novelty of the technology itself is the fo-
cus. Here we understand that all technologies
have a web of histories associated with them”
(idem). 

Q: I guess that the technologies you use are
more lo-fi than the toys, because you make a
distinction in your talk from software and hard-
ware, and a toy has a lot of software there, and
the loudspeaker doesn’t. It’s rougher, more lo-fi.

NC: It’s hard to say, a loudspeaker is a very
sophisticated piece of technology, it’s got all
these moving parts, and it uses electromagnet-
ism, which is a very cool phenomenon. A piezo
disc is a more modern device for making sound
but it’s much simpler, it’s actually a cruder
device, you know it’s... So it’s hard to say, It’s
more modern, yes, but it’s anyway simpler.
Some of these toys indeed, every now and then
I look at a cheap toy, and  maybe one of those
greeting cards that when you open it up says
“Happy Birthday!”, and I think: Boy, in 1992 you
would need a ten thousand dollars Emax E-Mu
Sampler to do that with, you know? And now
it’s in a card that has almost no value, you
know? That indeed some of these incredible
simple toys, these cheap toys, are very very
sophisticated little computers, you know? And
yet we design circuits with integrated circuits
that are very kind of fundamental digital logic
circuits that were a tremendous breakthrough in
the 1970’s when they were invented. And we
still can do extraordinary things with them, as a
building block, and in a sense, that’s what inside
your macintosh. I mean, you know that’s what’s
making all the miracles in your life possible
we’re just getting at the very, very, very lowest
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element in the pyramid that builds up your
macintosh.

Q: In this sense, then you’re ruling against
this tendency towards normalization, towards
standardization, bringing more the irrational...

NC: Well here’s a thing, you do this all the
time with your computer, in other words, if you
have a computer, or you have an iPhone, you’re
putting particular apps on it, you’re using partic-
ular software in your computer, you might have
certain programs on your computer and
someone else might have different ones. You
are doing that! You are just not thinking of it in
the mechanical world. It’s very easy to do on
software, and I think that’s actually one of the
beautiful things about computers, is that, in the
old days a computer was a computer, it was just
one thing, and  it did certain jobs and nobody
messed with it,  they just ran their programs.
And after the advent of the personal computer
you got so that everybody have different soft-
ware on their computer, everybody was doing
something different, “I’m making music with it”,
“oh, I’m designing buildings with it”, “oh, i’m
writing my term paper in it”,  and people have
different interests right?  I think that it’s just
that, again, we don’t learn, you’ve somehow
learned how to buy software and install soft-
ware on your computer and this is significant,
because, for example, your parents probably
aren’t as good at buying and installing software,
so, you’ve learned this, but what you haven’t
learned is how to, say, open-up a Mackie mixer
and rewire it so that all the sends are pre-fader,
or how to drill holes in the case and add some
extra jacks. You know, somehow, that you didn’t
learn, so you are going to have to teach yourself
if you think that is interesting, just like you
taught yourself how to install software. You
didn’t go to a class that taught you to install Ab-
leton on your computer, you’ve just figured it
out and you went to the website. So, certain
knowledge is easier to reach,  and less expens-
ive to experiment with. If you screw up in-
stalling software, you call the company and they
send you another copy or something. If you
screI mean, for example, in the last 12 to 18
months i’ve come across a number of artists
who are using hard drives for sound creation
and they are not using them as data drives they

are using them as spinning disks, as if they
were a form of turntable. [Q: It’s a bass] It’s a
bass, and some of them are actually playing
records on them like grooved records. Some of
them are using, they are listening to the sound
of the files on that disk as if spins, they are sort
of taking the signal from the head. Some of
them are using another kind of tape head on it.
Some of them are playing the platter as if it
were a record, but just grinding away against
the needle, I mean, but what they are working
with is the kind of physical essence of this thing
that’s in every computer you have and that
when it dies you throw it out and it’s an unbe-
lievably sophisticated technology, right. You
know, there is an example of something you
wouldn’t have seen in maybe five, ten years
ago, because this drives were still too expen-
sive for, I don’t know, I mean, It’s just, I know
it’s a new thing. right? I, before I ever thought
of: wow I could take this toy and transform it
into an instrument or something, I always modi-
fied the electronic devices I bought to do music
with. In other words, when I bought an effect
box like a cheap guitar pedal, I always say: Oh, I
could put a switch in here that would let me to
select between two different outputs, two dif-
ferent parts of this circuit, you know? Or,  every-
time I buy a small mixer, to use as a road mixer,
I end up adding like extra inputs to it, or I make
some jacks on it so I can get a direct out from a
mic pre-amp if it doesn’t have one,  or I change
an effect send so it can be pre-fader. I do these
things not because I want the world’s craziest
mixer, but because I need that, to make it useful
for me on stage. I could either buy a larger,
heavier, more expensive mixer, or I could buy a
cheap, small one, do a little bit of work and get
something that does a better job for me. So I
think that for me I - and it may be really stupid, I
don’t know maybe that I waste a huge amount
of time doing this - but I feel as I’m always moti-
vated to personalize the things that I use to
make my music with. w up and you drill a hole
through the Mackie that destroys the circuit
board, Ah!, you will have to spend money to re-
place it. But it’s the same basic idea. 

Q: But, in terms of the irrationality, or the ran-
domness of the hack, then there is a great dif-
ference, no?
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NC:  Yeah, some hacks are more random than
other, though. In other words, that’s the thing,
I’ve done hacks to equipments of mine that’s in-
credible stable. I mean, when you, generally
speaking, use a mixer for live performance you
want to kind of know what it’s doing, you don’t
want a mixer that randomly turns on and off sig-
nals. Then it’s not a mixer. Then it’s something
else, then it’s like an interactive music system.
Ok? Then it’s an instrument. But then you’ll
design something that it’s supposed to be less
predictable, and indeed that´s one of the places
where hardware does a very nice job. 

Q: Like your presentation here, this piece....

NC: You know, I do this piece, I cannot do it
without 6 people. You need 12 hands. You can’t
do it with two. And everywhere I do it, it comes
out sounding different. Because people have a
different style and a different way of working.
And because a lot of it has to do with accidents.
The accidents are different in each place, right? 

Q: And why do you think tendency towards
the accident? Towards this emergence of the
liveness?

NC: Well, for me it’s because I’m actually not
very interested in repeatability. I mean it’s my
aesthetic. But what I’m interested in as a per-
son who is making music on stage is unpredict-
ability, it’s sort of the essence of improvisation.
And I’ve worked in various types of improvisa-
tional settings since I was very young. I mean,
as a relatively young musician. I’ve worked in
rock settings, I’ve worked in sort of jazz set-
tings, I’ve worked in some free improvised mu-
sic community, I’ve worked with people who
would not call what they did improvisation, but
it had elements of what I call improvisation in it.
You look at the music of Alvin Lucier, you look at
the music of Christian Wolf, these are open
form scores, this is a form of improvisation. At
this point in my life what’s interesting me is un-
stable electronics. Electronics that you cannot
control very easily and that make very interest-
ing breakpoints in them. This thing that I talked
about non-linear agency that you move the
probe a little bit and instead of just going
MMMmmmmm.... it goes MMmcrdshjdfskd.....
and it makes some radical break. And it’s right

there like a fraction of a millimeter change. I’m
interested in those types of chaotic situations
and I’m very interested in collective music mak-
ing. I really like the idea of having twenty or
thirty people making music together. But i’m
not particularly interested in listening to them
play notes on their instruments. That doesn’t in-
terest me so much. That if they are to do it with
musical notes, 25 people improvising notes in a
room it’s ok, but it’s not gonna keep me going
for very long. So I’m interested in merging this
semi-chaotic electronic world with groups of
players to create a kind of an improvised elec-
tronic ensemble, that has this high degree of
chaos and unpredictability in it. And then figur-
ing out ways to sort of shape the performance
to give it some kind of form. And that’s what
this little piece does. I mean, it’s just ten
minutes long, but, you have some taste of that.

Collins’ interest in collective music making
strategies, which structure some of his pieces
such as Salvage, can be related to a tendency
noticed by authors like Flusser and Bourriaud to-
wards a relational aspect observable in artistic
and political agency:

The task is to reintegrate a society that has 
disintegrated into the infinitesimal. Such 
formulations of contemporary activism are 
intended to show how firmly contemporary 
revolutionaries are rooted in the dimensionless 
universe, on the grounds of hallucinatory, 
image-producing abstractions. (Flusser, 2011, 
68)

As French art curator and critic Nicolas Bourri-
aud puts it: “the essence of humankind is purely
trans-individual, made up of bonds that link indi-
viduals together in social forms which are  invari-
ably historical” (Bourriaud, 2009, 25). In this re-
spect, a tendency is perceivable in DIY practices
to mutate from established Do-It-Yourself ap-
proaches towards Do-It-Together (DIT) or Do-It-
With-Others (DIWO), in which artists tend to
work in a more interdisciplinary way, based on
the collaboration of different individuals. In such
collaborative projects, there is an intense ex-
change of information, building platforms for the
creation of new ways of doing: “collaborative
projects require a level of humility and under-
standing of the ultimate mission. Only then do
they have the ability to be truly transformative.”
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Q: I see, there’s one thing you talked about
earlier when you’re saying about the hard disks,
and then talking about your piece, and what rela-
tion do you see between all of this that we’ve
talking about and a need to include the body in
the process, because a lot of, it seems to me,
that has got to do with a bit of that, a bit of, sort
of getting away from the sort of the spectator
seat and engaging in, but not only mentally...

NC:  Right, in other words, I’d say i need
twelve hands to play that piece. I can’t put
twelve probes on two pairs of hands and get
the same texture, because i can’t move them
with the same degree independence, and I can’t
have different pairs of them making decisions in
a different way. So for example when you six
are up there one of you might be moving very
fast while the other is moving very slow. And
that’s a very difficult thing for me to do as a mu-
sician. To try to move twelve objects simultan-
eously at very different speeds with different
touch, right? But that’s very easy to do with a
group of players. 

Q: But it gets more complex...

NC: It gets more complex, because you get
six brains doing that work, right? Now, in terms
of the presence of the body the fact is that,
what’s interesting is not just the six brains, it’s
the brain-hand connection, because hands are
amazing things, if you’ve ever studied the
physiology of a hand and how many axis of
movement it has on it. Especially if you do any
work in robotics, you realize how crude
motorized systems are, compared to way a
hand works,  in terms of the axis of freedom in
movement. So, every now and then I think: Oh,
I should do an automated version of one of my
ideas. Where it doesn’t use people. It somehow
happens automatically, software makes the
decisions and makes things happen, or there’s
some sort of mechanism that does it. But, of
course it never has the variation that a human
body interacting has. There’s the genius of the
hand and the idiot of the hand, right? And a
piece like this uses both the genius and the
idiot. Which is, you don’t really know what
you’re doing up there. You’re sort of scruffing
out and then you hear something, and you say:

Oh! I can push a little bit this way... I little bit
that way…  [Q: there’s no virtuosity involved?]
There is, actually, if you just go Mm Mm Mm
Mm on it’s not going to be at all interesting. You
get into a feedback loop very quickly, and you
become a virtuoso. You become a player, very
quickly, from being a non-player to a player, and
then, the fact that matter is the longer you work
at it the better you get. And I know, because
sometimes I’ve done this piece and I’ve just had
five minutes with the musicians. And I say, this
is how it works, quick test, Pup pup pup, now
we do a run through. And they don’t have the
time to practice by themselves. Other times I’m
able to do what we did today everyone had a
minute to try and get a sense of what happens.
Now, whoever is the first two people to play the
piece they can always hear what they are doing.
By the time five and six come along, they
haven’t practiced before, they have no idea of
what is happening, because they can’t hear as
well what they are doing. Because the texture is
so thick. So I think that virtuoso may be a too
grander word, but you very definitely tell the
difference between having had a little bit of
practice and having had no practice. So that’s
kind of the first step towards virtuosity. 

The intention of the authors to illustrate Col-
lin’s answers with some further discussion and
references is an attempt to display the scope of
possible interpretations to the Hardware Hack-
ing and Circuit-bending scenes. Such practices
seem to emerge at the crossroads of several
tendencies in the contemporary world, or more
specifically, within the hyper-industrial context of
urban dwellings as artistic strategies to deal
with the amount of technological and informa-
tional surplus that have become part of daily
routines. In this respect, what we’ve tried to ac-
complish in this paper was to shed a light in this
complex network of influences, as an aid to
equip ourselves with the tools necessary to bet-
ter understand this production. As Jacques Attali
(1999, 11) puts it: “The noises of a society are in
advance of its images and material conflicts.
Our music foretells our future. Let us lend it an
ear”.
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24.

Abstract:The sonic arts have witnessed a proliferation
of non-anthropocentric practices in recent years. In this
paper, I will explore a number of them, ranging from the
investigation of sounds beyond the range of human
hearing to the exploration of alternate modes of percep-
tion or of nonhuman sonic flows. I will highlight their
far-reaching implications not only for the sonic arts but
also for media theory and the aesthetics and philosophy
of sound.

Keywords: non-anthropocentric, nonhuman, listening,
sonic flows.

The sonic arts have witnessed a proliferation
of non-anthropocentric practices in recent years.
In this paper, I will explore a number of them,
ranging from the investigation of sounds beyond
the range of human hearing to the exploration of
alternate modes of perception or of nonhuman
sonic flows. I will highlight their far-reaching im-
plications for the sonic arts and show that they
also tie in with ongoing developments in media
theory and the aesthetics and philosophy of
sound.

Early examples of such sonic practices are to
be found in the works of American composer
Alvin Lucier, even though they may not have
been described in these terms at the time. For
his most influential work, I am Sitting in a Room
(1970), Lucier recorded the sound of his speak-
ing voice, playing it back into the room again and
again till the resonant frequencies of the space
reinforced themselves, articulated by his
speech. Here, as in other works, Lucier thinks of
sounds not so much as high or low musical
notes produced for the listener's enjoyment as
in terms of measurable wavelengths (Kahn,
2009: 24) - which suggests a less human-
centred aesthetics. Furthermore,  Lucier's work
is concerned not only with immersion and its fo-
cus on the listener, but also with propagation,
i.e. the distance that a sound has travelled from
its source and the extent to which it has been
altered by the intervening medium (Kahn, 2009:

26). Unlike immersion, propagation decentres
the listener, affirming the primacy of sound.

In the last decade or so, artists have been re-
working these and related ideas in a variety of
ways. Take Jem Finer's Longplayer (1999-2000),
a one thousand year long musical composition
launched on 31 December 1999, that will play
without repeating itself until the final moment of
2999, at which point it will begin a new cycle.
Longplayer downplays the centrality of the hu-
man subject through multiple references to mor-
tality and obsolescence. For a start, its millennial
duration contrasts with the brevity of human
life, making the latter seem insignificant and ir-
relevant. Over and above human mortality how-
ever, it also addresses that of digital technology,
one of humanity's major achievements. For
even though Longplayer is currently performed
by computers, it was created with full know-
ledge of that technology's inevitable obsoles-
cence – which explains why research is under
way into alternative methods of performance, in-
cluding mechanical, non-electrical and human-
operated versions. Longplayer is furthermore
composed for singing bowls, an ancient Tibetan
tradition. It thereby associates past and present,
while connecting with evolutionary processes,
as Kodwo Eshun writes: 

Longplayer has existed on Earth, for centuries, 
in the shape of alloy bowls. More exactly, Long-
player existed in the sum of emergent pro-
cesses that gave the alloy bowls their unique 
'singing' property. Looked at more closely, it's 
clear that hundreds of years' experience of the 
physical thresholds of metallization allowed the 
Buddhist monks to harness the inharmonic fre -
quencies of bronze... By multiplying the number
of bowls, the metallurgist monks transposed 
and combined the layers of sound through the 
emergent process of additive synthesis to cre -
ate unforeheard new timbres...  [Longplayer is a
means of harnessing] the emergent properties 
of the self-organizing processes of organic and 
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non-organic life. It is a means of tapping into 
the material flows of the planet (Eshun, 2003).

Nick Knouf's Aetherspace (2005) explores
nonhuman flows of a different kind. The starting-
point of his piece is the concept of 'Hertzian
space', defined by researcher Anthony Dunne as
the architecture of the physical interactivity
between a device and a person, or in other
words, the invisible interface between electro-
magnetic waves and human experiences. For
Knouf, Aetherspace is a means of making Hert-
zian space perceptible: it consists of a wearable
computing garment in the shape of a collar that
picks up various components of Hertzian space -
microwaves, ultraviolet, infrared and radio waves
- as the user walks around his home, workplace
or urban environment. Turning these waves into
a sonic representation of the invisible aether, it
demonstrates what a cell phone sounds like
when lying in its owner's bag or signals the
presence of dangerous electro-magnetic waves.
It can even be programmed to emit an unpleas-
ant screeching noise when it picks up danger-
ous radiation, thereby affecting the way the
listener interacts with the space. It also offers
access to normally unknowable worlds, as me-
dia theorist Eleni Ikoniadou points out: 

The garment could be said to interact directly 
with the energetic potential of spaces, inviting 
us to rethink human experience outside the 
knowable sphere... Despite the vast spectrum 
of rhythms running independently across 
electronic milieus, our limiting definitions (of 
perception) only ever describe a tiny part of it 
(Ikoniadou, 2014: 57).

Hidden forces beyond the limits of human
perception are also addressed by the audio-
visual installation The Dark Side of the Cell
(2004). Devised by nanoscientist Andrew
Pelling and media artist Anne Niemetz, the in-
stallation explores the phenomenon of cellular
sound, i.e. the sound of living cells, which are
the smallest building blocks of the universe.
The work consists of a collection of small
speakers and cell sculptures installed in a dark
room. An Atomic Force Microscope or AFM
with a silicon tip attached to it, scans the sur-
faces of the sculptures recording their topo-
graphy. Like the needle of a record player, it

'plays' the cell by feeling the oscillations tak-
ing place at its membrane. These electrical
signals are then amplified by the speakers of
the installation so as to make them audible.
Over and above these audible sounds how-
ever, visitors also become aware of the nano-
world lying beneath these perceptions, a
world that exceeds our observations and hear-
ing capabilities. The coupling of the instrument
and the cell, as Ikoniadou points out, “does
not simply extrapolate the small scales to the
macrolevel of perception proper. Instead it ex-
poses the more obscure zones of experience
as it crosses over to the nonhuman sphere”
(Ikoniadou, 2014: 50).

Non-anthropocentrism is also surfacing in
media theory and other theoretical approaches
to sound.  As Eleni Ikoniadou emphasizes in
her book The Rhythmic Event: Art, Media, and
the Sonic (2014), with reference to projects
such as The Dark Side of the Cell and Aether-
space:  

The situations these works effectuate (between
biological and technological entities, discrete 
and continuous aesthetics, virtual and actual 
zones) can be approached as no longer 
requiring the active participation of human 
perception or belonging to a cognitive subject. 
Rather, these events shape our understanding 
of perception as potentially nonconscious, 
nonsensory, and emptied from lived time 
(Ikoniadou, 2014: 85). 

Sonic thought has its part to play here, for ac-
cording to Ikoniadou it affords “an entry to the
autonomy, invisibility, and molecularity of the
event, as it subsists outside sensory perception
and linear time” (Ikoniadou, 2014: 85).

Christoph Cox espouses an approach to
sound that likewise questions linear time and
the boundaries of human experience. He takes
his cue from John Cage, stating that the aim of
the latter's 4'33” (1952) “is to open time to the
experience of duration... It is also to open hu-
man experience to something beyond it: the
nonhuman, impersonal flow that precedes and
exceeds it” (Cox, 2006: 5). Cox gives the ex-
ample of Chris Kubick's Hum Minus Human
(2012), a catalogue of drones collected by
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searching for the keyword 'hum' in a commer-
cial sound effects archive and removing results
that consisted of human sounds. The piece as-
sociates sounds of nature, culture and industry,
sounds ranging from light transformers to
bumble bees that are part of our everyday lives.
As Cox points out: 

In one sense, the 'minus human' in the title 
simply describes a search function. But it has a 
broader significance as well, attuning us to that 
Cagean, Nietzschean, Schopenhauerian sonic 
flux that precedes and exceeds human being 
(Cox, 2015: 129).

Raviv Ganchrow likewise decentres the listen-
ing subject in his research into Wave Field Syn-
thesis - a spatial audio rendering technique
where the localization of virtual sources is inde-
pendent of the listener's position. In his article
"Phased Space", Ganchrow describes the way
Wave Field Synthesis acts on the air itself, giving
vibration spatial contours. He notes that every
ear forms a locus through which durations take
hold, and that it is only after consecutive phases
have extended into durations that acoustics
gives way to aural and spatial sensations (Gan-
chrow, 2010: 182). In other words, in WFS,
sound remains concealed until the moment
when auditory perception occurs (Ganchrow,
2010: 183), and the moment of listening is re-
vealed as no more than the end point of the pro-
cess of the coming into being of sound itself.  

However another kind of decentring also
takes place. Ganchrow argues that the function-
ing of WFS, whereby sound remains concealed
until it is heard, presents certain parallels with
the work of the physicist Ernst Mach. For Mach
refused any kind of separation between inside
and outside, between sensations and the ex-
ternal things that are different from them and to
which they correspond, proposing instead that
there are only elements that are inside or out-
side depending on the standpoint from which
they are viewed (Ganchrow, 2010: 183). As Gan-
chrow writes: 

Mach's proposed realm of 'elements' 
simultaneously implicates the 'perceiver' and 
the 'perceived' from a single referential 
construct where both the 'thing' and the 
discreet 'ego' are simply viewed as alternating 

pattern-bundles composed of common blocks...
If we were to take the elements and arrange 
them one way, the 'self' is denoted, pick them 
up and arrange them again, and the 'thing' 
appears (Ganchrow, 2016: 184). 

Seen from this angle, the perceiver and the
perceived in WFS can also be regarded as two
facets of a single construct. Here, the centrality
of the listening subject is once again under-
mined.

Finally, in his book The Order of Sounds: A
Sonorous Archipelago (2016), François J. Bonnet
explores ways in which sound challenges per-
ceptual givens, for instance by relating it to
Georges Bataille's notion of the informe. He
points out that the informe awakens something
indistinct, unclassifiable, that is recognized as
unrecognizable (Bonnet: 2016: 285). He writes:
“It is formal indecision, a transgression and a
contestation of form, working constantly at its
dissolution. Faced with the informe, the attitude
of perception can only be that of disarray” (Bon-
net: 2016: 284). Further on his book, he men-
tions the imperceptible, which makes the per-
ceiving subject incapable of perceiving himself
as a coherent entity:

The imperceptible constrains the sensible 
relation to remain within a non-authoritarian 
modality. No structure, no fixed distribution 
between subject, object, and structure, can be 
convoked. The perceiving subject is deprived of 
his nodal principle, of his role as the great 
collector of the sensible (Bonnet, 2016: 291). 

He concludes: “Like the informe, the imper-
ceptible breaks from perceptual certainties by
leading listening into free... zones” (Bonnet,
2016: 293). It is only in free listening zones such
as these that we can discern Cox's nonhuman
sonic flows, experience Ikoniadou's nonsensory
perception and enter into the relation between
perceiver and perceived that Ganchrow sketches
out. 

 
As we have seen, the decentring of the hu-

man subject has far-reaching consequences for
sonic practice: the artist's role is minimized in fa-
vour of that of sound and space, while the art-
work eludes human intentionality and the
listener's ears are opened to new and inexplic-
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able sounds. Bonnet describes these changes in
similar terms: “There can be no doubt: the
listening that understands, reads, hears, the
listening that explains itself and explains the
world, has had its day... Listening must no
longer exclusively provide solace, read, and de-
code” (Bonnet, 2016: 331-332). If Bonnet is cor-
rect in claiming that listening has entered a new,
decentred era that makes room for all kinds of
hitherto marginalized sounds, then the theories
and practices I have discussed in this paper are
not just disparate occurrences but signs of this
new beginning.   
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25.

Abstract. In this paper I intend to discuss Michel
Chion’s contributions to the field of sound theory, spe-
cifically in what concerns his treatment of causal per-
ceptions – meaning the perception of an event or action
that caused a sound as well as of the physical body that
acted as its source. The objective of this paper is to dis-
cuss to which extent Chion manages to enrich sound
theory in what concerns the study of representation
through sound, considering the author still holds, to a
substantial degree, a rather schaefferian epistemology.
The method will be a critical commentary of some
Chion’s theoretical work, focusing on his definition for
sound as a field of perceptions and how this relates to
the perception of causes and context. The conclusion
points to limits in this understanding of sound as an
isolatable and neutral matter.

Keywords: Michel Chion, listening, representation,
causal perception.

1   Introduction

In this paper I intend to discuss Michel Chion’s
contributions to the field of sound theory on his
1998 book Le son. Specifically in what concerns
his treatment of causal perceptions – meaning
the perception of an event or action that caused
a sound as well as of the physical body that ac-
ted as its source.

Michel Chion is a composer of musique con-
crète, film critic, and filmmaker active since the
1970’s. Chion has written some of the most
widely read works on electroacoustic music,
sound and film. Le son: traité d’acoulogie, pub-
lished in 1998, is a major work on sound theory
in the arts, which takes some aspects of his
earlier work on the field, notably from Guide des
objets sonore (1983), L’audio-vision (1994), and
Musiques, médias et technologie (1994), and
combines them with new insights drawing ex-
tensively from film works, music and literature.

Michel Chion’s theoretical work is marked by a
galore of examples that seem to trigger the dis-
cussion, parting from case studies that give rise

to more general considerations. But his theories
of sound are actually largely indebted to Pierre
Schaeffer’s work – Traité des objets musicaux
(1966), in which the author proposes the funda-
mentals for a research that would open the way
to a new musical theory, appropriate for a gener-
ality of musical practices including the ones that
were emerging at the time. Schaeffer’s method
involves finding abstract values in sound objects
perceived by the listener to construe structures
which in turn might reference a musical system.
To that end, Schaeffer rejects the use of certain
kinds of sounds, deemed “inconvenient to mu-
sic”, both on his theoretical work and on his mu-
sical pieces from 1958 on – notably sounds that
evoke a relatively clear causal perception, so
called “anecdotic”. 

Chion, on the other hand, will make extensive
use of these types of sound on his composi-
tional work, and also defend the importance of
them as expressive tools on his theoretical
work. In Le son, Chion deals abundantly with
the problematic of anecdotic sounds, their per-
ception and their artistic use, while still main-
taining some aspects of the Schaefferian way of
understanding the act of listening: notably the
sound object as a fundamental perception that
gives rise to every other kind of perceived ob-
jects, but also a model of functions which oper-
ate in the act of listening and an ambivalence
between natural and cultural aspects that consti-
tute perception.

The objective of this paper is to discuss to
which extent Chion manages to enrich sound
theory in what concerns the study of represent-
ation through sound, considering the author still
holds, to a substantial degree, a rather Schaef-
ferian epistemology. The method will be a critical
commentary of Chion’s theoretical work, with
special attention to Le son (2016).
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2   Chion’s method

Chion’s method seems to be mainly intu-
itional. Although he frequently stresses that his
findings have all been tested in the classroom,
there does not seem to be any rigorousness in
this process of testing, apart from the fact that
it’s safe to assume that its subjects come from
a very specific group a people (music or film stu-
dents in France), making any generalization
made from it questionable from the start. Thus,
what guarantees the interest in his theoretical
work is not the verifiability of his findings but
rather his original insights, as well as a good se-
lection of examples (mainly literary and film
works).

In Le son, Chion repeats some of the findings
Schaeffer had already exposed in his Traité, even
if sometimes he fails to mention the source. For
instance some of Chion’s thoughts on time and
hearing are clearly based on the idea of tem-
poral anamorphosis, while his critique of the
physical measures of sound replays Schaeffer’s
search for correlations between acoustic and
listening1, although both arguments here are
considerably less extensive in comparison.
There’s a more fundamental Schaefferian idea
though, that’s behind both those arguments that
Chion also inherits: the primacy of listening.

The primacy of listening is a postulate which
considers that listening shall be the primary
method of investigating the object. It is through
listening that the object might be accessed. This
postulate probably has some level of inspiration
in Merleau Ponty’s primacy of perception, ex-
posed in his 1945 work Phenomenologie de la
Perception (1976), Both authors, Chion and
Schaeffer, mention this book as a reference of
some relevance, but their affiliation to phe-
nomenology as a system of thought is highly
questionable for reasons beyond the scope of
this paper.

The primacy of listening is combined with the
idea, which can also be found in Merleau-Ponty,
that objectivity is intersubjective, meaning that
that which a group of people agrees upon is the

1 Both these arguments can be found in the Book III of 
Schaeffer’s Traité des objets musicaux (1966)

objective reality. (Chion, 2016: 914)2 That’s why
Chion will constantly argue for the shared as-
pects of his findings and reject any cultural re-
lativism or subjectivism in his writings (Chion,
2006).

3   Listening modes

In one of his books about sound in cinema,
Audio-Vision (1994), first published in 1991,
Chion defines three listening modes which will
serve as the basis for his thoughts on sound:
causal listening, semantic listening and reduced
listening. Causal listening is defined as “listen-
ing to a sound in order to gather information
about its cause (or source).” (Chion, 1994: 25)
Semantic listening is “that which refers to a
code or a language to interpret a message:
spoken language, of course, as well as Morse
and other such codes.” (28) Finally, reduced
listening is the mode “that focuses on the traits
of the sound itself, independent of its cause and
of its meaning”. (29)

These modes are clearly based on Pierre
Schaeffer’s four listening functions presented in
this Traité des objets musicaux (1966). The four
functions are named after four different French
verbs for listening, which can’t be translated to
English without causing confusion: ouïr, écouter,
entendre, comprendre. Each of these functions
involves a specific intention. In short, the listen-
ing functions can be defined as follows: ouïr is
the function used when one listens to the back-
ground; écouter is used when listening to the
source of the sound; entendre is the intention of
selecting aspects of the sound itself; compren-
dre is the function that listens to meaning, it
relates the perception to a code previously
known. (Schaeffer, 1966: 104)

What Chion presents is a simplification of the
Schaefferian model that suits best his use of it.
The causal listening is clearly inspired by
écouter and the semantic listening by compren-
dre. The reduced listening mode, apart from be-
ing originally a schaefferian concept that has
been appropriated by Chion in a rather different

2 This refers to a kindle edition; the number does not refer to 
a page but to the “position” that locates the excerpt in the 
ebook.
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manner, in a way substitutes both ouïr and en-
tendre. In Schaeffer, the reduced listening is an
exercise for deconditioning perception, which in-
tents to get to the sound itself, instead of focus-
ing on other perceptions that are constructed on
top of it. Reduced listening gives access to a
deeper and original level of perception that tran-
scends the more common perceptions of cause
and meaning, which depend on cultural contexts
and a previous knowledge of experiencing the
world, focusing on sound forms and contours. In
Schaeffer, the relation between entendre and
ouïr is similar to the figure/ground relation in
Gestalt (which is an important reference to his
theory): entendre selects aspects of sound in
the background that ouïr is providing. Reduced
listening might be understood as a specific use
of these functions.

There’s a considerable difference in the use of
reduced listening, comparing Chion and Schaef-
fer. For the later, reduced listening is a method
of deconditioning the way we normally listen,
which has been previously conditioned by cul-
ture. Schaeffer is interested in opening up mu-
sical listening to new types of sounds, that
doesn’t fit into the notion of the musical note.
The objective of his Traité is to research the
basis for a new musical system. In this context,
reduced listening provides a path for ignoring
the aspects which are valued in traditional music
listening and finding new aspects in sounds that
are not necessarily made by musical instru-
ments. At the same time, reduced listening also
avoids focusing on the cause of the sound (the
body which vibrates, the action which put some-
thing in vibration), which was necessary to avoid
the perception of a dramatic context – one of his
major concerns.

Chion, on the other hand has no interest in
building a new musical system. Reduced listen-
ing for him is not a method of research, on con-
trary; it’s an important part of the apprehension
of an art work as it provides an enjoyment of
sound by itself, beyond musicality and repres-
entation. So, in Chion’s theory, reduced listening
is aestheticized from the start:

The feeling of sonic beauty is thus linked to the 
perception of certain sonic criteria that are 
either harmoniously combined or adapted to 

their context. The study of the sound aesthetics
of films must also rest on sensory criteria–
criteria that reduced listening allows us to 
apprehend by going beyond the traditional 
musical criteria, which often do not apply. The 
notion that the creaking of a door, a scraping 
sound, an impact–whether in a piece of 
musique concrète or in a film–can be beautiful 
will cease to elicit sneers when it is understood
which laws of balance, energy, force, 
expressivity, and power they can follow–or not–
if they have knowingly been given form, profile 
and substance. (Chion, 2016: 1868). 

4   Materialities of sound

An important thing to notice about Le son:
traité d’acoulogie is the fact that despite its uni-
versalistic title, and the evident attempt to be a
totalizing book on the subject, the matter of the
book is actually rather constricted to clear limits.
Chion’s artistic universe is limited to literature,
eletroacoustic music, traditional western music
and film (mostly narrative). Although the first
edition of the book has been released in the late
1990s, the author does not consider several
manifestations of sonic arts that were quite well
stablished at that time, like sound installations,
sound sculptures, sound walks, etc. In other
words the artistic practices that have been
brought together under the umbrella of “sound
art”. This makes possible for Chion to continue
working with a kind of materiality of sound that
is basically derived from Schaeffer with a few
adjustments.

4.1 The sound object

According to Schaeffer, the sound object is
the correlate perception of reduced listening. As
a correlate to an intention that negates some as-
pects of perception, the sound object tends to
be defined negatively. Thus Schaeffer will say
that the sound object is not the source of the
sound; it’s not the physical signal; it’s not the
technological support were the sound is recor-
ded; it’s not the meaning the sound carries.
(Schaeffer, 1966: 268-270) The sound object is
understood as “the sound itself”, an original di-
mension of perception free of cultural influ-
ences. Reduced listening, as Schaeffer believed,
gives access to the aspects of sound that are
universal, those which will then give rise to all
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the perceptions we normally have, related to our
cultural constructs.

Chion doesn’t write much about a theory of
the sound object and the concept is not as
widely present as it is in Schaeffer, but the idea
of a “sound itself” that exist beneath our com-
mon perceptions is always there even if not al-
ways explicit. This becomes evident when Chion
starts to divide the universe of sound into mu-
sic, speech and noise.

4.2 Music, speech, noise

Chion makes a distinction between sound and
language based on Saussure (another common
reference between him and Schaeffer):

It is impossible for sound alone, a material 
element, to belong to language. It is only a 
secondary thing, a substance put to use. [The 
essence of the] linguistic signifier is not phonic 
but incorporeal - constituted not by its material 
substance but solely by the differences that 
separate its sound-image from all others. 
(Saussure apud Chion, 2016: 1304). 

To which Chion adds: “the phoneme isolated
from the word becomes sonic matter, voice,
noise, what have you, but it becomes separated
from any linguistic belonging.” (Chion, 2016:
1315) Thus, to Chion, language is a dimension
that is superimposed on sound. Once more fol-
lowing the steps of Schaeffer, Chion will com-
bine this idea of a separation between language
and sound with Roman Jakobson’s argument
that "it is not the acoustic phenomenon in itself
which enables us to subdivide the speech chain
into distinct elements; only the linguistic value
of the element can do this." (Jakobson apud
Chion, 2016: 1320)

It’s through Jakobson’s idea of linguistic value
that Schaeffer will define a pair of concepts that
are fundamental to his ideas on the musicality
of a sound: value and character. Value refers to
an aspect of a sound that varies (the frequent
example given is pitch), and character to an as-
pect that is fixed (for instance instrumental
timbre). These are the two aspects that com-
bined makes possible the musical structuring of
the listening process. A sequence of sound ob-
jects with different values and same character

will form a structure that, on its turn, is related
to a structure of reference, and the latter is then
related to a system of references.3

Chion is not particularly interested in this
chain of references, or either in creating a new
musical system as Schaeffer was, but he does
use this same understanding of values when
talking about “musical sounds” in the sense of
traditional western music.

There is a common ground shared by the 
domain of music and that of speech when the 
two appear opposed to the world of noises: in 
both cases, the succession of sounds is 
perceived as beholden to a certain overarching 
structure, to an organization that retains the 
"value" of each sound, whereas that which does
not make an immanent logic emerge is heard 
as a succession of noises. (Chion, 2016: 1676) 

The word “noise” is used in a quite confusion
manner by Chion, there’s a discussion on the
concept, considering a few diverse definitions
(2016: 1601), but the author doesn’t pick a spe-
cific one and continues the text using one of
two definitions: noise as that which is not mean-
ingful, either through language or music, as can
be seen in the previous citation; and noise in the
sense that the French word “bruit” has in
cinema – everything that is not dialogue or mu-
sic (sound effects, folley, ambience).

For Chion, what distinguishes music and
speech from the “confused” and “chaotic” uni-
verse of “noises” (in the sense of everything
that’s’ not meaningful) is the identification of
certain “values”, which are culturally specific –
an unknown language is heard as noise (2016:
1648). For him, the audible universe is a continu-
ous field which the ear divides into these types
of sounds (music, speech, and noises) according
to the codes that are known (2016: 1567). For
the listener to be able to read this sonorous uni-
verse as a whole, the “confusing” field of
noises needs to be structured somehow. This
structure is not something natural but needs to
be learned, and “[t]he Schaefferian criteria
provides the means” (…) “to begin to perceive
units, points, and lines within the apparently un-

3  See Book IV from Schaeffer’s Traité des objets musicaux 
(1966)
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differentiated continuum of the audible uni-
verse.” (1633)

Both speech and music (meaning traditional
western music) are not exempt from noise. For
Chion, speech and music are a type of structure
in which certain sounds fit, but that doesn’t
mean they get completely purified of noise –
meaning all that doesn’t fit. Noise is always
there “hitched onto the thread of the notes, and
the musical is nothing other than this thread.
But if we were to suppress these 'little noises,'
the music would lose its flavor.” (2016: 1679)
Chion illustrates this image with a classical gui-
tar piece: the structure of notes always comes
inseparable from several little noises from the
fingers in the strings. The same occurs with
speech, it’s not only the words, there’s accent,
voice timbre, etc. This is the dialectic of noise
and music that in Chion’s view gives interest to
music: “At the same time, the musical brings
noise into the foreground as an event, as a mo-
ment of the real, while noise for its part, like a
beauty spot, magnifies the musical.” (1695)

This idea of a continuum of sound that gets
divided by our modes of listening makes evident
how the Schaefferian base for Chion’s theory is
also present here. There’s a belief in a level that
contains all possibilities of perception undis-
cerned. Exercises, like the reduced listening,
will take us farther and farther into the realm of
sound (or “noise”) beyond the known codes.
Another important point is that, despite writing
three decades later, Chion uses the same lin-
guistic references Schaeffer had in the 60s. This
structuralistic understanding of sound is a funda-
mental point in Chion’s thought.

4.3 The notion of “frame”

It might seem strange that Chion, a musique
concrète composer, talks about music focusing
almost exclusively on traditional western music.
In fact this theory of the “value” seems to fit
more appropriately in this kind of music – a mu-
sic that uses notes. It’s relevant to say that
Schaeffer deduces this concept in an analogy of
his understanding of what he calls the “tradi-
tional musical system” (Schaeffer, 1966). Chion
doesn’t solve the problem of the “value” in rela-
tion to musique concrète, but he argues that:

Music based on sounds that do not have the 
proper form in the traditional sense but other 
textural qualities is obviously possible and is 
even widely practiced. It is easy enough to do 
as long as other means – in particular certain 
formalities, the care with which it is presented 
to the public, in a concert hall – create the 
frame that affirms it as such. (Chion, 2016: 
1790) 

Thus, the main exigence for a work to be mu-
sical, for Chion, is that it is presented in the ap-
propriate “frame”. That’s not exactly a flight from
the question, since Chion argues that the quality
of conforming to the “value” – e.g. the musical
note – and thus being “musical”, is itself a
“frame” that guarantees musicality for being as-
sociated culturally with the musical tradition:

the fact that a musical sound is beholden to a 
specific form that distinguish it from sounds in 
the ordinary world, that it is put into an 
organization with others of its type according to
a very exacting law, and that, perhaps above all, 
it issues from a source listed as an instrument 
set aside for the production of musical sounds, 
would be the equivalent of framing, such that 
we can recognize it as belonging to the work 
and not to reality, since, on the spatial plane, it 
mingles with the sounds of life. (Chion, 2016: 
1758) 

4.4 Imitation, “causalism”, and the
“frame”

Pierre Schaeffer famously rejected the use of
sounds that brought a clear causal relation to
listening. Michel Chion opted for the opposite
path, defending the artistic use of sounds with a
perceptible source. In fact, his musical work is
full of these sounds, and a good part of it has
clear narrative intentions.

Chion defends strongly the use of imitation in
music. Criticizes Russolo for proposing that mu-
sic would “progress by annexation” (Chion,
2016: 1805), accuses him of “colonialism” for
describing the history of music as the “coloniza-
tion of savage territories” (1821), but most of all,
for what Chion calls the “causalist misunder-
standing”, rejecting imitative reconstruction of
noises:
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If in effect the project of imitating a noise is 
immediately thought of as a naive "illusionist" 
evocation of the source, this is because the 
goal of such an approach is implicitly put 
forward as producing the illusion of presence of
the sound source – a trompe l'oreille, or 
auditory illusion. As if figurative painting had 
stopped at the idea of a trompe l'oeil, or optical 
illusion. Just like a tree's bark, the shaking of 
poplar leaves possesses its own texture. 
Attempting to imitate it, as have certain 
composers of musique concrète, often using 
various electronic sources, has nothing to do 
with the idea of producing the illusion of the 
tree by the sound. Rather, it is heading off in 
search of the audible. (Chion, 2016: 1853) 

“Causalism” is defined by Chion as an implicit
reduction of a sound to its cause or causes. Ac-
cording to Chion, it’s an attitude that limits the
activity of listening to an established idea of a
cause, instead of listening also to other charac-
teristics of a sound. (2714)

Thus, Chion criticizes Russolo’s initiative of
making noises that would in a way conform to
tradition, in favor of an aesthetics that is open to
imitative sounds. There’s an important aspect of
Chion’s position which is the matter of the
“frame”. Chion argues against what he calls the
“sublimation” that music, in the traditional
sense, is supposed to operate.

people are quite ready to allow noises to be 
imitated, but they want the imitation to be 
sublimated. The illusion that the original and the 
reproduction are the same is unacceptable; 
rather, there must be an aesthetic leap such 
that the latter evokes the former without for all 
that resembling it. (Chion, 2016: 1664) 

Chion defends the position that representa-
tion through sound should be welcomed in mu-
sic without the need of assimilating it to “the
musical”; without conforming sounds to para-
meters, to notes. But as we have seen, for that
to be “music” it needs a “frame”, in the case
Chion has argues above, it needs to be presen-
ted in the concert hall. Then it seems appropri-
ate to ask: isn’t that already a type of sublima-
tion, even if in a lighter level? The “real” that
Chion intends to include into the “art” doesn’t
really break borders between art and life, and
that’s an important insight into Chion’s thought.

On the other hand there’s an interesting as-
pect worth mentioning in this matter of the
“frame” being the concert hall instead of the
musical structure, perceptible through sound.
The aspect that affords legitimation to some-
thing as a piece of “music” ceases to be in the
realm of the “sound itself” and goes to the
space where sound is experienced, including
what this space symbolizes, as well as the ritual
of concert going. Unfortunately Chion doesn’t
developed this aspect of it, and this matter of
the “frame” for non-traditional music is far from
sufficiently discussed. 

The matter of the frame, in respect to sound,
is also present in Chion's film theories. There's a
famous assertion by him which states that
there's no frame for sound in cinema, some-
times formulated as, “the sound track doesn't
exist”. The argument goes in a similar way,
there's a diverse field of sounds – containing
speech, music and noises – which cannot be
unified because of the lack of a unifying struc-
ture. While for the visual image Chion considers
that the existence of the screen affords a type
of structural frame, independently of the di-
versity of images that might fill it. Chion be-
lieves that the screen magnetize the sounds giv-
ing them a "frame" – arguing that in audiovisual
works, sounds are understood in relation to the
image –, this “frame” is the structure they need
to become separated from the "real world" and
thus guarantees the statute of work of art.

4.5 Causal vagueness and the
neutrality of sound matter

When discussing causal relations in the per-
ception of sound (Chion, 2016: 2340), Chion is
extremely skeptic with the common sense no-
tion that the cause is in fact knowable through
listening. But we soon understand why: when
Chion thinks of listening, he’s thinking of a hypo-
thetical situation where one would be deprived
of all other senses. He’s not considering listen-
ing as a global, multisensorial activity. Chion will
argue that, deprived of vision, smell, touch or
any other way of gathering information, includ-
ing memory and knowledge of context, it’s in
only a small percentage of cases that one would
really be able to know the cause through listen-
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ing. This might come as a shock to anyone
who’s familiar with the concept of trans-sensori-
ality – the idea that there exist perceptions that
are not limited to one sense; or with the notion
of sound as “a metaphor for a continuous per-
ception”. Both these ideas are presented by
Chion in other parts of the same book. I don’t
have a solution to that apparent contradiction,
but it seems evident that this is an argumentat-
ive strategy to arrive at an idea that is important
to his creative practice: the notion of “causal
vagueness”, which basically states that sound in-
form us very little about “reality”. (2016: 2496)

The concept of the “cause” of a sound, in the
way it is argued by Chion also puts in evidence a
type of materiality, the cause is not intrinsically
connected to the perception but it is brought by
the perception of sound forms and contours that
by its characteristics identify a cause, pointing
the listener to an event or a body. These forms
and contours perceived in the sound matter, that
gives away the source, are what Chion calls
“materializing indices”. These materializing in-
dices seems to have a similar function in Chion’s
thought to that of the value in respect to music
or language, they are the aspects of the sound
itself that, once recognized, point the listener to
something other than the sound itself: its cause.

It’s important to note that in this argument
there’s a clear separation between on one side
the sound and on the other its cause: the vibrat-
ing body, the action that puts it into vibration,
and the individual that acted. Thus, even when
dealing with causality, Chion maintains a fissure
between the sound and the context, the ideas
of causal vagueness and the skepticism with
the perception of the location of the source are
examples of this. One of the main arguments
for causal vagueness is that most of the inform-
ation that allows us to identify the source is in
the context and not in the sound itself. Chion
uses reduced listening analysis of the sounds to
argue that in most cases there’s no isomorph-
ism between the sound forms and contours,
and the forms of the vibrating body or the mo-
tion that produced the vibration. (2553) And also
argues for the difficulty in spatial localization of
sound sources based on the acoustical distribu-
tion of sound waves in an environment and the
ambiguous directional qualities of so and so fre-

quencies in such and such acoustical architec-
ture. (2416) There’s an insistence in treating
sound perception as an isolated function of the
body. This might be considered appropriate for
the types of arts Chion is dealing with, that uses
acousmatic sound, or a soundtrack artificially
synched to moving images in a fixed frame, but
it’s important to denaturalize it and show how
this points to a specific understanding of these
arts.

In fairness it should be said that, for Chion,
the notion of causal vagueness opens up creat-
ive possibilities. The vagueness relates to the
“real” source of the sound, in place of that, it
makes way to imaginary sources, the so called
“figurative listening”, which is a fertile field for
both musique concrète and cinema (for instance
the technique of folley is completely based on
this principle). Thus, in some instances this idea
is clearly important as a creative strategy.

5   Conclusion

In this paper I have exposed some of Chion’s
ideas concerning representation through sound,
compared them with Schaeffer’s ideas exposed
in his Traité pointing to proximities and diver-
gences, and tried to put a light and criticize what
I have been calling the materiality of sound that
Chion defends. A materiality that’s largely based
on a Schaefferian view of perception but that is
free from his aesthetic prejudices (e.g. rejecting
sounds with evident causal relations) and is not
interested in constructing a musical system. On
the other hand brings in other types of preju-
dices while trying to deal with narrative and fig-
urative works of art through the same structural-
ist frame of mind.

I have pointed that this materiality, being
based on an idea of an original level of sound,
continuous, of undiscernible forms and con-
tours, brings some limits to his thinking. To illus-
trate, some other kinds of sonic artwork to
which this theory doesn’t seem appropriate, for
instance: the field of sound sculpture in which
the materiality of sound might be more appropri-
ately defined as intrinsically connected to the
concrete object that produces the sound, the
body that vibrates; or the field of sound installa-
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tion where the materiality could be thought as
inseparable from the place where it sounds.
Therefore, Chion's theory seems to be restric-
ted to the sounding arts in which sound can be
transposed from a space to another and which
the sound source has some level of neutrality or
generality, like a loudspeaker or a traditional mu-
sical instrument. These conditions seem to be
fundamental for that materiality which preaches
a sound matter that exists by itself and function
as the basis to constructed perceptions. While
these other contexts (e.g. sound art) calls for an
understanding of sound that’s not restricted to a
sequence of forms evolving in time.

Several of the themes presented in this paper
could, and still might, inspire further develop-
ment: the matter of the necessity of the
“frame” separating the work of art from the so
called “real world” and its implications on
Chion’s idea of art; the rejection of the dynamic
of assimilation of new elements into the musical
discourse and how this positions him in relation
to the post-war avant-garde from which he puts
himself as a heir. This paper has not in any way
exhausted the subject, but hopefully provided a
few critical insights into Chion’s thinking of rep-
resentation through sound.
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26.

Abstract: The text starts by considering graphic
scores (using resources beyond traditional notation) and
explores the idea that all scores can be understood as
diagrams. Deepening the understanding of diagram-
matic thinking in the philosophies of Foucault, Deleuze
& Guattari, as well as of abduction, through Peirce and
Bateson, tries to discuss how graphic scores, introduc-
ing different notions of time and sounds, can be seen
as a tendency to radicalize the diagrammatic content of
musical scores in relation to traditional notation.

Keywords: Graphic scores, Traditional notation, Dia-
grams, Diagrammatic thinking, Abduction.

Graphic scores

Graphic scores are commonly understood as
scores that explore resources beyond traditional
notation, encompassing a broad range of nota-
tional practices as, extended staff notation, dif-
ferent sorts of graphical signs, scores made out
of diagrams and pictures, scores with interactive
parts, text-scores, sign-scores, among others.
As examples of graphic scores in this sense,
John Cage’s Notations (1969) and Theresa
Sauer’s Notations 21 (2009) can be regarded as
reference books. Historically, graphic scores
were used as a means “to challenge the meta-
physical notion of the musical ‘work’, conceived
and notated in solitude by a composer, and re-
produced with deferential fidelity by the concert-
hall performer” (CH, 2004:344). Breaking barri-
ers in thinking about notation, graphic scores
have opened the path for object-scores, interact-
ive scores, video-scores, game-scores etc. Joan
La Barbara puts this way, her motivation for the
use of new notational resources:

When I sing and when I hear sound in my mind,
I often see or sense a visual shape. In my 
graphic notation, I try to notate the way the 
sound “appears” to me. I feel that Western 
notation is only a representation of the sound, a
system, agreed upon by a large number of 
musicians, which approximates what the 
composer hears in his or her mind. By using 
graphics in addition to pitch notation, I feel I am 

approaching a system that allows my internally 
experienced sound to be better expressed and 
potentially reproduced with as much accuracy 
and originality of spirit as possible, allowing for 
the creative interpretation of the performer. 
(Sauer, 2009:124)

La Barbara’s feeling reflects other statements
in Cage (1969) and Sauer (2009), concerned
with accurately representing sound imagination
and balancing openness. Earle Brown refers to
areas around the motivation for graphic notation:

I was once very envious of painters who can 
deal directly with the existent reality of their 
own work without this indirect and imprecise 
“translation stage”. In conversation I would ask 
them if they could imagine sitting down and 
writing out a set of directions so that someone 
else would be able to paint exactly what they 
themselves would paint in all details. I thought 
very much about this problem, from this angle 
of direct contact with oneself and sounds, and 
it had an effect upon my notation and 
performance concerns. (Sauer, 2009:40)

Observing his own work and the historical
process as a whole, graphic scores appear as a
tendency to escape traditional notation, but still
favor notation. It is a political choice, that can
only be sustained by a coherent political position
towards music.

To take another view, we could look at the im-
plicit pact that is part of the context where the
word ‘score’ finds its musical meaning: a score
is admitted as a reason to produce a musical ac-
tivity. Through the net of interdependent rela-
tionships around musical activity in our urban
society, it gains the power to gather many peo-
ple and/or resources through time. That is a rein-
forcement of the conceptions of time and sound
that it conveys. The score has a reality that is
also political, historical. To admit a score as a
central factor in producing a musical perfor-
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mance is a choice, a decision, and action upon
it.

Traditional notation is ingenious, with plays of
synchronous and successive sound gestures
represented on an horizontal axis for time and
vertical for pitches and voices, plus signs or writ-
ten instructions for intensity, speed of pulse, in-
strumentation, playing techniques, and other
characteristics of sound production. It can be un-
derstood at different levels of detail and serves
many purposes. Time is conceptualized in a
schematic way, that favors rhythms by symmet-
ric division and fractional multiplication of a con-
trolled discrete pulse, undergoing controlled
fluctuations of intensity and duration. The same
schematic thinking repeats itself for sounds, fa-
voring symmetric pitch scales, if we think of
symmetric divisions across octaves and sym-
metric building blocks, that construct acoustic
intensities when combined and have controlled
durations in perception and memory.

Graphic scores tend to seek ways of going be-
yond, by introducing different notions of time
and sound production. This is one motivation to
explore resources beyond traditional notation.
There are problems, as a consequence, with
defining graphic scores in such an open way. On
one hand, the use of the word ‘graphic’ doesn’t
seem to be appropriate (in any language), since
any musical score is a product of something
graphic. Handwritten scores and originals reveal
another level of communication, with a graphic
expression that tells about the composer’s mind
and musical thought, more than what is im-
printed afterwards.

(…)   in the first place the term “graphic" is 
absurd in the sense that all notation has always 
been graphic   mozart’s as well as architectural 
plans     it seems the term came into being only
to point up the difference between what is/was 
academically acceptable (conventional notation) 
and what is/was going on  _  (…) (Typewritten 
text by William Hellermann, in Sauer, 2009:97)

On the other hand, as Hellermann also points
out, referring to traditional notation doesn’t
seem appropriate, since it can only be defined in
relation to how tradition is understood. This con-
fusions mask the dramatic graphic characteristic

of traditional notation and denote an exclusive
lack of awareness to that fact — traditional nota-
tion and graphic scores loose their commonness
and are separated from each other. Musics with-
out score remain exceptions in international aca-
demic concert music and radical creation of new
musical notation using any elements available, is
regarded with suspicion.

One could compare how another epistemo-
logy understands that exact same cultural con-
text, as a way of putting it in a new perspective:

There are these trees of songs in all limits of the 
forest, far beyond our land (…). So, there are as 
many kinds of amoa hi trees as our ways of speak-
ing. In a way that the xapiri descending on the for-
est have an infinite quantity of different songs. 
That is why guest shamans of distant homes can 
bring us to hear forgotten songs. There are many 
of these amoa hi trees also in the far ends of the 
land of white people, beyond the rivers’ mouth. 
Without them, the melodies of their musicians 
would be weak and awful. The sabiá* spirits take 
to them leafs full of drawings that have fallen from
these trees of songs. That is what introduces 
beautiful words in the memory of their language, 
as happens to us. The machines of white people, 
make of them skins of images that their singers 
look at, unaware that by doing so they imitate 
things coming from the xapiri. That is why white 
people like so much radios and recorders! But we 
shamans don’t need those papers of songs. We 
prefer to keep the voice of the spirits in our think-
ing. (Kopenawa & Albert, 2015:115; my translation.
*Songbird, Turdus Rufiventris)1

Receiving songs from the xapiri, from differ-
ent trees of songs, that embellish the memory
of our languages and produce strong and beauti-

1 “Há dessas árvores de cantos em todos os limites da flo-
resta, para além de nossa terra (…). Assim, há tantos tipos 
de árvores amoa hi quanto nossos modos de falar. De 
modo que os xapiri que descem na floresta possuem uma 
infindável quantidade de cantos diferentes. É por isso que 
os xamãs visitantes de casas distantes podem nos dar a 
ouvir cantos desconhecidos. Há muitas dessas árvores 
amoa hi também nos confins da terra dos brancos, para 
além da foz dos rios. Sem elas, as melodias de seus músi-
cos seriam fracas e feias. Os espíritos sabiá levam a eles 
folhas cheias de desenhos que caíram dessas árvores de 
canto. É isso que introduz belas palavras na memória de 
sua língua, como ocorre conosco. As máquinas dos brancos
fazem delas peles de imagens que os seus cantores olham,
sem saber que nisso imitam coisas vindas dos xapiri. Por 
isso os brancos escutam tanto rádios e gravadores! Mas 
nós, xamãs, não precisamos desses papéis de cantos. 
Preferimos guardar a voz dos espíritos no pensamento.”
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ful melodies among our musicians, is something
that gathers all humans. The way we receive
them differs. The shamans prefer to keep the
voice of the spirits in their thoughts, their mem-
ories, remembering and transforming them,
from what they can listen to. White people have
yet another membrane, other then listening to
the xapiri and their own memory: “skins of im-
ages”. The yanomami concept emphasizes the
reduction inherent to notation: they are not the
whole image, just skins of it. There is a part of
the process, carried out by our machines, that
unfolds before we have them in our hands. One
could say that we seem hypnotized, in Kope-
nawa’s description. As a way of experiencing the
songs of the trees of songs, we seek these
skins of image, (unconsciously) knowing of their
relative importance, extending that movement
to listening to radio and recordings, as another
type of image of the same source.

We do not identify scores with music: if you
posses the score, you posses the music. Music
is not on the score, but on sound. It can be on
our mind, if we have exercised our imagination
and memory in relation to that form of notation.
With recordings, you have the ability to make
music sound. What is lost, are the interactive
and collective aspects of making music (Iazzetta,
2001). Nevertheless, there is too much decided
on the basis of the assertion: score = music. For
example, who enters and does not enter univer-
sities and music schools; who enters curricula;
who gets funds. There is no need to discuss fur-
ther in this text, what others have done much
better. The yanomami understanding of our cul-
tural context, reveals the strength of the con-
ception that led to scores and recordings as
commercial commodities, refraining our ma-
chines of any deviation of their norm.

Score points to music, but music doesn’t nec-
essarily points to score. This paradox is stated
by Terry Rusling, reproduced in John Cage's No-
tations (1969:27): “euphuistically, notation’s
essence is nonessentiality”. Nothing happens
musically if there is no interaction of what is no-
tated with creative minds that interpret and sup-
port it. What our creative minds interpret and
render in sound, depends on a complex multi-
modal effort of our part, involving: many types of
memory and inter-relationships between them;

emotion and psychological efforts; fine and
broad muscular control; extreme listening atten-
tion and skills, among other things. Notation al-
ways implies some kind of translation between
what is notated and what is performed — which
is a complex process, presupposing a range of
interdependent abilities. Every score is con-
structed in the hope of undergoing that process,
irrespective of style, medium or notation sys-
tem.

Diagrammatic thinking

Traditional and new practices in musical nota-
tion can be understood, not as belonging to two
different categories, but as a continuum of nota-
tion, with different movements, territorializations
and deterritorializations, within a broader contin-
uum of creative sound activity. They systematize
a way of understanding a complex flow of sound
events, summarize directions to reproduce that
flow and serve as support for the performance,
allowing freedom of interpretation. That is why,
along with being of graphic nature, all scores
can be seen as drawn diagrams.

Susanne Leeb (2011: 29-42)2 points out that
there are at least two different ways of under-
standing the term diagram. Some understand
them mainly as tools of systematization, resolv-
ing problems with their capacity to support per-
ceptive inferences that are extremely easy for
human beings. In this sense, they can be re-
garded in terms of their potential for order and
visualization, and manifest themselves as retro-
spective: “by means of diagrams, a complex
thought process or argument can be composed
or a set of circumstances systematized”. Others
understand them as proliferators of processes
of unfolding, maps of movement, regarding
them as projective: “with vectors pointing in un-
known directions”. These are not two fundamen-
tally different types of diagram, but an oscillation
between systematizing and openness, that is in-
herent to diagrams — or immanent, since it can-
not be separated from their nature. Leeb sees a
milestone to this second approach of diagram-
matic thinking in the philosophies of Michel Fou-

2 Gansterer’s book as a whole is an unique example of 
diagrammatic thinking, with concepts, risks, creative 
possibilities and technical information about diagrams being
stated far beyond the written text.
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cault, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari. In her
view, diagrammatic thinking extends the possi-
bilities of thought, by generating a cognitive
sweep, highlighting points of change, resis-
tance, destabilization and discovery, where cre-
ative processes take place.

In analyzing the panopticon, Foucault under-
stands it as a way of thinking that deeply roots
its traces in architecture, conformation of bodies
and space, derogation of human relations,
stressing of hierarchical organization and central-
ization of power. He concludes that the panopti-
con is a figure of political technology, if we un-
derstand it detached from any specific use. In
that sense, it can be understood as a “diagram
of a mechanism of power reduced to its ideal
form” (Foucault, 1995:205). As all diagrams, the
panopticon is polyvalent in its applications:

It is a type of location of bodies in space, of 
distribution of individuals in relation to one 
another, of hierarchical organization, of disposi -
tion of centres and channels of power, of 
definition of the instruments and modes of 
intervention of power, which can be implemen -
ted in hospitals, workshops, schools, prisons. 
Whenever one is dealing with a multiplicity of 
individuals on whom a task or a particular form 
of behaviour must be imposed, the panoptic 
schema may be used. (Foucault, 1995:205)

Foucault dissects its history of oppression and
domination, and observes that “the fact that it
should have given rise, even in our own time, to
so many variations, projected or realized, is evid-
ence of the imaginary intensity that it has pos-
sessed for almost two hundred years”. In Fou-
cault’s understanding, diagrams will always
show the author’s ‘position’. Be it in spatial and
metaphorical sense, when drawn, be it in histor-
ical, political sense, materializing the lines that
connect the subject to the social field and its
power relations. This has a double implication on
diagrams.

The diagram remains not external to the 
subject, but rather is essential for its formation. 
A diagram drawn would then be only a 
materializing of all those lines which connect 
the subject in its relationships to the social field.
The fact that this makes an inner/outer 
distinction increasingly difficult notably resulted 

in the strong relationship of the diagrammatic to
mental space. It abandons Euclidian space in 
perspective form and conceives space 
topologically. (Leeb, 2011:32)

Diagrams describe processes in topological
terms: modal relationships between spatial en-
tities, their correlations, their position in relation
to each other, their sequence, parts or aggreg-
ates in space, irrespective of ratios and propor-
tions. Leeb stresses that diagrams go beyond il-
lustrations or systematizations of a set of cir-
cumstances, rendering space productive as
mental space. In that context, “intervals, dis-
tances and locations also become meaning-giv-
ing and meaning-resolving elements”. Diagram-
matic thinking focuses in defining relationships
within a process — not the understanding of
systems or structures, but of the logic of intens-
ities.

While the logic of discursive sets endeavors to 
completely delimit its objects, the logic of 
intensities, or eco-logic, is concerned only with 
the movement and intensity of evolutive 
processes. Process, which I oppose here to 
system or to structure, strives to capture 
existence in the very act of its constitution, 
definition and deterritorialization. This process of
'fixing-into-being' relates only to expressive 
subsets that have broken out of their totalizing 
frame and have begun to work on their own 
account, overcoming their referential sets and 
manifesting themselves as their own existential
indices, processual lines of flight. (Guattari, 
2000:44)

Scores, as drawn diagrams, are part of the
‘fixing-into-being’ of musical processes, with
their processual lines of flight: “It is only their
representative nature which allows one to rec-
ognize how lines channel thought in a figurative
as well as in a spatial sense” (Leeb, 2011:33).
They help establish relationships in the process
and are not exclusively images, pointing to ways
of overcoming their referential set. As Leeb
summarizes, diagrams as an operational draw-
ing principle, “escape the insoluble dialectic of
presence and absence which pervades the play
of representation”.

Deleuze and Guattari (1987:145-146) refer to
the diagrammatic as one of the four compo-
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nents of a regime of signs, which are the gener-
ative, t he transformational, t he diagrammatic
and the machinic. Their thought flows in many
levels at the same time and is very difficult to
summarize. To understand the diagrammatic,
though, one should know first that: an abstract
machine is an idea that can define any living be-
ing or process around us, open to its transfor-
mations along time; an assemblage is the way
by which parts of what is available in an organ-
ism or process come to organize. In defining
them, they actually define their relationships,
and the diagrammatic comes into play.

For a true abstract machine pertains to an 
assemblage in its entirety: it is defined as the 
diagram of that assemblage. It is not language 
based but diagrammatic and superlinear. 
Content is not a signified nor expression a 
signifier; rather, both are variables of the 
assemblage. (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987:91)

Content and expression are understood as be-
ing in the same plane, variables of the same
function; an abstract machine, is on a superlin-
ear plane, “a plane whose elements no longer
have a fixed linear order: the rhizome model”
(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987:91). By thinking along
those lines, they escape a hierarchical configura-
tion.

Defined diagrammatically in this way, an 
abstract machine is neither an infrastructure 
that is determining in the last instance nor a 
transcendental Idea that is determining in the 
supreme instance. Rather, it plays a piloting 
role. The diagrammatic or abstract machine 
does not function to represent, even something
real, but rather constructs a real that is yet to 
come, a new type of reality. (Deleuze & 
Guattari, 1987:142)

Each drawn diagram constructs a reality at
each time it is interpreted, responsible for move-
ment, decision, choice, action. It is in a plane of
communication where words play a small part
or don’t take part at all. In the sense of Deleuze
and Guattari, an abstract machine, defined by
the diagram of its assemblage, has names and
dates, which don’t designate persons or sub-
jects but matters and functions.

The double deterritorialization of the voice and 
the instrument is marked by a Wagner abstract 

machine, a Webern abstract machine, etc. In 
physics and mathematics, we may speak of a 
Riemann abstract machine, and in algebra of a 
Galois abstract machine (…), etc. There is a dia-
gram whenever a singular abstract machine 
functions directly in a matter.
Strictly speaking, therefore, there are no 
regimes of signs on the diagrammatic level, or 
on the plane of consistency, because form of 
expression is no longer really distinct from form
of content. The diagram knows only traits and 
cutting edges that are still elements of content 
insofar as they are material and of expression 
insofar as they are functional, but which draw 
one another along, form relays, and meld in a 
shared deterritorialization: particles-signs.
(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987:143; my emphasis)

After concluding that form of expression and
form of content are in the same plane of consis-
tency, variables of the assemblage, they con-
ceive of what diagrams are made of in a subtle
and effective way, stressing how drawn dia-
grams and ideas are intertwined: traits and cut-
ting edges, as matter of thought and design,
seeking to define content-matter and expres-
sion-function in a process where they draw one
another in interaction and construct new types
of reality. Scores open up the possibility of con-
structing new realities at each step of interpreta-
tion. Any score has its openness, consciously
used as an aesthetic choice or determined only
by imprecision and inconsistencies of notation.
The more the score relies on precision of nota-
tion, the more it tends to the axiomatic, return-
ing rules and incontestable truths within the
adopted system. In describing why the ax-
iomatic is different from the diagrammatic,
Deleuze & Guattari (1987:144) touch what could
be the history of any form of musical notation
becoming hegemonic, referring to a coagulated
abstraction that can be observed in contempo-
rary music.

It is not enough to say that axiomatics does
not take invention and creation into account: it
possesses a deliberate will to halt or stabilize
the diagram, to take its place by lodging itself on
a level of coagulated abstraction too large for
the concrete but too small for the real.

Today, compositional abstract thought on no-
tation coagulates and doesn’t fit the concrete
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anymore, distancing itself from anything pertain-
ing the body and becoming too small for the real
sound and its complexity. This has to do with a
diagram that many have pointed before. Tradi-
tional notation renders time in a grid, that may
be described as linear, discrete, cut in halves,
thirds and other odd numbers. It is flexible in
those divisions, with ways of controlling fluctua-
tions. As a notation, represents one specific way
of perceiving time. This diagram repeats itself
for sounds. Traditional notation superimposes a
grid to the whole sound spectrum, that is flexi-
ble in its divisions and where fluctuations can be
controlled, pointing to a history of how to orga-
nize them. All these can be found in the printed
or handwritten score, as traits and cutting edges
of how to think about time and sounds. The rela-
tionship between handwritten or originals and
printed or copied scores reveals yet another
flexible grid with local fluctuations, where not all
information survives the reduction to the vocab-
ulary of printing or copying (see Iazzetta, 2001).

Understanding that even the most accurate
notation of musical events in a sound flux will
be performed differently each rendition, is cru-
cial to the perception that when following the
openness of a score (any score, with any
amount of openness), one merges into the func-
tioning of the diagrammatic in it. Graphic scores
seem to be a tendency to radicalize the diagram-
matic content of musical scores in relation to
the political position of traditional scores. Not
something opposed or simply different, but
something pertaining to the same continuum
between axiomatic and diagrammatic. The more
diagrammatic, in the sense of being the dia-
grammatic or abstract machine of an as-
semblage, the more it creates new realities,
open to destabilization and discovery. As dy-
namic relations between traits and cutting
edges, pointing to processual lines of flight, the
same diagram creates different results, but they
are always transformations of content and ex-
pression, matter and function, pertaining a spe-
cific assemblage.

The questions now tend to be those about the
traits and edges that constitute the diagram,
their relations and connections. The epistemo-
logical turn lies in finding ways of translating or
transducing the diagram between different

fields or fluxes or planes of consistency, in
Deleuze’s sense. Although very different in their
scope and nature, translation can be understood
as belonging in a same general class of pro-
cesses as transduction. Translation is the cre-
ation of meaning from one language to another
or from one culture to another. Transduction is
the creation of correlations in time from one flux
of energy to another. In both cases, something
is shared, as a flow, by two fluxes: that is the
class of processes to which both can be under-
stood as belonging to. Interpreting is also linked
to that general class of processes. Score (from
composer) and performer share a common set
of informations as a flux.

Abduction

Abduction is some kind of translation as well.
It is commonly addressed as a method in formal
logical operations, as part of the logic of sci-
ence, alongside deduction and induction. The
philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce (1994:5.189)
understood abduction as “the operation of ad-
opting an explanatory hypothesis”, and procede
to deduction, defining testable consequences
from the hypothesis that abduction helped to
conceive. Finally, induction helps with the de-
cision as to which hypothesis better meets the
explanation. Peirce’s understanding of abduction
is not clear until today, mainly in regard to
how/why the object of an abduction is selected.
Gregory Bateson would define abduction, based
on Peirce and on his own search for patterns
(understood as dynamic, changing in time), as
“that form of reasoning in which a recognizable
similarity between A and B proposes the possib-
ility of further similarity” (Bateson & Bateson,
2005:206), a “lateral extension of abstract com-
ponents of description” (Bateson, 2002:133).
Much of Bateson’s method is based on the
premise that the human mind would seek to re-
cognize those patterns and, therefore, as in
Pierce, the validity of abduction as a logical oper-
ation is surpassed by its function.

The use of syllogisms of metaphor, which he 
called abduction, was for him a basic intellectual
strategy, the search for insight through analogy, 
as when he analyzed the process of evolution 
as analogous to the process of thought. His 
intention, of course, was to assert significant 
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similarity, of the kind that permits further 
inferences, rather than identity. (Bateson & 
Bateson, 2005:192)

Through abduction, he wanted to state a ho-
mology, “a formal resemblance (…) such that
the relations between certain parts of A are sim-
ilar to the relations between corresponding parts
in B” (Bateson & Bateson, 2005:208). As exam-
ples taken from Bateson’s work, we could look
for the characteristics of the anatomy of a frog
that can be extended laterally to other species;
or the anatomy of our binocular vision, where
the sense of depth emerges, and extend it later-
ally to our processes of learning. This last idea
coupled with the idea of dynamical patterns — a
diagram —, was used by him in different ap-
proaches of his cybernetic and systemic thinking
and inspired second order cybernetics and au-
topoiesis.

Guattari (2000:54) presents a critic of Bateson
and his adoption of hierarchies of logical types
to explain mental process. He recognizes,
though, Bateson’s contribution in showing that
‘mind’ is not necessarily confined to the bound-
aries of a particular individual and that we are liv-
ing within an ecology of ideas.

I part company with Bateson when he treats 
action and enunciation as mere parts of an 
ecological subsystem called 'context'. I myself 
consider that existential taking on of context is 
always brought about by a praxis which is 
established in the rupture of the systemic 
‘pretext’. There is no overall hierarchy for 
locating and localizing the components of 
enunciation at a given level. They are composed
of heterogeneous elements that take on a 
mutual consistency and persistence as they 
cross the thresholds that constitute one world 
at the expense of another. (Guattari, 2000:54)

Conclusions

By a process of abduction, finding similarities
and extending them laterally, both, composer —
towards the score — and interpreter — towards
the performance — try to translate or transduce
a musical idea. Through diagrammatic thinking,
the score can be understood as the systematiza-
tion of a complex process involving sound pro-
duction in time, thought out and described

through its relations of force; a diagram, with
processual lines of flight, constructing new reali-
ties, and their historical and political implica-
tions. Form can be understood as a becoming,
linked to a specific abstract machine, with score
pointing to the diagrammatic definition of that
abstract machine's assemblage. Thinking about
the creative process in that way, opens the pos-
sibility of observing processes and learning from
them, building mental tools that help exploring
notation systems, as well as open forms or
openness of forms.

As an example, one possible mental tool is
thinking about metapatterns: a pattern of interre-
lationships of patterns of interrelationships
(Puig, 2014). Its hierarchical configuration consti-
tutes only one family of types of diagrams, in
which an arborescent and a rhizomatic structur-
ing may mix. The study presented in this text
can be much more deepened, finding its way to
problems of interaction or inter-relationship of
different medium and materials in arts.
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1

Extended Abstract

The practices and the very concept of what is
termed as solfège was deeply changed since
the post-war music and sound practices. This
happened both by the creative and theoretical
reconsideration of solfège by Pierre Schaeffer
(1966: 490-508) and by the development of tech-
niques and technical objects that transformed
how we imagine, create, perform and listen to
sounds and music. Indeed, practices as those
proposed by Schaeffer and other post-war com-
posers and artists could only flourish and de-
velop because of the concomitant development
of new techniques, technical objects, and tech-
nical ensembles (such as the amplification, the
radio and the radio studio, respectively), and the
rise of a new cultural landscape in countries
that, still today, play a dominant role in music
and sound practices and their theorization
around the globe. 

It is also in this particular context of the post-
war period, when new technological resources
such as the digital computer and the studio in-
struments had a growing impact in sound and
music creation, production and diffusion, that
Gilbert Simondon wrote his theses L'individu-
ation: à la lumière des notions de forme et d'in-
formation and Du mode d'existence des objets
techniques – both works published in 1958.
While in the first and main thesis Simondon de-
velops a new philosophical framework to ap-
proach ontology through the concept of individu-
ation, the second one leverages the outcomes
of this new approach and throws a new light on
the question of technique and technical objects
seeking at same time to approach the develop-

1 A complete version of this text will appear at the 
INTERFERENCE -  A journal of Audio Cultures:  
http://www.interferencejournal.org/

ment of technical objects as matter of technical
individuation and to reintroduce technology “in
the culture”. 

If the work on individuation can enrich sound-
studies by giving new conceptual tools to think
about phasing, transduction, modulation and
other key terms that have a complete new
meaning after Simondon’s contribution, the work
on the technical objects is certainly interesting
to a new reconsideration of musical practices
that, once, were themselves redefined by
Schaeffer’s solfège généralise a nd h i s pro-
gramme de la recherche musicale. Mainly, be-
cause we imagine, listen, create and perform
through the mediation of technical objects and
techniques that not only allow us to do all these
activities in new ways, but also require us to un-
derstand how these new ways are possible,
how they work, what they make easier or harder
to do. In other words, one is required not only to
interact dialogically with sounds, musical ele-
ments and their notational or methodical repres-
entation, one is required also to have the same
sort of interaction to the human gestures and in-
tellectual processes that, according to a simon-
donian approach to music and technology, are
deployed in the technical objects that we use to
make, listen and analyze sounds. 
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27. l music

Abstract: The purpose of this paper is to reflect on
the creative processes of experimental music that ex-
plore the creation of technical objects. In order to ana-
lyse the relation between the poetic and methodolo-
gical aspects of this kind of artwork, I examine the con-
ception of pre-apparatus from Vilém Flusser´s theory,
attempting to emphasise the ideas of game and pro-
cess. From this perspective, in this paper I also investig-
ate relations between the conception of pre-apparatus
and the media archaeology method as a way of creating
technological discourses and performances. 

Keywords: Experimental music, Technology, Pre-ap-
paratus, Media archaeology, Performance. 

1 Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to reflect on the
experimental music creative process by explor-
ing the concept of pre-apparatus from Vilém
Flusser´s theory (2008). The aim is to analyse
the type of relation that emerges between the
performer and technology in this context of
artistic creation. Experimental music practices
approximate to the notion of pre-apparatus
when one looks at artworks that focus on con-
structing, reusing and transforming sound
devices.

 
Since the 1960s, we have seen many artistic

practices that focus on constructing and modify-
ing electronic devices by using methods that di-
verge in various aspects from an industrial con-
text. Industrial methods are based on a theoret-
ical perspective that conducts the construction
of technical products that have to be mass re-
producible; while in experimental music, sonic
apparatuses are handmade adapted or construc-
ted in a process that includes chance opera-
tions. The process of creating a piece of appar-
atus is susceptible to unpredictable events that
might change the direction of the work.
Moreover, procedures are often based on con-

crete experimentation of mechanisms and cir-
cuits which occurs in a sensory perspective. 

In fact, improvisation with electronic materials
in order to construct apparatuses appears in this
art context as a component of the process itself.
Moreover, these creative processes are often
not carried out from rules and procedures that
need to be strictly followed, but from general
principles which can be recombined differently
by each artist. By modifying sonic apparatus,
musicians can explore new types of sounds and
gestures, thus enabling a direct contact with the
mechanical or electronic systems. The objective
of this process focuses on finding different
sounds that emerge by chance from the discov-
ery of alternative connections in the system.
Thus, we can observe a point of rupture in
which the original functionalities of a system are
displaced from their universal use into some-
thing singular that can be connected to the body
and its perception mode.  

 
These creative processes point to the explora-

tion of sound technology into modes of opera-
tion not yet imagined by society. However, what
is exactly behind this kind of technical opera-
tion? Why are there artists interested in making
their own apparatus and also deconstructing in-
dustrial devices in order to invent new technical
and performative possibilities? These questions
are not simple, and the answers could be ex-
plored from different perspectives. Neverthe-
less, I think that a possible key for the theme
can be found by a more in-depth comprehension
of the conception of pre-apparatus in Vilém
Flusser´s Theory.  

2 The apparatuses and the pre-
apparatuses in Flusser´s theory

As stated by Vilém Flusser, apparatus can be un-
derstood as a post-historical technology that dif-
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fers from tools, as it operates on the universe of
symbols and codes. Whereas tools are related
to the objective of changing the world by inform-
ing the matter and other natural objects, apparat-
uses work as symbolic machines, influencing
predominantly the production, transmission and
storage of information (Flusser, 1985). Tools are
related to mechanical and productive activities
while apparatuses are machines whose main
function is connected to the mediation between
memory and the concrete world. 

Apparatuses differ from other machines as they
carry inside their black boxes scientific know-
ledge that was stored in an arrangement cap-
able of automatically processing information,
converting abstract data into concrete visual and
auditory information. Thus, apparatuses result
from a materialization of complex knowledge
that was applied in their circuits and functions,
and they do not change the world mechanically,
but symbolically. Therefore, the final product of
an apparatus is a sign, as they were mainly
made for processing images and sounds. Con-
sidering this, a piece of apparatus has the ob-
jective of converting abstract information into
signs that will reach our sense and memory. 

The matter concerns the role that apparatuses
develop in what Flusser called the post-historical
society, which is characterized by the presence
of technical mediation. The fact that apparatuses
are able to make automatic calculations in order
to process abstract information into images and
sounds make them different in many aspects
from other kinds of technology that preceded
the industrial revolution. Thus, audiovisual appar-
atuses are considered by Flusser as a specific
type of technology, because they interfere dir-
ectly in the way by which the process of imagin-
ing happens. 

Nevertheless, despite Flusser emphasising the
arrival of audiovisual apparatuses as a result of
the industrial revolution, he also recognizes that
it does not mean that technology transformation
corresponds to an exact sequential development
within a linear historical process. Rather, the
subject is treated from the “different kinds of
distancing from concrete experience” (Flusser,
2008: 7). Taking this into account, apparatuses
are related to what the author called the five

rungs of the ladder that humanity has climbed
step by step “from the concrete toward higher
and higher levels of abstraction” (Flusser, 2008:
6).

A more in-depth reflection about these different
levels of abstraction is beyond the objectives of
this text. However, it is important to highlight
that according to Flusser, the apparatuses in-
volve the leap from the universe of writing to
the universe of technical images, which can only
exist due to the calculus operation carried out by
them. In short, apparatuses characterize the
level of abstraction in which the society oper-
ates on current days, the level of the particles,
the level of the zero-dimensionality, which can
only be rendered visible and audible by ma-
chines that convert electric signals and digital
data into symbolic information to our senses
(Flusser, 2008). 

Thus, in Flusser´s theory, apparatuses are re-
lated to the production and transmission of audi-
ovisual information, which is characterized by
automatically calculating abstract data. Apparat-
uses are responsible for calculating what is run-
ning in the dimensionless space of electrons in
order to display signs. In other words, they were
created with the purpose of bringing the highest
level of abstract information to the concrete
world of human perceptions.

In order to do this, controllers fixed on the ex-
ternal surface of the apparatuses enable people
to achieve certain results from the combination
of their positions. The external buttons and
levers attached to a piece of apparatus are pro-
grammed to allow possible parametric combina-
tions, which might be explored by the user. In a
normal situation, it is only possible to produce
variations from these controllers, since the in-
ternal circuit does not accept other kinds of in-
coming interaction. In such a condition, the final
results are determined by the combination of
these external controllers, and the internal cir-
cuit that automatically processes information is
understood as the black box. 

Indeed, the black box itself constitutes the sci-
entific knowledge that was placed in the logical
structure of the apparatus. Black boxes can be
understood, therefore, as the automatic part of
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the apparatus, which is not changeable, since
the user can only operate it by combining the
variations of the external controllers. Due to the
complex dimension that involves the technicalit-
ies of a black box, it is reasonable to regard that
this situation demands an effort towards a kind
of knowledge that is not easily accessible for or-
dinary people. 

Therefore, what characterizes the apparatus is
its property of automatically processing abstract
information by means of the algorithms that
compose its black box. Hence, apparatuses are
not passive and the relation between them and
human beings should be observed as a complex
unity. Apparatuses not only express human cre-
ativity, but also model gestures and perceptions
as a function of their programs. On the other
hand, humans are not passive either, and wish
to make these machines useful with the object-
ive of producing audiovisual information which
can only be achieved by the possibilities gener-
ated by them. It leads us to think of such a rela-
tionship as a dynamical interaction, because
there are co-implications between both, since
the apparatus and the operator form an entan-
glement, and neither exactly predominates over
each other. 

Even so, the automation of the apparatus´s func-
tions causes consequences in this relationship,
since it decreases the possibilities of interaction.
The intentions of the users may be lessened by
the automation of the apparatus´s functions, be-
cause there may not be a variety of options
available, reducing therefore the possibilities of
making decisions. Thinking along these lines, it
can be affirmed that the higher the levels of
automation, the lower the possibility of obtain-
ing different results. Despite this problem being
more present in automatic equipment, it is not
altogether absent in non-automatic or semi-auto-
matic devices, since calculus, one way or an-
other, is the main characteristic of the apparat-
uses, as emphasized by Flusser. Thus, the dis-
cussion on apparatuses is that they operate by
means of a type of calculation that was inserted
into their black boxes, and as this cannot be
modified, users do not have the conditions to
expand the logical operations made by the black
boxes. 

Logically, one could obtain several results from
the combination of levers and buttons which en-
ables exploration of different parameters and
variations considering the final result. This cer-
tainly leads to a diversification of the results.
Even so, it continues to be only possible to work
from the controllers externally available on the
surface of the apparatuses, which rely on the in-
ternal processing logic. The calculation itself
works as a repetitive operation. For this reason,
Flusser argues that the apparatuses attack the
users with their repetition. The users are always
at risk of embodying the repetitive characterist-
ics of any machine in their own gestures and
body. 

Taking this into account, programs do not oper-
ate exclusively in the apparatus, but simultan-
eously involve the user. Gestures, and not only
them, but also the intentions of the users, are
therefore a “function of the apparatus” (Flusser,
2011: 20). As addressed by Flusser (1985) con-
cerning the photographer and the camera, the
problem must be observed as the following: it is
only possible to take photographs by using a
camera, but a camera does not have the inten-
tion that allows the variation of the final result. It
means that the photographer is as dependent
on the camera as the camera is dependent on
the photographer. Photographers have the skill
and the perception that can guide the variation
of the final result in a non-automatic mode. The
intention is what allows human beings to freely
act on the machine. 

Considering this problematic relationship, the
solution proposed by the philosopher consists of
treating the apparatus as a toy with which the
artist plays and produces new information.
Therefore, for Flusser, apparatuses do not have
to be seen as objects aimed at productivity; they
should instead be treated as playable technical
objects with which humans can act creatively.
From this perspective, the philosopher presents
an alternative to the apparatus by taking into ac-
count a regression to a state of continuous ex-
ploration. It is necessary to convert the apparat-
uses into pre-apparatuses: 

Therefore, it is towards such pre-apparatus 
situations that we must step back if we are to 
take a critical attitude towards new gadgets. 
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Not for the sake of saving such archaic and 
condemned situations. But from there, we 
throw ourselves against the gadgets and invert 
them towards our own freedom (Flusser, 2008: 
90).

Pre-apparatus is not a piece of apparatus be-
cause it was converted to a preliminary stage of
operation, which aims to weaken automation
and place human intention in the centre of the
relationship. This seems to emphasise that pre-
apparatus is a technical condition which pre-
cedes the apparatus itself. Under this condition,
the black box loses its shield and enables vari-
ations in its inner properties. The Black box can
now be explored. Thus, this is an imaginative
and inventive process which involves a rich rela-
tionship between art and technology.

3 The pre-apparatus in
contemporary art

In the early 1960s, the South Korean artist
Nam June Paik affirmed: “television has at-
tacked us for a lifetime, now we fight back”
(Paik apud Salter, 2010, p. 117). He was referring
to the use of a set of televisions in his work “Ex-
position of Music-Electronic Television”. In this
work, Paik dedicated a specific space to place a
set of second-hand televisions (TVs) that were
modified with the intention of distorting the TV
programmes that were being broadcasted. Ac-
cording to him, thirteen types of technical vari-
ations were implemented in the TVs in order to
transform their ordinary mode of operation. By
transfiguring images and sounds in a medium
that had just become popular at that moment,
Paik conceived the idea of exploring TV not in its
meaning, but as a sensory apparatus capable of
generating temporalities. Television was treated
as a multisensory apparatus that was “subjec-
ted to the nondeterministic force of electronic
signals” (Salter, 2010: 117). He changed the op-
erational mode of those apparatuses to make a
new perception of the technological context that
had just appeared possible. Thus, the public
could experience the TV, feeling the constant
presence of noise in the technical process that
involves the production and transmission of au-
diovisual information.

 

The relation established by Paik with techno-
logy seems to point to an imaginative way of us-
ing televisual apparatuses, which explores the
impermanence of the medium and the informa-
tion transmitted by them. The apparatus was set
in motion, and its ordinary use was expanded by
the artistic intervention in its operative level.
Since television broadcasting is not restricted to
the TV device itself, because it involves a com-
pany which consists of many sectors, the inter-
vention made by Paik in the TV circuits not only
attacked the network, but also revealed the
subtle process of production, transmission and
reception of audiovisual information. Consider-
ing this, Paik interferes not only in the TV appar-
atus itself, but also in the entire television broad-
casting process. However, for us, what is im-
portant to emphasise in Paik's work is that the
modification of the operative level of a machine
interfered simultaneously in the performative
level, causing the public to experience new sym-
bolic possibilities that unfolded from the pres-
ence of modified apparatuses. Paik set the tele-
visions into a pre-apparatus state, since it was
no longer perceived in its original functionalities,
but as an impermanent object which started to
reveal the ephemeral relation between informa-
tion and noise. 

Of course, the perspective of Nam June Paik
is not an isolated case in contemporary art, but
it can probably be seen as one of the earliest ex-
periences in the field of electronic art. As it is
well known, Paik was influenced by John Cage´s
prepared piano.  The prepared piano has a close
relation to the conception of pre-apparatus, even
if we consider that it is not an electronic ma-
chine, but a mechanical one. The interference in
the piano´s strings produces a similar situation
to Paik's TVs, since the concrete structure of the
pianoforte, its mathematical and technical ar-
rangement, is subverted by the insertion of daily
objects that enable the production of complex
percussive timbres which go beyond the tradi-
tional music system. In this case, the prepara-
tion causes a deviation from the origins of the
piano traditional operative mode, as this affects
simultaneously the possibilities of sound gener-
ation.  

Since the 1960s, we have observed the arrival
of artistic tendencies that focus on the creation
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of sonic apparatuses. Experimentation with
electronic technology has been widely explored
from this time and many expressions have been
coined to address the kind of process and also
the characteristics of sound apparatuses that ap-
pear in this sphere of creation. Indeed, expres-
sions such as hardware hacking (Collins, 2006),
circuit bending (Ghazala, 2005), cracked media
(Kelly, 2009), zombie media (Parikka; Hertz,
2012) and more recently in Brazil the idea of
gambiarra (Obici, 2014), refers to a kind of sonic
apparatus whose characteristics are related to
instability and impermanence. In circuit bending,
for instance, the process goes towards the
transformation of an industrial sonic device into
musical instruments. The methodological fea-
tures here aim to produce a deviation in the op-
erative arrangement of an industrial-made cir-
cuit, which is achieved by exploring new connec-
tions discovered by chance. Cracked media, in a
similar way, explores the rupture of an industrial
apparatus to introduce a performative attitude.
The methodological approach invests in the re-
creation of apparatuses that were originally
made for reproduction in order to set them as
performative ones. The gambiarra, which can be
observed in a wider range of technical-cultural
practices, has something related to the adapta-
tion of materials with the purpose of solving a
problem or improving a device. However, in an
artistic process, the gambiarra becomes a meth-
odological approach with which the operative ar-
rangement of the apparatuses can be recon-
figured in singular modes.

All these artistic processes, which involve the
action of recreating apparatuses, take place in
the operative level. The operative level is related
to the characteristics of a machine which en-
ables a temporal experience that can only be ac-
cessed from it. The operative level can be under-
stood as an intrinsic function of an apparatus
that can be reactivated every time it works. This
perspective considers that, while in operation,
musical apparatus can short-circuit “the appar-
ent temporal distance” (Ernst, 2013: 176) by the
activation of its operative circuitry. Machines
can, in this sense, produce a kind of reenact-
ment which occurs in a technical level and not in
a performative one, since it relies on the ma-
chine intrinsic potentiality. Therefore, there are
differences between the operative and perform-

ative levels because the first one occurs in the
activation of a technical medium whereas the
second takes place symbolically in body-cultural
performance (Ernst, 2013). 

4 The work on operative level

When one changes the electric or mechanical
arrangement of a technical object it also means
that the operative level of the system also
changes. This change will consequently affect
the information that a machine can generate or
transmit. In the case of sound machines, the
characteristics of the sounds and the controllers
could be modified. 

From the second half of the XX century, vari-
ous artists have taken a special interest in work-
ing on the operative level of machines. Perhaps,
the reason for this can be observed by the fact
that day by day it becomes more evident that in
a digital context the operative level interferes in-
tensively in the way we live and interact with
others. All levels of life, to a certain degree, are
mediated by electronic machines. Hence, ma-
chine programs determine possibilities of com-
munication, production and exchange which are
frequently not possible without them. Consider-
ing that machines are often configured by engin-
eers and programmers, users are relatively sub-
jected to the pre-determined possibilities inser-
ted in their programs. 

Therefore, in the XXI century, black boxes
with pre-determined programs are mediating
our hearing, gestures, sight, thoughts and
habits, which are simultaneously modelled by
them. As addressed by Agamben (2009), appar-
atuses are capable of producing subjectification
process and can be understood as a dispositif,
in the terms of Michel Foucault’s studies. By ex-
tending the conception of Foucault’s dispositif
towards electronic devices, Agamben argues
that the apparatus can be considered “anything
that has in some way the capacity to capture,
orient, determine, intercept, model, control, or
secure the gestures, behaviors, opinions, or dis-
course of living being” (Agamben, 2009: 14).
Agamben extends the conception of dispositif,
frequently related to prisons, schools, factories,
etc., to any material or immaterial technical ob-
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ject, considering also “language”, “writing”,
“computers”, “cellular phones”, and many other
technical apparatuses as “machines of gov-
ernance” (Agamben, 2009: 20). Apparatuses,
therefore, “can be the place of multiple pro-
cesses of subjectification” (Agamben, 2009: 14).
Apparatuses interfere in the subjectivity by cap-
turing human beings in their mode of operation.
They also separate human beings from the en-
vironment, since they capture the desire in an-
other sphere: “The capture and subjectification
of this desire in a separate sphere constitutes
the specific power of the apparatus” (Agamben,
2009: 17). Therefore, apparatuses are connected
to the body in a way that they have the capacity
of producing subjectivities and modulate the
presence of human beings in the space. Hence,
apparatuses need to be somehow changed in
order to restitute what was separated by them.
They have to be profaned, in the terms of Agam-
ben, because this is an action which aims to set
things back to a “possible common use” (Agam-
ben, 2009: 17).

 
Like Flusser, Agamben questions the kind of

relationship that people and apparatuses are
composing together. Furthermore, they see a
problem in the fact that apparatus somehow
separates bodies from their environment, pla-
cing them in a space of abstractions. This takes
us back to Flusser´s argument about the ladder
that guides human beings towards a highest
level of abstraction, which has in the apparatus
and automatic calculation its major character-
istic. Indeed, they appear to look for an interven-
tion in apparatuses in order to redirect them to
the benefits of the user´s creativity. 

In Flusser´s theory, this intervention is treated
as a game in which the artist plays with the ap-
paratus within the future society of players: “lu-
dus imagines (play of the image) as ludus tonalis
(play of sound) and the emerging consciousness
of the power to imagine as that of homo ludens
(man the playful)” (Flusser, 2011: 166). In Agam-
ben, the intervention assumes the idea of pro-
faning the apparatus to weaken its “power of
governance”, and also returning the apparatus to
an ungovernable state: “…this problem cannot
be properly raised as long as those who are con-
cerned with it are unable to intervene in their
own processes of subjectification, any more

than in their own apparatuses, in order to then
bring to light the Ungovernable” (Agamben,
2009: 24). Therefore, if we consider these two
viewpoints as a reflection concerning the rela-
tion between apparatuses and bodies, it can be
observed that the strategy that was described
by both authors considers a new attitude to-
wards the operative dimensions of black boxes. 

In any case, what is in focus is the excavation
of the apparatus. For this reason, the perspect-
ive of this text points to media archaeology re-
search as a method for artistic creation, since
this area of knowledge has a special interest in
uncovering the epistemological layers that com-
pose an apparatus, with the objective of under-
standing its operative regime. Therefore, the
media archaeology method is based on an in-
tensive gaze at the microtemporal modulations
generated by machines. The method has been
comprehended not as a process of digging the
origins of technical objects, but as an excavation
that goes inside them in order to investigate
their epistemological regimes (Parikka, 2012). In-
deed, media archaeology concerns the investig-
ation of the epistemological context in which op-
erative media produces social interconnection.
The approach focuses on technologies that devi-
ate from the linear historical perspective, and
because of this has a close relation to imaginat-
ive and inventive processes. Therefore, the me-
dia archaeology theory deconstructs the notion
of linear evolution of technology, since it reveals
technical possibilities that are beyond the con-
ventional point of view. Consequently, media ar-
chaeology does not see technology as a result
of a historical linear development, but as con-
cretization of epistemological objects of know-
ledge (Parikka, 2012: 36). 

There are relations between media archae-
ology research and contemporary artworks
which explore new ways of practising the tech-
nological creation (Parikka; Hertz, 2012). Consid-
ering this, the media archaeology theory can be
adopted as an artistic method concerning the
idea of exploring technology with the purpose of
creating new sound and visual machines. The
perspective may vary from works that bring old
apparatuses to a new imaginative process until
works that focus on the creation of new techno-
logical possibilities. Therefore, media archae-
ology can be understood as an artistic method
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which aims to dig black boxes to comprehend
their epistemological layers and also to produce
different perspectives about media and techno-
logy. 

Considering the use of this approach in a prac-
tical context, artists can work inside the apparat-
uses and experience technical creativity while
constructing their own systems. They can direct
the apparatus towards their own objectives. This
practical excavation method aims to build differ-
ent relations with the apparatuses, and does not
see the technical object as a pre-determined
thing. Instead, the intention is to find ways of
creating technical apparatus from procedures
that do not rely on formal engineering, but work
from alternative knowledge and approaches. Cir-
cuit bending is a case of this kind of procedure,
since its creative process emerges from reverse
engineering (Ghazala, 2005; Parikka and Hertz,
2012). Working from an opposite perspective
than the industrial one, the circuit bending creat-
ive process starts from an industrial object in or-
der to deconstruct and transform it into a per-
formative sonic apparatus. The concept of
cracked media (Kelly, 2009) also explores the
possibilities of using obsolete sonic apparatuses
of reproduction in new modes, approaching ob-
jects and bodies in a performative way. We can
also find similar approaches focused on works
with digital media.  

As addressed by Parikka and Hertz (2012:
428), the obsolescence of a black box is related
to its condition of a “single punctualized object”.
As a “punctualized object”, a black box is “simply
used and not understood as a technical object”,
because it is operated only by its input and out-
put and the internal processing is not con-
sidered. For this reason, the black box is under-
stood as a point inside a complex system, which
can be discarded at any time when not working
properly. Nevertheless, there are many black
boxes inside other black boxes, since the appar-
atuses are formed by layers under layers, boxes
inside boxes. Each piece of apparatus already
consists of several small parts, but these parts
are fixed and not connectable. Therefore, by dig-
ging the layers and penetrating the black boxes,
the operative logic of a piece of apparatus can
be understood. The apparatus becomes whiter. 

The pre-apparatus is a deconstruction of the
apparatus, a deconstruction of its restricted
modes of operation. In other words, to find the
pre-apparatus it is necessary to dig the appar-
atus and gradually uncover new possible re-
gimes of interaction.  In the case of experi-
mental music, the objective is to explore new
possibilities of sound generation and gestural
expressions. Thus, within this excavation
method, the automatic layer of a technical ob-
ject can now be modified by the musician, who
is no longer limited to the encapsulation of the
circuits. The technical object becomes dynamic
and the entanglement composed by it and the
musician expands beyond the limits of a “punc-
tualized object”. The pre-apparatus is not con-
sidered as a single object anymore, but as a net
of connections.

5 Technology as assemblage

At a first glance, pre-apparatuses can be
defined as a kind of technical object that allows
musicians to spontaneously play with them,
subverting the limits of their black boxes. Taking
this into account, it is essential to consider the
kind of relationship the musicians develop with
the apparatus. This is the case when Flusser
points to the relationship between photographer
and camera: by playing with the camera, the
photographer can explore its potentialities to
lead the act of creation beyond the edges. Cre-
ativity, in this case, lies in the kind of relation the
artist develops with the apparatus. The motion
towards the homo ludens is the necessary con-
dition to make the pre-apparatus emerge from
the apparatus. 

However, in the excavation proposed by the
media archaeology artistic method, there are
situations in which the pre-apparatus emerges
from the intervention in the operative level of
the apparatus. It means that the apparatus is go-
ing to a preliminary stage in which its mechan-
isms and circuits start to be adjustable. In this
case, there are consequences for the functional-
ities of an apparatus which actually changes its
characteristics of producing the final result. This
is a more radical view of the idea of pre-appar-
atus, because it implies that the machine and its
sonic capacities were set in a condition in which
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it is no longer encapsulated and locked in its
black box, but exposed. This condition is also a
condition of experimentation with technology
and sound. The structure is abandoned and the
apparatus becomes a place subjected to trans-
formations. 

The intellectual and abstracted context in
which an industrial machine is normally con-
structed was substituted by a playful situation.
This means that the sequential procedure which
aims to construct a finished technical object was
replaced by a vision that considers technological
creation as a work in process. Considering this,
the exploration of technical possibilities no
longer forms a closed structure, but an as-
semblage of materials and concepts. The appar-
atus becomes something like a sculpture. This
view puts the technology in motion, and does
not appeal to extremely precise aspects, since it
is based on procedures which embody inde-
termination and chance.

Pre-apparatus can be seen from this perspect-
ive as an operative assemblage, and the notion
of game was extended to a kind of improvisa-
tion that begins by combining materials, elec-
tronic components and theoretical schemas. In-
stead of rigid structures, what emerges are pre-
apparatuses whose materiality consists of sin-
gular levels of subjectivity, discourses and inten-
tions. This leads us to the idea of dynamical as-
semblages that can be assembled and disas-
sembled with the purpose of exploring relations
between body, space and perception. From this
point of view, the conception of pre-apparatus
concerns a kind of relation with technology that
happens from the possibility of combining
pieces to make a whole. 

This demands, of course, an increment in con-
nectivity. Therefore, in the context of experi-
mental music creation, the idea of pre-apparatus
can be related to the idea of connectivity, since
the process of assembling electronics becomes
a kind of inventive game whose purpose is the
creation of flexible pre-apparatus. The pre-appar-
atus, understood here as an open and suitable
technology, would not be exactly a single object.
Instead, it becomes a set of several compon-
ents which can be combined according to the in-
tention of the musician. The combination of the

parts is relatively open to variations. Therefore,
this set of connectable pieces now enables a
playful activity with technology, since this no
longer configures a finished product, but rather
something technically changeable. 

6 The pre-apparatus and the
performative level

I shall now return to the conception of pre-ap-
paratus considering the specific field of musical
performance. In this context, the intention of
digging the apparatus in order to uncover the
pre-apparatus is very symbolic, as it reveals a
position against the limits of a sonic apparatus.
Moreover, in electronic experimental music, the
goal is the performance, and the performative
and operative levels cannot be separated. They
form a single space in which the body meets
the pre-apparatus to explore its potentialities.
This concrete space is based on sensory acts,
since the objective is to explore new percep-
tions and temporalities. 

Thinking along these lines, we can now con-
sider that in an artistic context what is in focus
is the possibility of creating with the sensory
system. Therefore, machines not only extend
but also modify our perception and this is the
game whereby art flows. Like language, elec-
tronic devices are apparatuses (dispositif) that
mediate our reality and by which we imagine
and listen to the world. Consequently, exploring
pre-apparatus in experimental music aims to
produce new regimes of perceptions, using all
kinds of components to achieve this purpose.
The conception of pre-apparatus demonstrates
that there might be alternative ways of con-
structing sonic devices that do not respond dir-
ectly to an abstract and pre-determined per-
spective, but are constructed gradually within a
process of singularization (Guattari, 1995). These
machines do not result from a universal theory
of music, but from alternative and singular back-
grounds which were gradually built in relation to
the concrete world.  

 
Considering these aspects, we can see exper-

imental music inside what Felix Guattari (1995)
called the "new aesthetic paradigm". The philo-
sopher asks us to abandon a mechanist vision of
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the machine in order to achieve a conception
that encompasses several aspects. Within this
perspective, the machine must be considered in
its “technological, biological, informatic, social,
theoretical and aesthetic” aspects (Guattari,
1995: 107), which are integrated in a single as-
semblage. In the new aesthetic paradigm, the
artistic process becomes essentially important
due to its capacity of leading the creation of
new coordinates to extremes:
 

Patently, art does not have a monopoly on 
creation, but it takes its capacity to invent 
mutant coordinates to extremes: it engenders 
unprecedented, unforeseen and unthinkable 
qualities of being. The decisive threshold 
constituting this new aesthetic paradigm lies in 
the aptitude of these processes of creation to 
auto-affirm themselves as existential nuclei, 
autopoietic machines (Guattari, 1995: 106).   

In experimental music, these processes of
creation occur simultaneously on the operative
and performative levels, which are touching one
another. Considering this, we can say that ex-
perimental music focuses on the world´s con-
creteness, but it does not ignore the abstract
and symbolic elements because they are em-
bedded in the entire process. There is a balance
between these two poles, which allows the cre-
ator to operate the knowledge in a practical and
sensory way. Machines are not only composed
by concrete elements, but also by abstract
ones. It means that the abstract elements run-
ning inside machines in the form of codes will
be converted at the end of the process in semi-
otic elements to our senses. All the activities
performed by a machine were created, in one
way or another, with the purpose of feeding our
perception and memory.   

During a performance, artists are integrated to
the machines and the machines operate as part
of their bodies. Machines are not only exten-
sions, but also modifiers of our sensory appar-
atus. Therefore, artistic performance takes this
integration to extremes in order to promote in-
ventive processes which propitiate new modes
of perception and consequently new forms of
being. Pre-apparatus, as a variable process of
connecting and expanding bodies towards the
machines, allows artists to freely integrate

themselves in a complex assemblage whereby
the sensory performance happens. 

Electronic experimental music is related to
creating concrete sounds which emerge from
electrical energy or from data manipulation in
computers. Electronic apparatuses mediate sev-
eral levels in this process and musicians rely in-
cessantly on them to achieve the performance
results. Influenced by many artistic manifesta-
tions, such as performance art, electroacoustic
music, free improvisation, video art, media art
and others, experimental music can be seen as
a hybrid art expression. From this perspective,
the presence of pre-apparatus is an important
part in the creation of concrete and pre-musical
sounds in the performance, because these
weird sonic machines were made with the in-
tention of not producing “notes”, but noises and
textures. 

Traditional music happens from pre-determ-
ined and abstract signs which guide, in a certain
level, the performance. Similarly, traditional mu-
sical instruments were built to operate from
these signs. For this reason, traditional western
instruments contain mathematical models that
were inserted in their structures in order to
make the characteristics of the sounds that will
be played precise. We can say the same for
commercial keyboard synthesizers or other pop-
ular sonic apparatuses, since the disposition of
their circuits is also a storage of abstract mod-
els. 

Evidently, other types of sounds that do not
correspond to the western codification system
can be made available by using extended tech-
niques. However, despite this being often pos-
sible for an acoustic instrument, which directly
reacts to mechanical gestures, in an electronic
and digital context we need to consider the op-
erative level, which calculates the relation
between the gesture and the final sounds.
Therefore, in electronic and digital systems, ges-
tures are very dependent on electronic inter-
faces and also on circuits and codes that map
and convert the motion into parameters that
cause the final sounds. It means that, in a cer-
tain level, the gestures cannot be modified
without the modification on the operative level. 
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By modifying the operative level of a sonic
system, it becomes possible to explore new
sounds and gestures in order to make them per-
formative. The creation with sounds, gestures
and machines compose a hybrid process whose
purpose ends up in a sound performance. There-
fore, all levels of this organic-electronic-digital
system can be seen as the machine itself. There
are no reasons to see the operative level separ-
ated from the performative level, since the tech-
nical exploration is directly connected to the per-
ceptual dimension.  

    
Furthermore, in experimental music the

search often seems to be for sounds that are es-
sentially “molecular” (Costa, 2013), pre-struc-
tural, which are frequently discovered through
gestural experimentation with the pre-apparatus.
Indeed, we can say that even the acoustic in-
struments are also converted into pre-apparat-
uses in the context of free improvisation, since
the experimentations approximate them to toys.
From this perspective, experimental music
would have something close to the free impro-
visation, since both modes of creation seek to
make new orientations to gestures and sounds
available, which happen through extended tech-
niques or prepared instruments. Therefore, we
can now consider a certain relation among con-
crete (pre-musical) sounds, free improvisation
and the pre-apparatuses, because all these ele-
ments lead to the idea of a prior state in music,
which is also a state of pre-meaning and bodily
presence. It is a kind of return to a musical di-
mension which is not closed in abstract signs
yet, but opened to an instantaneous perception
of the relation between sounds and machines.
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28.

Abstract: The article intends to interpretate econom-
ical consequences from some musical practices of
technological research whose main gesture is alter or
intervene on the circuits or on the operation of sonic
electronic devices. Such practice will be understood
here as a desecration (Agambem) of the original ob-
jects, adding value on each altered instrument, now
turned into a unique device. This operation is under-
stood as an enrichment of the objects by the immaterial
labor realized by the artists, who now become from
consumers to producers of electronic instruments. 

Keywords: sonic electronic devices, circuit-bending,
gambiarra, glitch, opening of the Black Box, Flusser, im-
material labor, desecration.

1   Introduction

The aim of this article is to investigate eco-
nomic organizations created by musical prac-
tices articulated with technological research on
the contemporaneity. Such practices are based
on the opening of the “black box” (Flusser,
2002) of several electronic devices (computers,
cd players, synthesizers, electronic toys, etc),
using many technics as circuit-bending1, open
coding, gambiarra2, glitch, among others. The
text's intention is to reflect about the singularity
of those music-technological practices: while
performances of investigations on electronic
devices, they bend the musical work's concept,
engendering other possibilities of economic
value and labor organization on music.

1 Circuit-bending is a term created by the artist  Reed Ghazala
(Ghazala, 2005) to describe his practice of “random 
eletronics”  (idem, p. Xiii) in eletronic sound gadjets. Such 
practice,  disseminated among brazilian musicians, consists
in manipulate directly, with the hands or objects, the 
device's circuits in a way to create unpredicable electrical 
conections, resulting in unespected sound patterns.

2 In spite of being a brazilian term used for all kind of 
adaptation or repair wich not follows a technical norm, it has
been, since the middle of 2000's, a term used in the 
brazilian sphere of arts (Cf. Gambiólogos, 2009) and of 
music (Cf. Fenerich & Obici, 2009; 2014). It indicates an 
non-normative appropriation of instruments, languages and 
sonoroties. Cf. Obici, 2014.

2  Flusser's “Black Box”

The term “opening of the black-box” refers to
Vilém Flusser's concept concerned to the ways
of use of apparatuses. In the present text, the
term will be suited to description of the listed
electronic devices. For the Czech philosopher,
apparatuses are machines whose main function
is not the production of consumer goods – that
means, goods with a utility value – but of
symbols. While consumer goods can contain a
symbolic charge whose apprehension is beyond
consumption (clothes, for example, can be
taken either as clothing or as identification of
social groups or personal preferences), the
apparatuses produce objects whose primary
function is to create symbols.

Such symbolical production has always exis-
ted in Western history: books, musical instru-
ments and art objects carry messages or guide
the perception. The apparatuses, however, are
machines produced by industry which incorpor-
ate at least two main features:

1) By encapsulating technical and scientific
knowledge, tend to have a complex operating
mechanism. The analog camera, for example, in-
cludes both concepts of optics, chemistry, and
by the notion of framing and perspective, con-
cepts from the History of Art; the articulation of
those elements into a single device is an opera-
tion at the same time complex and synthetic.
On the other hand, cameras have a simple inter-
face which does not specify their “inner” opera-
tion mode.

2) Due to this simplification, the devices pro-
duce signs automatically, "obeying a program"
(Flusser, 2002, p. 77). The user is restricted to a
finite number of manipulations and of potentialit-
ies given by the interface, which is simplified by
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this relationship. In turn, the results of their ma-
nipulation will be molded by the device's design.

The user has only access to its input and
output: for example, he or she frames images
on the camera whose result will be the set of
those images on paper - and on doing so the
camera automatically produces visual signs. A
machine whose main feature is the automatic
production of signs and that does not allow
access to the  generating processes of its
products is named by Flusser as black box. 

3 Opening the Black Box of
sonic electronic devices

Sonic electronic devices have features of
Flusser's black boxes: they allow access only to
their input and output; they are automatic
machines that allow the production or listening
o f son i c s i gns ; t hey a re i ndus t r i a l l y
manufactured and encapsulate technical and
scientific concepts. But when circuit-benders,
gambiarra m a k e r s , glitch musicians and
experimental luthiers act to change the
machine's operation,  they enter into a field not
defined by the equipment's program. They open
the black box. In doing so, they do not play with
pre-programmed elements, limited to a number
of possibilities, but explore sounds that have no
c a t e g o r i z a t i o n o r p r ev i o u s m o d e o f
performance. They touch blindly for sounds that
would not be found if they use the devices as
indicated on instruction handbooks.

Although artists do not follow the device's
program, their actions do not aim to illustrate
the technical and scientific concepts hidden into
the black boxes. The research is of the same
nature as that of the common user: they are
looking for sounds; they are as dilettantes as
any other person. It is not necessary to have a
technical-scientific knowledge that supposedly
would guide their action. There is also no need
for a formal musical training: what is sought
here is to obtain non-standardized  sounds. The
artists have a polytechnic education (Benjamin,
2012, p. 199), ie, non-specialized and permeated
with knowledge from several fields.

4 Shifting the musical goal

A consequence caused by the search for un-
usual sonorities is the detachment from the
need for closed works. Only in a few cases, as
in some artists of Glitch Music (Anthony, 2016),
the investigation on devices will be succeeded
by a collection of sound materials obtained
along the research, which could be inserted in a
composition - usual procedure in the field of
concrete and electroacoustic music (Cf. Fen-
erich, 2012; Mion, Nattiez & Thomas, 1982). But
even these cases, the mark of difference
between those works and other forms of elec-
tronic music is to highlight new sounds dis-
covered by the  gesture of non-normative hand-
ling of the devices - which opens to other relev-
ant consequences.

The first is the focus on the realization pro-
cess and not on the result, which removes from
the product its finite character whose duration
have a specific time and has the narrative of a
musical form. The investigations are unrepeat-
able, non-figural and with no time limits; in a
word, no longer musical works (cf, Goehr, 2007).
In such practices, the pleasure of discovery can
be shared with the audience in the perform-
ances,  as in Pierre Schaeffer's tale “The Boy
and the Blade of Grass” (Schaeffer, 1966): the
main activity is to find new sonorities while
touching the bended machines. But outside this
scene, the “pure”, or the acousmatic listening of
such performances (as in a recording) loses the
partnership between the discoverer and the
public. Guide elements for a musical work (tem-
poral boundaries, the hierarchy of sound materi-
als and formal directions) are missing. Thus, ob-
taining a definite object to be marketed (a disc,
an audio file) is not an inherent result of the pro-
cess. And as pointed out by Attali (1989),
without this element a central aspect for the
music as commodity is lost.

On the other hand, the search for new poten-
tial in ready-made devices or in prototypes is a
creative work on the devices, ie, a contribution
on a fixed capital. In this case, the fixed capital
is formed by the projects and prototypes whose
intellectual property belongs to their manufactur-
ers. Therefore, there is an inversion from manu-
facturers to users, who are now working on the
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device's design; the transfer of immaterial labor
(Negri, 2015, p 64) to such adulterated objects
adds a strong symbolic value that did not hap-
pen when they are taken as serially manufac-
tured products – since each new intervention
creates a unique event on the device, or a
unique musical instrument. Such individualiza-
tion occur by a number of factors: first, each ori-
ginal machine has its history - his time of run-
ning - that interferes either on the final sonorit-
ies as in the response to the interventions.
Second, while non-standard, the investigations
are more or less random, unpredictable. Third,
the investigations, since not concerned to the
reproduction of other similar devices or without
commitment with a specific musical language,
are free of errors, being a “leap into the void”. 

5 Device's desecration

The common approach of the apparatuses is
to permute their preprogrammed signs. The
artist's approach studied in this text is to explore
non-defined sonorities. In turn, the product of
their research does not address the creation of
works, and it is significant that some artists
insist on the performative gesture of exploitation
of electronic devices, sharing with the audience
their findings. The scene is an invitation to the
device's desecration (Agamben, 2007),
exploring, in a appropriation of Benjamin's
concept, their display value (Benjamin, 2012).
But what was hidden? Certainly not the
representation of some transcendent divinity,
but something worshiped by technical-scientific
societies – the techniques materialized by the
device's mechanisms obscured by the black
box's ideology.

The gesture of desecration is amplified by the
fact that artists evoke the polytechnic education
mentioned above, since their action is made
without an expert knowledge - type of musical
production that puts the devices (before limited
in their methods of operation) in an amplified
and democratic potential of creation – since
anyone who has access to such devices is able
to carry out those changes.

By intervening in the devices, those artists
reinsert on them an interest that does not have

the logic of consumption, which gives an "no-
desecratable" property to the object, as if its
owner would want it to remain intact
(Agambem, 2007, p. 72). On the contrary, the
main purpose is to produce a continuous of new
sonorities, in a process of intensification of
device's desecration. At the edge, such practice
reaches the complete destruction of the original
object.

6 New added values on devices  

On the other hand, by inserting interventions,
those artists create immaterial values that indi-
vidualize the machines (Negri, 2015, p. 64),
which become dynamic and ephemeral. By do-
ing so, they return to such mass produced ob-
jects an authenticity that was missing in their
common use; they create on them the im-
possibility of being reproduced – in a way, they
recreate an aura (Benjamin, idem, p. 183). Thus,
in a first operation of sense, those machines
lose their commodity character, since they are
corrupted and are not being reified as an in-
dustry product: they don't remain intact, being
desecrated. But in a second operation of sense,
they now tend, in their singularity, to be goods
with more value then before, as unique objects
enriched by an intangible work – a consequence
of the immaterial labor they have suffered. Such
unique objects have the potential of being the
top musical commodity of the age of Biocapital-
ism. On this field they do not have any competit-
ors: the musical work itself has been losing its
value as commodity since the birth of digital
media, with its unlimited potential of reproduc-
tion. On the contrary, altered musical machines
are unique, not copyable and filled with the au-
thenticity created by the artist's research – main
features of nowadays high valuable commodit-
ies, goods whose value is enriched by immater-
ial labor.

 
The turn of the altered devices (non-commod-

ities by definition) into commodities depends, of
course, on a market interested on it. Anyway,
what is clear is the user's turning point from
consumers to producers, taking part of the role
of manufacturers and of the fixed capital, once
belonged exclusively to the owner of device's
copyright. This turning point in the field of capital
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assets, as Negri has analyzed, is typical from the
Biocapitalism, in which part of the capital's own-
ership is transferred to the working class. This
class, in the past only responsible to make and
to consume the commodities, now get also part
of the role of its creation and development. 

Will this new responsibility be profitable for
the artists? I still cannot answer to this question,
but their gesture of desecration creates, at
least, a common field of technological research,
in which any person can contribute. Spread on
internet, such knowledge can be democratically
accessed, being itself an economy of musical
making. 
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29. 1

Extended Abstract

This paper aims to propose a reflection on the
production of experimental electronic music me-
diated by mobile devices. The term Mobile Mu-
sic is frequently used since the mid-2000s, due
to a group of researchers, mainly connected to
English institutions, who developed the Mobile
Music Workshop, which happened between
2004 and 2008. The academic and artistic re-
search presented at this event involved works
and applications mediated by various types of
devices, among many subjects the common fo-
cus of researchers and artists was to explore
the mobility of electronic interfaces in interact-
ive situations in urban space. The definition of
Mobile Music is somehow vague, among differ-
ent classifications, which could be considered
more open or closed characterizations of the
genre, we could find something in common: the
significance of movement, or the willingness of
displacement. Mobility can be literal or meta-
phorical in mobile music works, be shown in
streets or concert rooms, but normally these
artworks show elements that present some
kind of exchange between the institutionalized
spaces of art with places that are part of our
everyday life. This exchange can happen by the
appropriation and development of processes
and interfaces. We consider that the lack of
definition of the mobile music genre might be
something useful, as it symptoms could not
point just to itself but, perhaps, to the whole
field of music mediated by new technologies.
The release of corporate mobile devices at the
end of the last decade, such as smartphones
and tablets, caused a drastic change on the per-
spectives in the genre: people started to give
much more attention to objects of consumption
than situations in which mobile sound could be
experienced. This new point of view brought in

1 A complete version of this text will appear at the 
INTERFERENCE -  A journal of Audio Cultures:  
http://www.interferencejournal.org/

significant changes for academic research in mo-
bile music, and affected directly artworks de-
veloped with portable interfaces. As David John
shows in “Updating the Classifications of Mo-
bile Music Projects” – in which the author ana-
lyses almost ten years of publications at the
conference NIME (New Interfaces for Music Ex-
pression) – after 2007 there was a dramatic in-
crease in works characterized as “product devel-
opment” (mainly phone apps and musical gad-
gets), and that social and geographical issues,
which were major themes in the first years of
the Mobile Music Workshops, were almost left
out of discussions held in the field. Having this
turning point in mind we could consider that Mo-
bile Music started working much closer to the
market logic and became more dependent of it,
due the adoption of commercial devices and the
researchers interested in developing new
products. These interfaces follow an asymmetric
model of consumption between possibilities of
production and acquisition. Acquisition is the
rule while production is the exception. Corporate
devices are primarily controlled consumption
platforms, which are based on market mono-
poly, surveillance, planned obsolescence, and
therefore cause significant reorganizations in our
daily lives (STRIPHAS, 2011).Thus in this text we
speculate about other alternatives to practices
of Mobile Music, which could be somehow con-
sidered more critical. A more critical approach
towards Mobile Music, should not depend
solely on corporation monopolies for its produc-
tion and propagation, and focus more on how
mobile media is used rather than the media it-
self. By paying attention to how people use mo-
bile devices we can get to a much more challen-
ging and precarious sonic reality, which really
faces the issues and richness of mobile sound.
And perhaps our relation to media should be to
question the mechanisms of market and not
simply accept them as new opportunity. In the
text we will also put this considerations in rela-
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tion to artworks developed during our research
such as bloco ruído and the series Narva. 
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30.

Abstract: This lecture deals about the concept of
Sonic Arts (Klangkunst) as a musical concept that is dis-
cussed since the 1980s and still very present in Berlin
and Germany, but also in New York and the United
States and also as a phenomenon that allows to find
connections between questions discussed in musico-
logy and such discussed in cultural studies. Emerged
out of the uncontent with some problems of perform-
ance art the Sonic Arts are part of the search in the
artistic Avantgarde movement of the 20th century. As
Klangkunst was invented not before the use of walk-
man and audio cassettes became very common and in-
expensive every discussion about it has to reflect the
role of audio media. That includes the changings in the
concept of music and the way we hear music today as
in this context the use of new media is of great import-
ance, too. In Klangkunst as well as in New Media sound
reproduction constitutes a kind of precondition for the
modern techniques and practices of listening.  Sound
art explores the interaction between the visual and the
musical, hearing and seeing, or between sound, space,
and movement. Sound installations are for the most
part temporally open and generally speaking unguided
processes, in which the complex overlapping of a wide
variety of perceptions, which we generally react to in
everyday life with automated perception and motion se-
quences, are playfully examined for their inherent aes-
thetic potential. The fact that sound installations operate
consistently with the plurality of the different senses
and therefore insist on the sensual concreteness of
perception makes them virtually ideal examples of the
self-reflexivity of the aesthetic perception process that
has been described time and again since Kant.

This lecture deals about the concept of Sonic
Arts (Klangkunst) as a musical concept that is
discussed since the 1980s and still very present
in Berlin and Germany, but also in New York and
the United States and also as a phenomenon
that allows to find connections between ques-
tions discussed in musicology and such dis-
cussed in cultural studies. Emerged out of the
uncontent with some problems of performance
art the Sonic Arts are part of the search in the
artistic Avantgarde movement of the 20th cen-
tury. 

As Klangkunst was invented not before the
use of walkman and audio cassettes became

very common and inexpensive every discussion
about it has to reflect the role of audio media.
That includes the changings in the concept of
music and the way we hear music today as in
this context the use of new media is of great
importance, too. In Klangkunst as well as in
New Media sound reproduction constitutes a
kind of precondition for the modern techniques
and practices of listening. 

In sound art, the relinquishment of performers
has brought with it a breakdown of the rigid sep-
aration between the concert stage and the audi-
ence, leading to an exploration of venues and
means of performance that go beyond the con-
cert hall. Whereas in a musical performance
there is generally a certain distance between
the work and the recipient, sound art invites us
to immerse ourselves in sound spaces, to stroll
through sonic objects, or to tumble and sway
from one acoustic zone to the next, the immedi-
ate spatial propagation of sound becoming en-
meshed with the reception process. These new
musical concepts from the borderlands between
music and visual art arose during the 1970s and
were originally simply called sound installations
and sound sculptures. Now, after much theoret-
ical debate about the genre, we tend to use the
rather pragmatic term sound art. 

It is possible that the use of the term
Klangkunst in the German-speaking countries
differs from the considerably broader English
term “sound art” in that the performance situ-
ation represents a vital aspect of the former.
Sound art is usually based on a specially de-
signed setting. Movement through space, which
was limited in painting to the eye wandering
across the picture surface, is projected into
space in sound art in such a way that recipients
are coerced into setting themselves in motion
and wandering around the space. Unlike, for ex-
ample, when reading a book, which is predomin-
ately a fixed, linear process, recipients in an in-
stallation are largely autonomous in their beha-
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vior, even if specific pathways are predictable,
such as when an object from which sound em-
anates draws attention to itself within a space.
In sound art, the audience’s capability of collect-
ive, silent, and concentrated listening, which had
been put to the test by opera and concerts, has
been transferred to new and unusual but primar-
ily unprotected places in the midst of modern
life, or concepts have been drafted for alternat-
ive venues of reception. 

Sound art and the listener’s
experience

Modern audio technology has been crucial to
the development of sound art. Another central
criterion of sound art is its independence from
performers. Remove the musician, and the eye
is freed of its usual task during a concert, which
creates space for other visual elements. Another
type of spatial arrangement involves loud-
speaker ensembles that place the recipient in a
sound space – consider François Bayle’s Acous-
monium – or sound sculptures that one can walk
around. The organization of the time structure
also follows a range of different strategies in
sound art, from strict organization to complete
openness and uncertainty, from infinite loops
with a clear time frame to randomly generated
sound sequences or superimpositions that com-
bine multiple sound sources or different materi-
als, from extreme reduction to fully static sound
fields, and also including constructions of great
complexity. 

Since sound art is now also presented in art
galleries and museums, where a visitor has
nearly unlimited time to examine a sound sculp-
ture or installation, the new performance prac-
tice also strengthens the connection with visual
art. In light of this development, which is
nowhere near concluded, we cannot speak of a
clearly defined setting for sound art or for other
types of music outside of the concert hall.

The multitude of concepts together with the
increasing significance of highly complex tech-
nology has resulted in the oft-cited need for
commentary in modern art now being trans-
ferred to music as well. Explanations that de-
scribe what one is seeing and/or hearing with all

its technical, physical, and acoustic underpin-
nings as well as its aesthetic consequences
demonstrate that in many cases it is the sound
installations or sculptures themselves that teach
us how to perceive what they let us hear and
see. 

Art and the arts

Sound art is a modern take on the old ro-
mantic idea of an art that contains all forms of
art within itself, and is a perfect example of an
integrated aesthetic occurrence that addresses
all the senses, making the old subdivision of the
arts according to the intrinsic logic of the materi-
als used obsolete. The new genres that
emerged in the 20th century no longer abide by
the traditional differentiation of spatial and tem-
poral arts. The tendency towards expansion and
integration of different genres is reflected in
sound art by the general absence of funda-
mental rules or stipulations, making it an open
space of possibilities between music and visual
art. The dimensions of space and time are
treated here as freely as are the materials of
sound, color, and light, to which any conceivable
form of matter or object could be added. In spite
of this, many sound installations limit them-
selves to working with sound – and conversely,
when there is no sound, one would not call it
sound art, but rather a sculpture or object art.
However, visual design elements are often es-
chewed in favor of using the sound to call atten-
tion to certain other aspects of a situation, thus
forming a multimedia or intermedia constellation
here as well. 

In the arts, we are prompted again and again
to experiment with new, not yet automated
forms of perception, often with an emphasis on
the ephemeral, immaterial character of music –
while we continue to rely on the attitude of re-
ception created by the automation processes of
the past. In this respect, sound art’s character-
istic heterogeneity of materials and media ap-
pears to be a direct consequence of experi-
ences with musical performance in the concert
hall. 

Sound art explores possibilities of contrapunt-
alism and the interaction between the visual and
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the musical to create new patterns of interaction
between hearing and seeing, or between
sound, space, and movement. Unlike in opera,
film, or song, time has no dominant function in
sound art. Sound installations are for the most
part temporally open and generally speaking un-
guided processes, in which the complex overlap-
ping of a wide variety of perceptions, which we
generally react to in everyday life with auto-
mated perception and motion sequences, are
playfully examined for their inherent aesthetic
potential. The fact that sound installations oper-
ate consistently with the plurality of the different
senses and therefore insist on the sensual con-
creteness of perception makes them virtually
ideal examples of the self-reflexivity of the aes-
thetic perception process that has been de-
scribed time and again since Kant.

Sound art and the media

Engagement with various media became a
central focus of the arts in the 20th century.
New media are constantly being drawn on to ex-
pand art’s repertoire of materials, aesthetic
forms, and strategies, as well to contemplate its
own circumstances. The avant-garde move-
ments in particular were quick to take an in-
terest in photography and radio, using these
technologies – which with their rapid establish-
ment and spread were regarded as alternatives,
and therefore as competition, to painting and
music – to reflect and expand on their own con-
ditions and possibilities. This development had a
bearing not only on our understanding of tech-
nology but also on the self-image of the arts,
and its full consequences still remain unclear. 

The invention of the radio marked the creation
of the first real alternative to the traditional con-
cert. For the first time in history, there was a no-
tion that these new audio technologies not only
represented a new musical medium but could
also lead to the establishment of completely
new musical performance practices. Composers
and fine artists still develop musical concepts for
the radio to this day. In the 1960s and 70s, the
American conceptual artist Max Neuhaus ex-
plored the aesthetic and communicative possib-
ilities of the medium in his works Public Supply I
(1966) and Radio Net (1977), which used call-ins

to live broadcasts, while his installation Drive-in-
Music (1967–68) consisted of radio transmitters
installed by the side of the road whose ex-
tremely short-range signals could be picked up
by the radios in passing cars. 

Current applications of radio in art are often
connected to political initiatives. Examples are
Tetsuo Kogawa’s micro-radio movement, con-
ceived by the sound artist as a “counter-strategy
to mass media uniformity,” as well as the free
radio station Freies Sender Kombinat (FSK)
Hamburg launched by the artist group Ligna,
who have been active since 1996, using their in-
terventions in the form of Radio Ballets to ex-
plore the boundaries of groups’ freedom of
movement in public spaces and the gray area
between what is permitted and prohibited. 

On the musical discovery of
public space 

Beginning with the disposition of sound
sources, space in sound art, unlike in music, is
more than just a framework or part of the set-
ting for a performance – it represents an integral
part of the aesthetic concept. Conversely, there
has been a significant relativization of the tem-
poral dimension. This exploration of space has
long since extended into public, urban space,
and is carried out in a variety of different places
and non-places of social and societal life, in the
space-related conditions of musical performance
practice and the relationships between artist
and audience, even if only those between musi-
cians and listeners are observable. The musical
discovery of space leads to a situational escala-
tion that covers all materials, techniques, and
strategies, and which provides the arts with a
whole new range of opportunities for interaction
and cooperation.

 
This advance into public space is perhaps the

most compelling way of bringing music into
everyday life and daily practices. In sound art,
exploring public space began already in the 60s
and is continually current today, perhaps be-
cause unusual aspects of musical space con-
cepts come into play in public space. A pre-
requisite is a suitable audio system, without
which musical strategies in public space would
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be very difficult to realize: currently many con-
cepts for audio walks benefit greatly from the in-
creasing mobility of modern technology. Public
space itself is characterized by its everydayness,
which enables contact with an audience consist-
ing primarily of passersby, rather than experts. 

It was Max Neuhaus who discovered public
space, musically speaking, with a series of un-
conventional installations in the late 60s. In addi-
tion to works such as “Public Supply” (1966) or
“Drive-In Music” (1967) he explored the musical
possibilities of radio in sound installations for
public places like “Times Square” (1972), which
can be heard at that titular New York location,
and “Walkthrough” (1973-77) for the Jay Street
New York subway station.For the sound installa-
tion „Times Square”, which was created in 1977
and which has been accessible again for several
years now, Neuhaus deliberately avoided declar-
ing it an artistic work, e.g. through use written
signs at the site: instead leaving the sounds and
noises of the installation, which penetrate from
an underground grate and are indistinguishable
from some other technically generated process,
for listeners to discover as an aesthetic phenom-
ena on their own.

“Times Square” is among the first sound art
works in public space which grant new relev-
ance to the old avant-garde idea of reconciling
art and everyday life by varying it in surprising
ways. Sound artists such as Rolf Julius,
Christina Kubisch, or Bruce Odland and Sam
Auinger, have made sound art in public space an
artistic movement of its own, sensitizing visitors
as well as passersby to the sound situation at a
given place, and similarly to Neuhaus, drawing
attention to what already exists in situ. Public
space offers its own particular form of audience,
which demands carefully investigating the situ-
ation on the ground; at the same time, produ-
cing a sound installation outdoors is always
bound with significant technical effort. Neverthe-
less, public space has as yet lost none of its ori-
ginal appeal.

Like Neuhaus, Georg Klein also focuses his
artistic work on intervention in public space.
Klein has developed a range of concepts to en-
gage with and investigate concrete situations at
a site and to short-circuit current problems of

public life with urban public space. Framed as
observations of particular sites, Klein uses his
installations to more or less explicitly question
the social role of art. Using voice collages, text
compositions, and timbres, Klein makes an ima-
ginary inner reality accessible, in which thoughts
and memories, familiar or threatening voices,
come to life and overlay the present situation
with a place’s history. Klein often chooses ig-
nored and neglected places and situations in
public space in which to make a reason to
pause, create ways of reading a site, and make
associative or metaphorical references to the
location, offering visitors the chance to construct
their own interpretation of a place. 

Many of Klein's works act as medial mirrors
confronting passersby with the site itself. In this
manner, „mirrorsongs” (2010) produced fictional
echoes of the past in a notorious former Turkish
prison. For this, Klein invited Turkish youths to
sing a song for an imaginary imprisoned friend.
In contrast, the auditory walk „toposonie” (Ber-
lin 2013), along the Spree river, operates with
elements of documentary fiction. Using a mo-
bile phone with GPS, visitors can retrieve
sounds, atmospheres, and spoken reports pro-
duced for different places on the Spree; scenes
that recount activities in significant buildings in
the government quarter and zones of opaque re-
lations between economic and political powers. 

Klein and Neuhaus are exemplary of a number
of different sound artists and composers enga-
ging with listening situations and sonic environ-
ment in public space. These include Murray
Schafer with the idea of soundscape, Christina
Kubisch with her early forms of audio and „Elec-
trical Walks”, or Bruce Odland & Sam Auinger
with their harmonious tuning of public spaces
using special resonance tubes. With their inter-
ventions in public space, they contribute in dif-
ferent ways to helping sensitize our perception
of everyday situations and environments, and
simultaneously initiate a change in the character
and atmosphere of those places affected by
their interventions.

Reflection and mindfulness as aesthetic-polit-
ical practices

Such sound installations, which turn "non-places"
(Marc Augé), i.e. places purely of transfer and
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passage, into opportunities to linger and be
mindful, might prove most strongly how import-
ant the idea of space currently is in the arts. By
lending the situation of a musical performance
the quality of an aesthetic situation of itself, a
concept of space is up for debate which can be
thought of as an extension of the traditional
concept of an artwork, particularly as a variation
on the old idea of autonomy. The challenge now
is to develop and practice attitudes and behavi-
ors that evade usual functional contexts. Such
art forms, which bracket social constraints and
functional contexts, help to establish free social
spaces.

The current positions in music and sound art
presented above are exemplary of a dispute that
has been waging in the arts over how the arts
see themselves, as well as their relationship
with their public and recipients. Cage's inter-
pretation of the arts – as a place of freedom, as
an "experimental station" for trying out life, i.e.
social behaviors, whose uselessness is a pre-
requisite for their social benefit, and to a certain
extent for their "secondary benefit" –, has a fam-
ous predecessor: In the aesthetic utopia that
Friedrich Schiller the great german poet, philoso-
pher and historian formulated in his Letters on
Aesthetic Education, in light of the social up-
heavals of the French Revolution at the end of
the 18th century, he emphasized precisely this
potential of the aesthetic in relation to its use-
lessness. Schiller's utopia is still I quote Klaus
Berghahn: "so little satisfied, as it is obsolete. It
is still a future of the past worth returning to."
(Klaus L. Berghahn)

Today, at the beginning of the 21st century, the
situation is different than the mid-20th century,
when people readily subordinated art under
goals of political change. Since then, it has be-
come clear that the aesthetic autonomy and
freedom of the arts offer potentials for social de-
velopment and change. Then again, the current
scope of advances within the arts towards the
attitudes and strategies of scientific research is
not limited to aesthetic material. The philoso-
pher Odo Marquard, for instance, understands
this approach as a response to the increasing
fictionalization of modern reality that is one of
the effects of secularization: ideas previously as-
sociated with the afterlife, paradise, or the final

judgment, or considered to be utopian alterna-
tives to existing reality pointing to the liberated
society of the future, have become elements of
everyday life. It is part of our nature to operate
with drafts for a different, better world in mind,
with fictional future scenarios by which we eval-
uate social and economic models of develop-
ment. Art is thus almost inevitably losing its for-
mer importance as a sphere of fiction and fan-
tasy unburdened by everyday pressures. The
logical outcome is that more and more artists
are devoting their work to the exploration of re-
ality.

In the course of this research, sound has
proven to be a complex phenomenon that, aside
from spatial and temporal aspects, also exhibits
visual, haptic, indeed corporeal qualities. Unlike
the sciences, the arts are unconstrained in their
choice of arguments and methods, and unlike
popular culture, they are not geared towards
economic yield but their mode of operation is in-
stead based around the old idea of the purpose-
lessness of aesthetics, as well as the specific
conditions of individual situations and experi-
ences. Liberation from functional and instru-
mental constraints opens up a space for the
playful exploration of objects and processes of
all kinds. The study of music is no longer central
to this exploration in sound art, but the sound of
old musical material and the way we perceive it
is. The focus here is on the sensual but also very
elementary processes of perception. 

The place and mode of this sound research is
arguably the performance situation, some of the
characteristic aspects of which are outlined here
for this reason. So many musical concepts oper-
ate in spaces and places that invite individual
listeners and visitors to be mindful of everyday,
past events, or current processes in a way that
suspends daily routine – manifesting instead the
full presence of what is perceived by the
senses. It is an attempt to occupy and transform
daily life. While in the age of computers, cell
phones and GPS systems, self-evidence in
terms of space, local positioning and the nature
of being tied to one place is lost on us, these
aesthetic concepts are working to raise aware-
ness of everyday, familiar spaces and places.
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31.

Abstract: From the traditional teenager diaries to the
habit of adding geolocation metadata to any type of
media, the record of personal paths becomes increas-
ingly  refined and connected to a global and virtual con-
text. Tools developed and provided by Google Maps and
Google Earth, for instance, map the space with preci-
sion and provide increasingly complex ways to "see
causes and storytelling." The possibility of navigating
through each time more realistic maps and exploring
the World without leaving the place is fascinating. In
this way, the maps keep preserving their traditional
status as functional documents containing truths. Al-
though they are originated by a visual tradition in
designing reality, searching though the web it is pos-
sible to verify a proliferation of sound maps from the
first years of 2000. In general, these initiatives aim to
turn audible certain sounds that would show the sense
of place through field recordings usually done by a des-
ignated team for this purpose or by spontaneous collab-
oration. The criteria for carrying out the recordings,
however, tend to an aesthetic positioning or to an inten-
tion of "preserving" an immaterial heritage alike. Within
this panorama, I propose to present the Curitiba Sound
Map (CSM), launched in April 2016 - an initial mapping
project converted into a contemporary cartography
based on the account of people with different profiles
and ages, highlighting an affective dimension for every-
day sounds through experiences and oral testimony of
people spread across all main regions of Curitiba, the
city I had been living for some time. Following these au-
dio recorded reports - later fragmented and geotagged
on a virtual map of the city - ambiences and sound
events were captured and, similarly, geolocated on that
platform, forming one of its layers. With the presenta-
tion and discussion of this project, I would like to en-
courage the creation of cartographies based on aural
experiences, exposing reflections that came along the
realization of the project.

Keywords: Soundmap, cartography, field recording,
place, memory, aural experience.

1 Introduction

Mapa Sonoro CWB (a.k.a. Curitiba Sound Map
or CSM) is a project focusing on everyday sonic
events in Curitiba – the capital of a southern
state of Brazil, where I’ve been living since 1998
– in its affective dimension, throughout experi-

ences recolected from the past and reflections
based on everyday events. Although focusing on
community collaboration through interviews,
workshops and group soundwalks, it has also an
artistic approach in its way of dealing with data
and raw materials. This article is an attempt to
share some thoughts about the questions and
insights that emerged in this process. 

Back in its roots, CSM started as a cultural
heritage project seeking to research, collect and
preserve sounds that could be significant for the
local cultural identity. The online map was
chosen as a medium for displaying the results
and function as a digital repository, geotagging
sound samples in the locations they would’ve
been recorded. 

The use of maps in that way, as found in
many of this growing type of virtual platform,
would follow the traditions from a representa-
tional thought of mapping. As a common vision
from that tradition, it is usually accepted that
mapping is a process of organizing spatial
phenomena as faithfully as possible, with the
help of an abstract representation - the map.
Since the Middle Ages, the maps maintain a
status of artifacts that present truths,
representing the world with the help of graphic
techniques in favor of incontestable objectives,
such as navigation, war and regulatory
territories.

If we consider maps through a representa-
tional paradigm, we may find that the world rep-
resented can be quite homogeneous in many
sound map projects. A problem that comes out
from that approach, for example, is the predom-
inancy of a gender or certain economic profile1,
according to Jacqueline Waldock2 (2011). When
examin ing some o f the most known

1 The use of expensive equipments, such as binaural 
microphones, is a very popular approach used in the 
recordings found on those maps, according to Waldock.
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soundmaps, it’s clearly stated that these prac-
tices are predominantly taken by males. Thus,
“what is being constructed, in many cases, is a
male-dominated record of sound, an insight into
the significance of sound in a male-dominated
resource”. 

As some of the sound mapping practices crit-
ics state, a power retorics also can be found in
many mapping processes, specially if we look at
them as an ‘auditory archive of an environment’
(Montreal Soundmap). Such criticism is align
with questions introduced in the 80’s within the
cartographic sciences3. In this break, the maps
were released as social constructions,
strengthening up of interest and calling
authorities, discourses and ideologies. Following
this line of thought, Harley (1989) highlights the
selection and persuasive character of all
mapping processes, imbued with values and
judgments of individuals envolved, as well as
reflections of culture in which they live.

According to Kitchin et al. (2009), thoughts
such as Harley’s and other geographers have
provided the basis for what is called critical car-
tography4. In that criticism, maps would be
texts, discourses and practices that emerged in
opposition to an empirical search for a verifiable
generalization and would call for a diversity of
production and use. For some theorists, critical
cartography moves toward a post-representa-
tional thinking (Kitchin et al., 2009) - an import-
ant context of changes in visibility schemes,
where maps would be addressed as graphical
tools for organizing and representing processes
and statements5 that operate against hege-

2 A sound artist and researcher focusing her work in 
soundscape composition and sonic etnographic practice.

3 A major disruption to representational thought would be 
presented by the cartographer and geographer Brian Harley,
which relates the map to a rhetorical text, since all the 
steps to create the map would be inherently rhetorical 
(selection, omission, simplification, classification, creating 
hierarchies and symbolization). (Harley, 1989)

4  An avowedly political cartography in its analysis of mapping
practices, deconstructivist of spatial representations in the 
world and science that produced them.

5 According to cultural and historical geographer Denis 
Cosgrove (2011), surrealism and situationist practices can 
be considered the first artistic movements explicitly 
engaged with mapping as a process and the map as a 
communication device for subversive practices performed 
to disrupt - or remap - hegemonic categories of cities’ 
representations.

monic categories of representation. Today, we
see a proliferation of virtual maps as micronar-
ratives’ interface that provide data collected by
individuals and communities to tell a story or
solve a local problem6.

Playing a similar role, many sound practices
are exploiting mapping processes that take
changes in the relative positions in and with the
environment, or that even seek to establish a
labyrintic dialogue with ordinary spaces, as
many soundwalks do7. Such practices are distin-
guished from field records present in mostly
sound maps that, despiting deeper issues about
fidelity and representation embbeded in field
recordings discussions, are essentially framing a
spatial area with a fixed point of view. What
these practices put in evidence, from a geo-
graphic perspective, is the idea that what we
"see" is a contingency of positions we occupy
(Gomes, 2013: 20) - a paradigm that draws at-
tention to the importance of contextualizing a
point of view (or listen), whether it is translated
in a recording of a sonic landscape or event.

Under the influence of the post representa-
tional thinkingin this project was redirected, fo-
cusing its production on how different people
perceive and signify the sounds of their every-
day life, in relation to a particular social-spatial
position. In this overview, we summarize some
of these contemporary cartographic notions8 as
follow: i) maps do not represent reality, but have
an active role in its social construction; ii) the
maps operate functionally showing the invisible
as it interacts with its signs; iii) maps are mut-
able objects whose meanings emerge from so-
cio-spatial practices; iv) the maps precede the
territory, and the space becomes territory
through practices such as mapping.

6 For more information, resources and examples, here it is a 
virtual platform for creating ArcGIS maps - 
http://storymaps.esri.com/home/

7 Practices such as soundwalks within a 
humanistic geography context were my focus of 
investigation for the Master, available at: 

8 Based in Dodge et al. (2011).

SONOLOGIA 2016 – OUT OF PHASE                                       www .eca.usp.br/sonologia                                                            280              



2 Sound images: recalling
sound memories and experiences

Oral history and personal accounts

The word, even descriptive or narrative, is a
recurring form of cartography, producing singular
realities from individual perceptions. As Marc
Augé reminds us, the place is completed by
words, "the alusive exchange of some pass-
words in the connivance and complicity intimacy
of the speakers" (2012: 73). With spoken words,
Studs Terkel - known for his long career as a
broadcaster and writer in Chicago – traces a kind
of critical sound cartography reporting the major
social and cultural changes in the USA in the
twentieth century, covering topics such as im-
migration, the effects of 1930s Depression and
World War Two, through recordings of extensive
conversations and interviews with Americans of
different profiles and "walks of life". The oral his-
tories made up his radio program "The Studs Ter-
kel Program," which aired from 1952 to 1997 in
Chicago's fine arts radio station WFMT, in addi-
tion to his "oral history books”9. 

To map sonic experiences in Curitiba through
personal and multi perspective accounts, I star-
ted collecting aural narratives during 2015 in a
similar approach, interviewing and recording 28
persons that would’ve been living in Curitiba for
some time, as a primary filter. Other criterias for
selecting participants would follow the need for
different outlooks, leading to choices of distinct
professional profiles, ages and origins. These re-
ports have, therefore, memories, observations
and reflections of men and women aged from
30 to 105 years old from various professions and
interests. They also manifest the perception of
particular accounts of soundscapes from all the
main regions of Curitiba, from the perspective of
who lived in there for a while. 

In this path of spoken reflections, fueled by in-
sights on the fly, the inherent filters that natu-
rally operates in the act of remembering were
embraced as part of the process, such as the
lost in the flow, the reinvention of events and

9 Conversations with America is a collection of audio samples
of interviews conducted by Terkel for his programs and 
books, available at: 
http://studsterkel.matrix.msu.edu/index.php

the maintainance of some memories.  As a gen-
eral orientation for those reflections, I would ask
them to refer to specific locations as possible as
they could, considering that the link to an envir-
onment, either temporary or permanent, signi-
ficantly ground the personal construction of giv-
ing meaning to the sounds around us10. The
sounds, then, would be "reference values" with
many meanings, created from personal experi-
ences. 

My first inquire on the interviews was about
the person’s earliest aural memories, or aural
impressions by the time they moved to the city
in case that person came from another place.
The earliest sound impressions evoke a wel-
coming city. "Silent" was a recurring impression
of those who came by to Curitiba. Although be-
ing a very broad and subjective concept, in-
tensely explored in the musics aesthetics  and
sound art field, in this context, it simply seems
to reflect a socio-community contrast perceived
when comparing the new city with previous cul-
tural landscapes. On the other hand, the usual
soundscape of a big city’s imaginary, full of
traffic and urban sounds, also figured in the first
impressions of some participants. We do not
refer here to the idea of “noise” - a concept
that, like ‘silence’, is very profuse, but, in gen-
eral, consistent in the idea of an unwanted
sound. The city noises, in the memory of many
respondents, were not uncomfortable instead.
Partly, because they were related to a new life-
style, adopted as a better option than previous
ones.

The early aural memories on the city are re-
lated to childhood experiences. In that period,
the street was the most recurring place of social
experiences. The street, as a shared space for
those kids, was a stage for encounters, for play-
ing and observe curious things about the adult
life. In this scenario, the sound design was
framed by the physical and cultural characterist-
ics of the neighborhoods in past decades (differ-
ent periods between 1960 to 1990, when the
majority of respondents lived his childhood): low
or non-existent car traffic would not mask11 the

10 According to Lutwicz (2012), that would explain the aural 
memory.

11 Masking is a sound effect in which the presence of a a 
sound partial or completely covers the perception of 
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sounds of the street and those produced by kids
as it does nowadays; the topography of the
streets and sidewalks was harnessed to the
game "bet", the rolemã carts and later, the
skates; there were more wastelands, used as
pitches and games sites, and less buildings and
homes to reflect the sounds or cover up the
view. On the street, it was common to hear the
striking palms of friends - rustic correspondents
of bell rings - or mothers crying in front of the
gate - the sound code equivalent to the last sig-
nal to return. There were also the memories of
sound signature from hawkers, nostalgic sound-
marks of a recalled street, where it was import-
ant for survivance to pay attention to human
sounds produced on it. This street of memories,
as the forest for the indians - who develop a
hearing acuity in the thicket – is perhaps more
utilitarian than today’s: an extension of the
house, passageway, the meeting place for ex-
changing information and purchase of goods.

Among the various ways in which a com-
munity can be defined - as a political, geograph-
ical, religious or social entity, for instance -, Mur-
ray Schafer proposed, in addition, the acoustic
one. The house, from this perspective, could be
seen as an acoustic phenomenon referred to the
first community - the family. "In this comunity,
private sounds with apparently no interest bey-
ond its walls, would be produced", with how-
ever, inquestionable affective value for that
comunity. The sounds of a remembered child-
hood also took into account those private
sounds in a domestic sphere. In those memor-
ies, musical experiences in the family environ-
ment was a constant and recurring image, al-
ways accompanied by a smile. Remembering
the parents’ favorite LP records, the songs
played by the local radio stations making com-
pany in days of solitude, the repetitions of the
family’s weekly music playlist and events, mu-
sical instrument practices for instance, were un-

another sound due to its intensity or timbre characteristics. 
On the everyday, this effect can be easily noticed in high 
traffic sites, where the sum of the car noises create a kind 
of white noise - a sound mass with dense and disorganized 
spectrum - muffling the perception of more subtle sounds 
like voices and the singing of birds. The sound masking, 
however, may cause a psychophysiological subjective 
reaction: it can be judged both as a parasite or as favorable, 
depending on whether it is covering up a sound perceived 
as pleasant or not. (Augoyard, 2009: 66)

doubtedly the more fluid times of the inter-
views. 

Such resourcefulness, however, was not so
present when talking about other sounds that
anchored, at home, the cotidian cycles, but  still
many precious images arose, such as “the hub-
bub of the fair stands on market days”, “the
washing of liters of milk glass”, “the pressure
pan noise before lunch”, “the sound of chickens
present in the backyard of many houses on
those days”, “the characteristic sound of zinc
buckets that were like poor bells”, in preparation
for the tradition of washing the family’s tomb at
the cemetery... However, in the apparent trivial-
ity of the inquiring and even with the inherent
difficulty of tracing a path perhaps never traveled
before, many memories would emerge when
getting in touch with other’s reports:

I loved the idea of the sound map. But I want to
talk about the sounds of my memory that no 
longer exist and that spoke of a Curitiba from 
my childhood: the nostalgic sound of the 
whistle of Gloria tannery, at Mateus Leme St. in
Abranches neighbourhood in the morning, at 
lunchtime and at the end of the afternoon; the 
sound of the whinch and the beating of wings 
of hundreds of vultures that inhabited the 
discharge area of the same industry, when 
startled by the arrival of the cart with the 
remains of more leather flaps that were they 
joy; the sound of metal belts and the clink of 
bottles hitting each other in the bottling of 
wines Castelo from the Rio Grandense Winery, 
which was on top of a hill in front of the 
tannery; and every evening, the bangs, bizarre 
as a cannon at a distance from the explosions 
held in quarry Gava, where today shines 
Pedreira Leminski12. Ahh, the sweet Curitiba 
from the 1950s and 60s, a town of 600,000 
souls that was gone. What only remain was the 
enigmatic eagle over the building of the former 
[bakery store] Lancaster at Zacarias Square. 
Regards, Pedro Guimarães, Matinhos, PR.I

That was one of the messages sent to the on-
line platform of the project, where all the narrat-
ives were layered in different category themes
and displayed as geotagged audio samples.
With no doubt, the subsequent  “feedback” ef-
fect caused by getting in touch, somehow, with

12 Pedreira Leminski is a desused quarry that holds, 
nowadays, big events, shows and concerts.
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the project and its reports, has been one of the
most valuable post results. 

Everyday sounds

Following, I would inquire about everyday
sounds of the places the participants lived,
worked or simply enjoyed being at. Many sites
felt as pleasant places to the respondents were
those in which the ‘biophony’ (sounds from a bi-
ological source) was more noticeable. Those
places were like nature islands in urban spaces,
such as parks, where the soundscape has, for
many ears, a richer variety of timbres: besides
the biophony, the geophony (natural sounds em-
anating from non-biological sources, such as
wind and water) and antropophony (sounds of
objects created by man) (Krause, 2008) also
could be clearly heard. In the parks cited by re-
spondents, the typical sounds of urbanity, like
car traffic, human interactions and noises from
electrical equipment, are all present. However,
they easily pass to the background of auditory
perception13, thanks to the geophysical condi-
tions and manifestations of nature in the fore-
ground. The relative silence, experienced in the
contrast between an environment with a lot of
background noise and the shift to a place (or sit-
uation) with more subtle sounds is also named
as a feature of pleasant places. For one of the
participants, the visually impaired musician Wag-
ner Bittencourt, the sound of parks is nice be-
cause it contrasts with most places in the city:

Most of [these places] have a lot of echo, 
'reverb', car sound... In Santos Andrade Square,
for example, car sounds are all over the place, 
the building’s sounds around, it's boring. When 
you go to a park, you have grass, trees, then 
the sound propagates in a very different way. 
When you go to parks in Curitiba it is a different 
sound experience than when you are in town. 
As the Tanguá Park, which has that huge rock 
wall, the sound of water falling, it doesn’t have 

13  The "background listening”, theorized by the composer and 
researcher Barry Truax in 1984, refers to the sounds heard in
the background, creating a sort of backdrop for listening in 
the foreground. It occurs when we are not listening to a 
particular sound and its occurrence has no immediate or 
special meaning for us. However, there is the consciouness
of those sounds. A plausible explanation for the sounds 
being heard in this secondary form would be a frequent 
occurrence or predictability; those sounds would be, 
therefore, expected, too familiar or repetitive. 

all this reverberation of the city [...] Next to The 
Pope's Grove there is a coffee shop, a wooden 
house. Wooden houses in general have a 
different sound. The acoustics with wood is 
very different; wood has a softer sound, it 
seems that the sound gets more equalized, less
strident, it doesn’t have all the reverb... I feel 
more comfortable in these places. 

What those places provide, translated in a
sense of sonic comfort, may be associated with
the possibility of providing the ears a more
subtle, clear and wider acoustic repertoire, be-
cause of the sonic effects provided by the envir-
onmental characteristics, as stated by many au-
thors related to the acoustic ecology as hi-fi en-
vironments.

Subjectivity and Polysemy – annoying
sounds and the aural treasures

That noise created by a lot of people talking at 
the same time in a closed place. The murmur 
that is getting louder. A sound, a very loud 
music that forces one to speak louder than the 
sound. Hearing the sounds of neighbors in the 
building. (C. Ferraz)

Reactors of cold bulbs in the office. (L. Nery)

Nylon guitar. Flute. The test’ sound of turbines 
at the airport Bacacheri. (Rodrigão)

After all, I would encourage the participants to
talk about more subjective impressions of sound
experiences, such as the annoying, unliked,
wellness and pleasant sounds in any sense. In
those talks, the polysemic nature of sounds
could be clearly observed. The sounds that irrit-
ate some respondents please others and were
often related to situations in which they occur,
rather than to their acoustic characteristics.
Sometimes, the hassle sensation was punctual -
as an interloper chat; other times, the annoying
sound became so familiar to the point of no
longer being perceived or disturbing - as a noise
fan from the neighboring apartment. In some
cases, it is the psychoacoustic effect the re-
sponsible for the stress - as the hassle gener-
ated by sound loudness or some annoying fre-
quencies, which occurs when we are at a bar
with very loud mechanical sound or next to a
group of excited screamy people, for example.
In any event, however, the annoying sounds are
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related to territoriality experience and sense of
intrusion caused though our ears. The unwel-
come presence of a sound or group of sounds
within a territory - especially private - creates a
sense of violation of the personal space that
seems to be intensified by a kind of invisibility
status the aggressor/agression presents. The
most excited reactions of people who got in
touch with the project were observed in reports
of their own experiences with intrusive sounds,
such as that on the message received by the
project’s website:

Sound map from the perspective of Curitibans? 
I just watched the tv news about this "research".
All very nice ... traffic (center), birds ... etc ... 
But I suggest that you come and make this 
research here in my neighborhood Novo 
Mundo, precisely at João Maria da Silveira 
Street, on a Saturday afternoon or evening ... 
Then you will have a picture of Curitiba! 
Disturbance of the peace by loud music (usually
funk), shots, cars “screeching” tires at high 
speed, a neighbor who has a deposit of dogs 
barking 24 hours a day ... kids making street 
riots until late at night ... and many other things,
such as fights and fireworks celebrating the 
death of rival drug dealer ... Come, write and 
disseminate so perhaps this situation may 
change. Otherwise, I see no utility in making a 
“smoke and mirror” sound map.

On the other hand, the inquisition about the
dearest and pleasant sounds lead to a collection
of  sound images that seems, now, like sound
treasures. Rather by evocative familiarity - as the
transistor radio turned on at home returning
from school - or by the archetypal beauty - like
the sound of the sea and wind - the sounds of
welfare presented by the participants provided a
remarkable repertoire, where in each image
there was a short story and a personalized
reason from a bodily experience.

Students playing. The silence of the night. The 
birds in the morning. Guavas falling by the 
window in the yard at night. (V. Di Domenico)

The applause on stage when the song ends. 
The lonely singing bird at dawn. The children of 
the family smiling. Loved ones, smiling. The 
peculiar sound of the ball in football games on 
Thursdays. (H. Bruchmann)

The urban sound. The sound of the street, 
concrete, car, horn. The sound of urban silence. 
The heavy sound of rain falling on the ground. 
The first chord of a presentation. Social 
gatherings with music. (D. Agostini)

3 ‘Selfie’ field recordings

The majority of the interviews were taken
place in the participant’s house or place of pref-
erence, which allowed me, also, to capture a
soundscape of the person’s cotidian. A natural
emplacement was the option to not record in-
side the dwelling place as a way of preserving
the person’s privacy. For that reason, an ambi-
ence sample of the participant’s home was
shoot in front of the house, in a patio or varanda.
All those recordings are part of a soundscapes’
collection placed in the online plataform
www.mapasonorocuritiba.com.br, where the vir-
tual visitors can have a glance of apparently ‘un-
important’ everyday/ ordinary sounds that colors
up individual’s cotidian, like “a varanda in down-
town”, alongside with the sounds of public
places and events like “springtime, birds at
dawn”, “the express bus in action”, “the street
crying of a lottery saleswoman”. 

All those tracks were recorded with the min-
imum body intervention as possible in an ordin-
ary approach of field recording for sound maps.
In oposition to the contemporary practice of
‘selfies’, field recordings follow as a standard
practice of recording an external object. The
most common paradigmatic and spatial position
in field recordings for sound maps is analog to
the experience in a belvedere, where the spatial
configurations operates in capturing the senses
in a search for the most rich or interesting per-
spective (Nakahodo, 2014). Self bodily expres-
sions are not usually welcome in those record-
ings and – what can be observed in choices
about the way microphones are directed (body
positioned in oposite direction to the framed ob-
jects) and a careful handing of audio recorders
to not interfere in the recordings, for instance.
When navigating through Montréal Soundmap,
for example, even in categories that highlight
the human presence, we realize personal neut-
rality through titles such as "Chinatown," "Mont
Royal", "Jean-Talon Market." On a daily basis, as
noted by Maldock (2011), "the large majority of
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the recordings are of something else or at least
are tagged as something other and are always
tagged in the impersonal: 'Church bells',
'Frankie and Bennies' and not 'my dog', 'my
front room', 'my church bells'. Even when the
act of recording and choices made occur from
an "individualized frame" and state a personal
presence, as in the [sample 0044 Lachine
Canal]14, the sounds are tagged as observations
of someting else and point the desire to capture
the sounds of the other and not their own.

One of the sideprojects of MSC was the
soundwalk workshops conducted in different
communities from different areas of the city, de-
signed for local people or groups with specific
interests, with a one to two hour guided walking
in the neighbourhood. In these workshops, indi-
vidual presence and interaction were gradually
incorporated and encouraged, in favor of a sin-
gular account of a bodily experience moving
through places. The workshops were conducted
as sightseens, where listening was the primary
mode of attention for deepening the perception
of the environment and for a reinterpretation of
familiar spaces using contemporary cartographic
strategies identified in sound practices such as
soundwalks15. Such tools sought to explore a
type of mapping that filosofer Edward Casey16

conceives as "Mapping with / in: instead of a
geographical portion, the mapped would be the
way someone experiences the known world.
Mapping a place, from this angle, would be a
frame of what it feels to be on that place in a
bodily concrete way.

14 As the description says: “Lachine Canal: Journéees 
sonores. There’s Something under the bridge – An 
observation, made one evening in late February 2002. I 
have seen almost distressingly random objects abandoned 
on the ice under the bridge at other times—baby strollers, a
single boot—but the coconut seemed worth noting. The 
other sound is indicative of the small sounds I hear in the 
winter along the canal—the wind in plastic bags hanging 
out of a garbage can or caught in a chain link fence, made 
soft by the snow and wind.” (Source: Montréal Soundmap)

15 In my dissertation I analyzed several soundwalks to 
indicatcartographyc strategies identified in these practices.  

16  Edward Casey, a phenomenological philosopher, in “Earth-
mapping: artists reshaping landscaping”, addresses the 
issue by discussing the work of contemporary artists who 
have a special sensitivity for romantic forms of integration 
between the mapping and landscape paintings. That way, 
proposes rethinking art as a form of mapping, distinguishing
four basic ways of mapping of any kind: Mapping of, 
Mapping for, Mapping with / in, Mapping. 

Mobility and slow motion

In "Autonauts of Cosmoroute", Julio Cortazar
chronicles the preparations and facts of a singu-
lar expedition by the famous Paris-Marseilles
freeway. A trip that would normally take a few
hours became an experience of thirty three
days, as if following parallel paths to other pass-
ers-by and watching the events from an uncon-
ventional point of view. Stories like Cortazar’s
frame time in an opposite direction from the su-
permodernity spoken by Marc Augé: the time of
a man who moves frequently and fast, but does
not create roots; his experience and appreci-
ation of a place is shallow and uniform. Even
that "abstract knowledge about a place can be
acquired in a short time if you are diligent, [...]
'feeling' a place takes longer: it is done with ex-
perience, mostly fleeting and little dramatic."
(Tuan, 2013: 224).

In a spatially lesser extent, we proposed to
the soundwalks’ participants a similar approach
to traverse the space, with the curiosity of a for-
eign look and solemn steps of a pilgrim. All the
pathways, as well as all maps, reflect some par-
ticular body engagement, notes Casey (2005).
Mobility, as well as a pace vagueness, figures as
a major cartographic strategy in these work-
shops, where "no position in space ensures that
all that is essential is being seen" (Gomes, 2013:
230), distinct from the made up selections that
occurs in the auditoriums or “white cubes” in
general. The eye and ear that travels on the
streets does not know where the events begin
or end, but as the director and star of his own
film, it is only up to it to decide how, when, for
how long and what to frame. In walking up the
streets, the view is not fixed, neither the scen-
ario; encounters and spaces take maximum vis-
ibility: on one hand put us on display "transform-
ing any activity in expression even when there is
not an objective" in this sense (Gomes, 2013:
185), on the other they are scenarios of informa-
tion in excess that, in its automated reception
reinforced by repetition, become invisible to the
eye of those who transit over these spaces. An
essential feature of mobility listening on the
street is a multitude of possibilities, that
emerges from different particular interests and
individual sensitivity, interfering in the import-
ance given to things (Gomes, 2013: 203). In one
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of the workshops, for example, one of the parti-
cipants decides to go into a salon well known
for her and the experience of recording a haircut
is reported later as an interesting means of per-
ceiving very subtle sounds in a new way.

Mapping with ears

Besides all the different backgrounds and
places, one particular experience seemed to
amuse all the participants: the targeted amplific-
ation of sounds promoted by portable audio re-
corders and listening on the move while record-
ing them. 

Those who have already record an environ-
ment know about what Hildegard Westerkamp
refers when she says that the ears become
more sensitive and intense while recording, en-
couraging the recordist to explore unconven-
tional territories. Westerkamp yet compares the
ears with the microphone: the first, with its se-
lective nature, would contrast and complement
the second, which way of capturing sounds
would be non-selective but limited to its tech-
nical specificities. In many of her works it is
quite remarkable the exploration of microphone
mobility parameters such as proximity and dis-
tance and the angle relative to the sound
source, which modifies the timbral qualities and
sound plan. Such dialogue between the ear and
the microphone was explored in addition to a
second cartographic strategy, introduced as
“mapping with ears”. 

It is noticeable in the resulting recordings of
the workshops the exploration of different per-
spectives in search of the sonic qualities of ob-
jects and events. In one of the workshops at a
periferic and industrial neighborhood, for ex-
ample, one of the participants reported us that
she associated a close and familiar street to a
place with the presence of many slippers, a lot
of rubber squeaks she has never paid atention
before, causing a certain amusement. At certain
moments, the participants at the same work-
shop interacted with urban equipments, people
at the streets, animals in pet shops, as if they
were exploring a new world of sounds apart of
being at very familiar locations. In another work-
shop, held in the city center at rush hours, one

participant reported a certain pleasant sensation
listening the low sounds from the buses that in
ordinary contexts would cause hassle. Other
participant reported the strange and fake im-
pression of a busy street due to the invisible
presence of too many voices that the eyes
couldn’t catch but the microphones would amp-
lify and bring to the ears. 

Psicogeography

The last strategy was related to the percep-
tion of subjective influences and perceptions of
places, known as the psicogeographic effect.
The psychogeography, a term coined in the situ-
ationist movement of the 1960’s and 70’s, would
be the "study of the specific effects of the envir-
onment on the emotions and behavior of indi-
viduals". (Debord, 1958)

The project Bio Mapping designed by Chris-
tian Nold, in 2004, is one of several projects on
the border of the visual arts and social sciences
that illustrate the mapping as the process of cre-
ating a tangible vision of places as a result of
the multiplicity of personal sensations through
what he calls "new psychogeography". To Nold,
this process holds interest for its combination of
objective data (obtained with a measurement
device that maps galvanic skin responses) and
location data (GPS) with subjective stories (inter-
pretation of the data along with the parti-
cipants)17.

In the soundwalk workshops, walks were pre-
ceded by a conversation about the purpose and
the strategies to be adopted, following some
general guidelines on safety, attention, interest-
ing attitudes and aspects to observe during the
journey, such as the transitions of soundscapes
and the distinct sound identities of each setting
space. After the walks, participants were en-
couraged to talk about the perceived psychogeo-
graphical effects caused by soundscapes and
sound events, reporting the sounds that caused
wellness or discomfort, sounds remembered

17 Such an interpretation together is described as crucial 
because, in this case the reading of the map itself operated 
as a kind of "trigger memories" of important events, 
participant variables to participant. The full project is 
described and available for free in ebook "Emotional 
Cartography: technologies of the self", available at: 
http://www.emotionalcartography.net
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from other times (anmnesis effect - when a
sound event or context evokes a situation or at-
mosphere from the past), the relation between
sounds heard during the walk with the sounds
of everyday etc.

4 Conclusion

Despite the diversity of employment, the
maps always do the same, according to the
artist and cartographic researcher Ruth Watson
(2009): they are devices that incorporate, reaf-
firm and disseminate customizing places, telling
stories of relationships that are important for in-
dividuals and for groups that tell them.

For this reason, cartography and maps can
provide rich artistic possibilities considering
some local level community engagement that
according to Waldock , has been prevalent in
soundscapes since the early work of the “Five
Villages soundscapes” by Canadian World
Soundscape Project18. In Brazil, it is worth men-
tioning the "Sound of Maré"19, a participatory
sound art project resulted from four-month
workshops and field work at the Maré slums,
which generated a sound art exhibition at the
Museum of Maré and Soundwalks guided in
park Flamengo. In Curitiba, the CSM project has
sought to facilitate workshops with outlying
communities of the city, as well as groups of
varying interests, as a means of engaging differ-
ent groups and feeding the online platform. In a
partnership with sound artist and researcher Rui
Chaves, a performance soundwalk was de-
signed and conducted20 through the central
spaces framed in some reports collected for the
CSM. In this performance, excerpts from the re-
ports were read at targeted places to which they
referred to, while sound events and ambiences

18 The implementation of school questionnaires and 
soundwalks that were integral to the methodology of this 
World Soundscape Project displays the public participatory 
approach that was common at the birth of soundscape 
research, according to Waldock (2011).

19  For more information about this interesting project, please 
refer to the project’s website Som da Maré: 
https://somdamare.wordpress.com/

20 “Do Paço ao Olho soundwalk” was performed as part of 
the Música Nova International Symposium (SIMN 2016) 
programm, held in Curitiba. An excerpt can be accessed at 
the online channel of project Nendú, an online archive about
sound art in Brazil: https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=XHaOOj-f7MU

samples from other contexts were played
through a bluetooth speaker, seeking to provoke
a deautomatization of perception.

Adopting a cartographic framework is reflect
on a behavior that makes up a particular selec-
tion and judgment from a position in the space,
in addition to consider a cartographic listening -
one that positions us and maps the geographical
environment, then provides clues on what to
listen and how to be listened. 

Although the representational approach is still
common through sound mapping practices, we
can observe the proliferation of virtual maps as
micronarratives, valuing and giving voice to per-
sonal and affective accounts of worlds. In all
those initiatives, there is the desire to promote
and comprehend the production of places
through voluntary sharing of experiences about
a certain theme or problem. The contemporary
cartographies have been showing us the move-
ment towards an active role in the social con-
struction of reality, signalizing paths to reveal
singular realities.
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32.

Abstract: From 1956 until mid 1980s Samuel Beckett
focused on the creation of a small group of works con-
ceived specifically for the electronic medium of radio
and television. In 1957/1958 he learnt the mechanics of
the open-reel tape recorder and tits dissociative possib-
ilities. This leads him to write Krapp’s Last Tape his first
technological epiphany. It was after that piece, and
through the sound experimentation with the following
radio plays, that Beckett focused his attention on lan-
guage and velocity on its utterance. Beckett continued
his experimentation with sound technologies that led to
a whole new range of works in which the recorded hu-
man presence –voice, no-body– was transformed
through this mechanization and he translated these
findings into the stage, the television screen, and the
cinematographic space. Six years after Krapp Beckett
learned the mechanics of another machine for sound
experimentation and the second epiphany takes place:
he operates a phonogène –a machine used at the Pierre
Schaeffer studios to make musique concrète– which al-
lows him to decelerate and accelerate the speed of the
actors’ recorded voices, which led to the film adaptation
o f Comédie in 1966. From 1958 onward Beckett used
sound technologies in his various explorations, which al-
low him to experiment with the mechanized voice, to
experiment with machines as vehicles for the voice,
and to experiment with the voice cut/separated from its
source, both in the stage and in audio-visual platforms.
Through these two technological epiphanies (1958 and
1966), Beckett was able to formulate diverse visual and
acoustic experiences that are linked to the roots of
electronic art.

Keywords: audio, radio, electronic art, sound art,
sound technologies, Beckett, experimental. 

1   Electronic Chronologies

The Beckett of this essay is the one from his
first contact with sound as a medium of cre-
ation, the Beckett of the radio plays All That Fall
(1956) and Embers (1957), of the first mono-
logues recorded at the British Broadcasting Cor-
poration (BBC) by Patrick Magee (1957), and of
Krapp’s Last Tape (1958). It is the Beckett of the
radio plays after 1960: Pochade and Esquisse ra-
diophonique, Words and Music and Cascando.

Of the writing of Play/Comédie in 1962, of Film
in 1963, and of Eh Joe in 1965 — his first piece
for TV. This is the Beckett of the narrative experi-
ment later converted into sound — Lessness
(1969-1971) — and of Not I, the 1972 stage play
reinvented for television in 1975. It is also the
Beckett of the second half of the ‘70s, writing
Footfalls (1975) and Rockaby (1979-1980) for
theatre and …but the clouds… (1976) for TV.
This is also the later Beckett of the second nar-
rative trilogy Company (1977-1980), Mal vu mal
dit (1980-1981) and Worstward Ho (1981-1983),
the TV plays Quad (1980) and Nacht und Träume
(1982), and Quoi où (1983) for the stage, radic-
ally transformed for TV as Was Wo in 1985. This
is the Beckett who goes from the stage to the
TV screen, from sound to cinematic space, from
1956 to 1985. 

As a writer, Beckett constructed an oeuvre
that displays a clear movement through genres,
languages, and platforms. He began with es-
says, poems and narratives, then explored the
scenic arena, and from 1956 on he added radio,
cinema, and television as spaces of creation.
This Beckett-writer was followed by a Beckett-
translator who brought his plays in French into
English and vice versa and who wrote versions
of his plays in two languages almost simultan-
eously. After 1963 we also have a Beckett-dir-
ector who is involved in diverse staging and pro-
ductions of his plays and who, in his passion for
exploring electronic media, recreated some of
his dramatic and narrative work in the new audi-
ovisual languages he was exploring.

The total corpus of works written by Beckett
specifically for audiovisual media — if we stick
to divisions by genre — consists of six pieces
for radio1, five for television, and one for cinema.

1 Regarding the pieces for radio we find diverse and at times 
contradictory opinions about which titles really make up this
corpus, depending on the date of writing, production, or 
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The radio corpus features: All That Fall and Em-
bers, whose years of composition are 1956 and
1957 respectively; Pochade radiophonique, very
probably written between 1959 and 1960
(Pountney, 1988: 114); and three pieces that all
date from 1961: Esquisse radiophonique, Words
and Music and Cascando; the TV corpus con-
sists of Eh Joe (1965); Ghost Trio written
between 1975 and 1976, and almost simultan-
eously …but the clouds… (1976): and Quad
(1980) and Nacht und Träume (1982); finally for
cinema: Film, written in 1963. Therefore, Beck-
ett’s productions for audiovisual media could be
read this way: from 1956 to 1961, radio; in 1963,
film; and from 1965 to 1982, television. From
one language to another. From one platform to
another. 

Beckett’s audiovisual canon cannot be limited
to the titles mentioned above. Where would we
catalogue Lessness, a short prose piece dated
1969 and transformed into a sound-based plat-
form in 1971? And how would we register Play,
written in English (1962) and French (1963) as
Comédie both for stage, but then adapted into
film and radio in 1966? There is also Not I, writ-
ten in 1972 and reconfigured for the TV in 1975.
Shall we state, for example, that the TV produc-
tion is just a surrogate? Or how will we list Quoi
où, written for stage first in French (1982) and
later in English as What Where, brought to TV
language, but instead of being produced for the
television screen, this same TV version was
rather taken to the stage (Herren, 2007: 2; Ack-
erley. 2004: 640), and finally produced for TV as
Was Wo in 1985?

These works were conceived for a predeter-
mined platform, but when Beckett modified
them to bring them to another medium — be it
TV, radio, or film — he placed them under a pro-
cess of re-creation rather than a process of ad-
aptation. Beckett undertook a labour of recon-
struction with surprising results, since what we
have here are pieces different from their origin-
als, created specifically for a platform dissimilar
than the first formation, playing with the rules
and specifications of the chosen audiovisual lan-
guage. 

publishing.

2   Technological Epiphanies

The first technological epiphany2 takes place
on 28 January 1958 (Beckett et al., 2014: 98)
when Beckett saw a reel-to-reel tape recorder in
operation at the same time as he heard frag-
ments of Molloy and From an Abandoned Work
in the voice of Patrick Magee. 

Despite the fact that Beckett wrote and sent
the BBC his first work for radio on 27 Septem-
ber 1956, (Knowlson, 1997: 431) he kept him-
self, relatively speaking, on the margin of the
production process. When the rehearsals and re-
cording of All That Fall took place — 2 to 6 Janu-
ary 1957 — Beckett declined an invitation to at-
tend, arguing: 

I should be very definitely less a help than a 
hindrance. I am very slow and go wildly and re -
peatedly wrong before arriving at something 
that resembles what I want. I’d only bother and 
upset you all. (Beckett et al., 2011: 688) 

Being afar from this production process, Beck-
ett could not hear All That Fall properly nor the
subsequent sound recordings made by the BBC.
Actually a day after it was broadcast on 13 Janu-
ary 1957, Beckett wrote to McWhinnie how little
could be heard given to transmission failures
(Beckett et al., 2014: 12). 

When the BBC insisted, following the success
of this first radio piece, that he provide them
with another text, by way of an answer Beckett
suggested to producer Donald McWhinnie that,
given he couldn’t immediately write another
piece for this medium, they could choose frag-
ments from the end of the first part of Molloy to
be recorded and broadcast (Beckett et al., 2014:
46) and later on he added a fragment of an un-
finished novel that would later be From an Aban-
doned Work. 

Since once again he could not hear these pro-
ductions clearly (broadcasts took place on the 10
2 I found this term applied to Beckett audio-visual work in 

Herren, when he describes the cinematographic recon-
struction of Comédie in 1966 (2007: 179). Nevertheless, the
term comes from the interdisciplinary space of design and 
technological developments. Formally it is defined as “par-
ticularly effective type of innovation strategy… when tech-
nological breakthroughs merge with radical innovation of 
meanings.” (Verganti, 2009)
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and 14 December 1957), the BBC decided to
send him the magnetic tapes of the sound re-
cordings. On 28 January 1958, Beckett went to
the BBC Paris studios (Beckett et al., 2014: 98)
and listened “with the keenest enjoyment and
appreciation” (Knowlson, 1997: 790 note 144) to
the recordings in the voice of Magee. It was,
moreover, the first time that he observed the
operation of a reel-to-reel tape recorder (Beckett
et al., 2014: 105). 

It is at this moment in which Beckett has this
magnetic tape recorder in front of him that he
understands the machine’s dissociative capacit-
ies: sound divorced from its source, sound as
object, sound of the human voice as material
with which to work — split off, in this case, from
the body of the actor. And he goes on to write
Krapp’s Last Tape.

The second technological epiphany takes
place during the process of reconfiguration of
Play/Comédie for the cinematographic platform
in 1966. Specifically during the audio design
Beckett used a phonogène3 that allowed him to
modify the speed of the recorded sounds previ-
ously registered on magnetic tape without chan-
ging their pitch. As is widely known, Beckett
was obsessed with the velocity of the utterance
of the voice. Specially during the process of pro-
ducing Play/Comédie for their (practically) paral-
lel premières in Paris and London in 1964 (Acker-
ley, 2004: 443, 104), Beckett’s main concerns
were to achieve (1) absence of movement, (2)
the lack of expression of actor/actresses during
the representation, (3) lighting as an internal
cue, (4) velocity on the pronunciation of the
three voice parts, and (5) the figure of a da capo,
which indicated that the entire play had to be re-
peated once it had finished (Knowlson and Pill-
ing, 1980: 111-112). 

In 1966, through the filming of Comédie/Play,
Beckett is finally able to control repetition and
speed through sound manipulation machines
(the magnetophone and the phonogène) he is
able to close a cycle started in 1958. This cycle
could be shortened on these terms: (1) he is in-
troduced to radio and / or television technolo-

3 Phonogène is a machine developed by Pierre Schaeffer in 
1951 as part of the activities of the Centre d’Études Radio-
phoniques (CER) in Paris.

gies, (2) he conceives artwork using these tools
– first with a realistic approach and later, when
he understood better is possibilities, his creative
by-products are more and more abstract. When
the learning process is done, i.e. after the use of
sound technology to stretch and expand the
voice possibilities through Comédie/Play the film
version of 1966, this cycle comes to an end.
Beckett will apply this knowledge of sound tech-
nologies to the rest of his creations in all plat-
forms he will explore –written text, stage plays,
television, sound. This will apply both for the cre-
ation of new work, as for re-creation of pieces
conceived for other platforms and brought to the
electronic arena.

3   The Voice Manipulated
Through Sound Machines

There is something exceptional in the way in
which Beckett appropriates and uses audio tech-
nology. It is not only a question of adopting, as if
it were simply another tool, a device that was at
the time rarely seen or utilized in the way Beck-
ett’s Krapp does. In the opinion of John Pilling it
was “unrealistic to use an open tape recorder
the way Beckett used it: too highly systematized
to be real” (pers. comm.). Pilling reminds us:
“[T]hen it was strange because it is new. Now it
is strange because it is an antique” (pers.
comm.). Here it is important to remember that
Beckett sets Krapp’s Last Tape in the future, and
with this gesture, a machine that records and re-
produces sound on a magnetic-tape practically
unknown in 1958, stops being cutting-edge tech-
nology and becomes a worn-out, old, useless,
and obsolete object thanks to this displacement.
By placing Krapp’s action to the future, the play
becomes an anomaly (Johnson 2012, 160): if we
go to the theatre how can we imagine or visual-
ize a scene in the near future, where an old man
is using a state of the art sound recording ma-
chine to register his thoughts and experiences,
and what we see on stage is a sound machine
from the last century? Pilling reminds us:
“[T]hen it was strange because it is new. Now it
is strange because it is an antique” (pers.
comm.).
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Beckett adopted sound technology to solve
the challenges that he had had since he started
to write: in the monologues of his narratives and
the dialogues of his theatre, about the splitting
off of the voice from the body, and the attendant
necessity of repetition, fragmentation, and inter-
ruption in his work.

B u t the presence of sound technology in
Beckett’s plays was more substantial than just
stage-props or components to build up different
monologues and time frames, rhythmical struc-
tures, or exact repetitions. His use of sound
technology was not just part of this artistic ex-
ploitation of sound as material –registered, ed-
ited and reproduced through these machines.
He actually challenged the way audio production
was being made in the UK. Beckett’s radio plays
were recorded on vinyl discs and not in mag-
netic tape, since magnetic tape recorders were
used for conservation of audio content, and not
for the creation of new sound productions –ex-
perimental or not (Frost, 1999: 313). Even if
transitioning to tape was not a priority for the
BBC, in 1957 a plan to create a sound studio –
The Radiophonic Workshop – was projected and
finally launched in 1958 (Holmes, 2002: 83). The
origin of this studio responds in part to the need
to comply with sound requirements that were
demanded by Beckett’s radio pieces,4 especially
his first (Esslin, 1975: 40), and to carry out audio
projects more on tune with what was being
done in France by Pierre Schaeffer or in Ger-
many by Karlheinz Stockhausen (Holmes, 2002:
83). 

What is interesting, according to John Pilling,
is that “[with] the tape recorder for the first time
you have control over ‘reproducibility.’ He [Beck-
ett] likes ‘repetition.’ Only to have it through
mechanical ways. Recurrence and repetition”
(pers. comm.). Pilling adds: “[With] KLT [Beckett
was able to] treat the ‘fragment’ as a movable
thing … deal with fragments, construct rather
than create. Bricolage” (pers. comm.). Actually,
“[t]his is the first time [Beckett] uses complete
repetitions of complete blocks of texts” (pers.

4 It is well documented that during the recording of All That 
Fall (1956-1957) BBC’s production team had a hard time as 
a result of the technical demands of this radio play. Donald 
McWhinnie describes the obstacles involved during produc-
tion of All That Fall in 1957 in The Art of Radio (1959). 

comm.). Pilling brings over the term bricolage
that comes from the arena of literature and
visual arts, that indicates an assembly of a new
creative entity made from different sources. But
the term allows us also to visualize a way of
construction that leaves the unidimensional sur-
face of the written page to expand to a multidi-
mensional sensorial experience. In Krapp we are
in front of an actor that works around and with
machines that allows him to cut, remove, break,
and recompose pieces of time made of sound
bites in front of our own eyes. After Krapp we
will find this exact use of language filtered
through sound technological devices in Not I,
Footfalls, That Time, a n d What Were, just to
mention a few, where the voice is now the res-
ult and also the proxy of the technological appar-
atus.

After his discoveries around sound technolo-
gies, Beckett would remain closely involved in
the processes of recording, editing and mixing
the sound elements that he will introduce in his
work across platforms. Before 1958 the sound
effects and recording were decided far from the
recording studios where sound construction
takes place; after 1958 Beckett used his experi-
ence in the sound studio to define the audio
characteristics needed to lend significance to
the role of sound in any of his pieces. 

Working on sound studios made Beckett
aware of vocal speech within time frame sets.
He started including his notes about the speed
of enunciation on his manuscripts, then he ad-
ded this element during rehearsals, and later on
when he started to add this information on the
printed scripts of his works. These machines
that he was able to work with in radio and televi-
sion studios allowed him to visualize a way of
working with bodies and voices using technolo-
gies to disarticulate its composition, its one-
ness. 

5   Electronic-Beckett

Beckett’s involvement with broadcasting tech-
nology was not an exception – even if the res-
ults where exceptional per se. During the first
half of the twentieth century and into the 1950s
creators in UK and continental Europe had a

SONOLOGIA 2016 – OUT OF PHASE                                       www .eca.usp.br/sonologia                                                            292              



steady support from broadcasting institutions —
radio and later television — which commis-
sioned works to explore these new audio-visual
media. Before 1950, the most representative ex-
amples were Der Lindberghflugh, musical score
by Kurt Weill and Paul Hindemith, and radio
script by Bertolt Brecht, a radio production of
Südwestrundfunk (SWR) broadcast in 1929
(Fisher 2002, 71; Iges 1997, 40); The Testament
of François Villon radiophonic opera by Ezra
Pound produced by the B B C in 1931 (Fisher,
2002: 3); Pour en finir avec le jugement de dieu
(1948) by Antonin Artaud (Weiss, 1999: 269-307)
at the studios of Radio Télévision Française
(RTF), and some experiments by Pierre Schaef-
fer (Kahn, 2001: 134-136; Kim-Cohen, 2009: xix).

After 1950 studios for sound experimentation
were finally established, like the Groupe de
Recherches Musicales at RT F in 1951 where
Pierre Schaeffer was able to cultivate musique
concrète; the studio for electronic music at the
radio of Cologne joined by Karlheinz Stock-
hausen in 1952 and later Nam June Paik5; and
the Studio de Fonologia of Radiotelevisione Itali-
ana (RAI) in Milán founded by Luciano Berio and
Bruno Maderna in the mid-‘50s just to mention a
few (Holmes, 2002: 89; Iges, 1997: 76-77). 

Two of the main events that took place
between 1950 and 1955, and that in the opinion
of Jürgen Claus indicate the lift-off of electronic
art are the unveiling of Pierre Schaeffer’s sound
p i e c e Orphée (1953), and Karlheinz Stock-
hausen’s first composition with synthetic sound
Electronic Study I (1953) (Claus, 1999: 180). Five
years later in 1958 the first integration of sound
and architectonic elements took place at the
Philips Pavilion, within the Brussels Exhibition
(Claus, 1999: 180). The first electronic visual ele-
ment added to these experiments were Nam
June Paik’s research on electronic sound and im-
age at the Nordwestdeutscher Rundfunk studios
(between 1958 and 1963), results that were
later exhibited in 1963 at Music–Electronic Tele-
vision, and the dé–collages of Wolf Vostell and
Stockhausen, a series of electronically distorted
televisual images produced in 1959 (Claus,
1999: 180).

5 In 1955 Nordwestdeutscher Rundfunk was divided in two 
systems: Westdeutscher Rundfunk (WDR) and Nord-
deutscher Rundfunk (NDR). 

In the particular case of Beckett’s involvement
with electronic technology from the mid 1950s
onwards, his exploration could not be more pre-
cise: since the end of the 1940s radiophonic
sound experimentation was getting consistent
institutional support as I stated above, and as a
result, in the mid 1950s the foundations for an
artistic practice later called radiophonic art star-
ted within the electronic art practices of the
second half of the twentieth century. Beckett’s
radiophonic writing in 1956 coincides with the
consolidation of musique concrète in France,
electronic music in Germany (Iges, 1997: 76-77),
and the early practices of electronic art (Claus,
1999: 180); and Beckett’s audiovisual work was
parallel to much of the video art experimentation
that took place in the mid 1960s and 1970s, his
work being a big influence for artists that ex-
plored new media like Vito Acconci, Bruce Nau-
man, and Tony Ousler, just to mention a few.

With radio and later television, Beckett ex-
plored audio-visual technologies and produced a
strong body of work that questioned the nature
of the same language he was creating in, which
is undeniably a mark of contemporary art prac-
tices. 

And given the fact that since 1962 Beckett
started an active role as a director and producer,
looking back and reproducing / restaging / recre-
ating his own previous works for different me-
dia, he used audio-visual technologies no to ad-
apt his old work into new platforms, but to cre-
ate new pieces using the original texts as
source, which allowed him to reformulate again
his unique search and to solve it in different
ways / different languages / different media.  

When Beckett finds and manipulates a phono-
gène in 1966, he finally discovers a solution to
all of his thirsts centred around the bodiless-
voice mediated by sound machines. Electronic
media will allow him to concentrate from now
on the excised voice in his work for electronic
screens and the stage. 

Beckett would take different paths in order to
bring his ideas into three-dimensional stage
space. And specifically speaking of his elec-
tronic audiovisual work — since he would not
write anymore for a sound-only platform — this
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construct conceived and produced from 1962
onwards put Beckett’s work in tune with the in-
termedial language that was being explored
within contemporary art practices. 

Beckett’s television work, and specifically the
placement of the camera as a closed-system, a
clear element of surveillance and control, with a
zoom that moves in through a very precise pat-
tern determined by the articulation of the female
voice and her silence patterns (Eh Joe), or the
camera visually registering every detail of the
room following instructions of a (again) female
voice (…but the clouds…), could be the direct
antecedent of the early video work of Bruce
Nauman in the late 60s and early 70s (Benezra,
2002: 126), or the single-channel video pieces of
Vito Acconci (Kaye, 2007: 106). 

Beckett’s approach to audio visual technolo-
gies is the approach of a researcher, getting his
hands into each one of these languages medi-
ated by and made through these machines. One
may think that these radio and television produc-
tions were made to be broadcast only, but back
then the only place to be able to experiment
with these technologies were European radio
and television studios. Beckett was fortunate to
have all those tools to work with and to use
them in order to expand his own creative pro-
cess. He accepted the use of sound and video
technology in order to register their effects in his
stage productions, but not for adapting his work
into these media. Beckett used video and sound
technology as a tool to construct his work within
those platforms, and to continue his quest of
the creative act and the voice through and with
these same instruments. 

With the first technological epiphany, which
clears the ground for Krapp’s Last Tape, we may
deduce that in 1958, using a reel-to-reel tape re-
corder, Beckett discovered the possibilities – at a
conceptual and creative level – offered by the
dissociation of sound and its source/emitting
body. Beckett then became involved in the pro-
duction of plays for a sound-based medium. And
he brought to other platforms his interest in
sound mediated by technology: the voice recor-
ded, manipulated, replicated.

In 1966, with his manipulation of a phono-
gène for the short film Comédie, Beckett closed
a cycle related to the exploration of the speed of
enunciation, sonic texture and the visceral
nature of the verbal pronunciation over the tex-
tual content. After this second epiphany, Beckett
began to conceive a series of plays in which the
human voice would seem to be mediated by
sound machines, and in which the enunciation
would be ever more mechanized, even when
not mediated or activated by technology.

Beckett’s exploration of the fragmentation of
the body and the use of the bodiless voice as a
three dimensional element that could be inser-
ted either on the TV set or in the stage was fa-
cilitated by his introduction to broadcast techno-
logies. The modular structures and distinct con-
figurations that Beckett established in his work
after 1956 constitute elements that arise from
his experimentation in the sound and television
studios, which provided Beckett with a creative
vehicle that allowed him to bring and develop
his aesthetic into his sound and video/television
works; an aesthetic not dissimilar from contem-
porary art practices that used electronic means. 

As it was stated at the opening of this text,
creators that had a steady support from broad-
casting institutions were able to explore new
languages through these cutting-edge technolo-
gies (Iges, 1997: 77). And Beckett was no excep-
tion. Beckett took the parallel approach as other
artists of that time did, questioning and decon-
structing the media that he worked with: radio,
film, television, video,  and the performatic
space of the stage. He was able to work and
have a strong impact and negotiation power
with the biggest media institutions in Europe
and he did not have to wait, as many artists did,
for the audio-visual technologies to commer-
cially become available in order to experiment
with them. 

Beckett was not confined to a medium or a
language, he did work with sound and moving
image. Why, then, did contemporary art prac-
tices not pull from Beckett’s experimental
oeuvre and embrace it as their own? In the case
of sound-based art practices we need to re-
member that “despite the cultural pervasive-
ness of sound, there was no artistic practice
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outside music identified primarily with aurality”
(Kahn, 1994: 2), consequently, the construction
of a “history” of sound-based art practices is
something of recent making — from the 1990s
onward. Actually artists working with sound
were adopted by the tradition of music, then la-
belled as an expanded art practice of music it-
self6.This may be the reason why among con-
temporary composers Beckett was very well re-
garded given his interest in voice, rhythm and
the openly important role of organized sound.
We may think on Marcel Mihalovici, Heinz Holli-
ger, Wolfgang Fortner, Luciano Berio, Morton
Feldman, Roger Reynolds, Clarence Barlow,
Jean-Yves Bosseur, or Philip Glass.7 

In the UK video art grew very slowly: “ex-
amples during the period of Beckett’s involve-
ment with television show the differences
between the two forms” (Bignell, 2009: 64)
television and video. In the UK there was a total
lack of interest in video art, and the first major
exhibition of British video artists took place in
1975.8 Artists working with video were more in-
terested in the actual capabilities of the “new”
technology than in the process of the creative
construct, that is, since it was a new technology
they were exploring its material characteristics
rather than building a new language9.

One of the main concerns of television produ-
cers and directors was that this media “should
fin d i t s o w n f o r m a n d s t y l e o f …
representation,” and a good example of this
practice is Beckett: he not just wrote for televi-
sion, but “explored televisual forms” (Bignell,
2009: 77). Anyhow, Beckett’s audio-visual work
was not accepted under the tag of video art or
experimental audio visual form, since he is
mainly “regarded as a dramatist. In terms of the
aesthetic forms of British video art and its insti-
tutional placement, Beckett’s television drama is,
precisely, drama for television and not video art”
(Bignell, 2009: 66). And at the other extreme,
his audio-visual works are not adopted by the
experimental film history, since “the abstraction
towards which avant-garde film moves … is not

6  For a detailed approach see Bignell, 2009: 64-66. 
7  See Bryden, 1998. 
8 ‘The Video Show’ at the Serpentine Gallery in 1975. Bignell,

2009: 64.
9  For a detailed approach see Bignell, 2009: 64-66. 

as significant in Beckett’s screen work” (Bignell,
2009: 75). The same we may say of his sound
work: Beckett’s plays for radio are not sound art
(a label that appeared in the late eighties), but
they are actually recognized as radiophonic art. 

But here we are talking about the history of
art practices tied to certain media or languages
(video, sound, film, performance) in a moment
when those practices did not even have the lan-
guage to name its own by-products. And if in
that time — namely 1960s, 1970s or 1980s —
Beckett’s practice was not recognized by his
equals —historians, critics and practitioners
within contemporary arts—, the truth is that
since the late 1980s his work has been presen-
ted in major exhibitions: Samuel Beckett: Tele-
p l ays at the Vancouver Art Gallery (1988);
Samuel Beckett/Bruce Nauman at the Vienna’s
Kunsthalle (2000); Samuel Beckett’s Work for
Film and Television at the Museo Nacional
Centro de Arte Reina Sofía in Madrid (2006);
Samuel Beckett at the Centre Pompidou in Paris
(2007); and his video work has been included in
the exhibitions Adorno (Frankfurter Kunstverein
2003-2004); documenta X (1997); Voilá (Musee
d’art Moderne in Paris  and Anthony Reynolds
Gallery in London 2001); and at the 49th Venice
Biennial “Plateau of Humankind” (2001). 

Beckett was working in French, English and
German, using all media at hand (radio, televi-
sion, film), and taking all technological chal-
lenges that were in front of him. He approached
the creative act from scratch: going from the
printed word, the non-dimensional construct of
bodiless-sound, to the two-dimensional con-
struct of the electronic screen, and to the three-
dimensional construct of fragmented bodies sur-
rounded by mechanical-sound. 

Beckett did question the discipline in which he
was working, and electronic platforms were not
the exception. And this questioning of the
chosen language is one of the main rules in con-
temporary art: Beckett was not representing
reality through electronic means, his quest was
not to look for his work to be known for a wider
audience. On the contrary, he used television
and radio and the instruments associated with
these technologies to question reality when pro-
ducing his works, and questioning the actual
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nature of the electronic languages he chose to
work with. 

Beckett, finally, can be seen as a multiplatform
creator, and our job now is to put his oeuvre un-
der the microscope and start analysing it using
the tools with which contemporary art theories
provides us. This small survey of his electronic
and trans-generic work –all those plays that
Beckett decided to bring over the electronic
arena– is just an invitation to start looking at
these works with a different lens. 
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33. 1

Extended Abstract

Despite Futurist and Fluxus precursors dating
back over a century, sound art has found its “offi-
cial” status within galleries and museums only
within the last twenty years. Notable exhibitions
such as Sonic Boom (2000), Sons & Lumières
(2003), Visual Music (2005), and Soundings: A
Contemporary Score (2013) confirm its promin-
ence. Still, sound art remains uncomfortable in
such spaces structured by visual logic; and the
attempts at remediation have been lacking. 

Nevertheless, interest in sound as art contin-
ues to grow. It feeds artists’ desire to burst bey-
ond boundaries. Its properties penetrate the
white cube’s immobilizing aesthetic glaze. Iron-
ically, this very opposition renders the gallery as
the best space to frame sound art conceptually,
if not yet practically. 

Curators brave enough to embrace the genre
try to control its leakiness with extra walls and
insulated rooms. Such was David Toop’s strategy
in Sonic Boom, where participating artists hypo-
critically protested against the interference of
neighbouring works. Christian Marclay alerts us
to the resulting curatorial deficiency: 

Even the most traditional display of painting and
sculpture is enhanced by the links and 
correspondences that each viewer composes 
between the works. But with sound, the 
common reflex to separate and muffle only 
stifles and inhibits such associative play. 

Here, we arrive at the critical question: How
might gallery curators respond to varying rela-
tions of music, noise, sound and silence to tradi-
tional and emerging media in ways that are re-

1 A complete version of this text will appear at the 
INTERFERENCE -  A journal of Audio Cultures:  
http://www.interferencejournal.org/

spectful to artworks, artists and audience, all the
while retaining curatorial integrity? Is this indeed
even possible? 

Curators like Jin Wang and Christine van As-
sche propose mirroring the sound studio’s per-
fect listening conditions, or creating customized
Big Can galleries that reverse audiovisual hier-
archies. Such solutions still hinder the curator’s
control of conceptual trajectories or, worse, risk
ghettoizing the genre into further precarity. 

What solutions remain? Seth Kim-Cohen ad-
vises curators to embrace sound according to
the criteria demanded of other artistic media.
How might such criteria be successfully defined
and engaged in regards to sound? If curators are
widely accused of poor responses, whom do
we turn to? In this case, the artist. 

Marclay’s Ensemble exhibition for the Phil-
adelphia ICA might offer a solution. Here, he as-
sembled an array of sound sculptures using “the
ears of a composer, rather than the eyes of a
curator” exploring “how a work...would
sound...with the other pieces in the space.” By
treating each piece in relation to the composed
whole, Marclay delivered desirable conditions
for privileging sound and listening within the gal-
lery’s frame while also encouraging associative
play between overlapping aural and visual ele-
ments, thereby forming a symphonic whole. In
this way, Ensemble proposes a feasible proto-
type for successful sound art curation. 

My intent is to confirm Ensemble as a sound
curatorial strategy, examining it thoroughly via
comparative analysis against other applied curat-
orial practices in media art to establish the
grounds upon which it might be recreated under
different conditions. Such an experimental re-
search approach will allow me to observe the
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coherency and reproducibility of Marclay’s ex-
periment so as to determine its viability as a
productive curatorial model. 
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34. 1

Extended Abstract

This paper will explore how narratives of
listening have been incorporated into sound
studies’ analyses over the last three decades.
By narratives of listening I mean narratives bor-
rowed from literary works whose focus lies
primarily on sound or in which ‘auditory images’
are privileged. The mobilisation of literary in-
stances for the purpose of investigating sound
and listening predates the establishment of a
field of inquiry named sound studies, as Pierre
Schaeffer’s 1966 Traité des Objets Musicaux ex-
emplifies.2 In his treatise, Schaeffer analyses an
excerpt from Max Frisch’s Homo Faber in order
to account for the oppositional pair écouter-en-
tendre (listen-hear), which lies at the heart of his
theory of listening. With the rise of sound stud-
ies, investigations into sound and listening as
represented in literary texts became wide-
spread. Literature became an invaluable source
of information for those who endeavoured to
write histories of sound, such as the case of
Douglas Kahn, Mark. M. Smith, Jonathan
Sterne, John M. Picker, and others.3 For a long
time, however, literary narratives fell short of en-
gendering a theory of sound and listening of
their own, having merely served to illustrate the-
ories and meditations exogenous to them. An
examination of the multiplicity of sound studies’

1 A complete version of this text will appear at the 
INTERFERENCE -  A journal of Audio Cultures:  
http://www.interferencejournal.org/

2 Pierre Schaeffer, Traité des objets musicaux: essai 
interdisciplines, nouvelle édition (Paris: Seuil, 1966)

3 Wireless Imagination: Sound, Radio, and the Avant-Garde, 
ed. by Douglas Kahn and Gregory Whitehead (Cambridge: 
The MIT Press, 1992), Kahn, Noise, Water, Meat: A History 
of Sound in the Arts (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1999), 
Mark M. Smith, Listening to Nineteenth-Century America 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2001), 
Jonathan Sterne, The Audible Past: Cultural Origins of 
Sound Reproduction (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2003), John M. Picker, Victorian Soundscapes (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2003).

engagements with literature, however, demon-
strates an ever-increasing use of fictional narrat-
ives for theoretical purposes other than exempli-
fication. In this sense, literature seems to ad-
vance our knowledge of sound and listening in
ways that only literature could do. In order to
discuss the ways in which literature has contrib-
uted and can continue to contribute to sound
studies, the present paper will examine different
methods of incorporating literature into sound
studies which are adopted at different stages of
the development of this field of scholarship. Ac-
cording to Michele Hilmes, sound studies began
with the publication of the 1980 Yale French
Studies issue on sound and cinema edited by
Rick Altman.4 Putting aside the always already
problematic idea of origin, I would like to retain
Altman’s publication as the outset of the sound
studies era so as to clearly frame the time span
on which my analysis will focus. I thus propose
to analyse three contributions that engaged with
literature in the 1 Pierre Schaeffer, Traité des ob-
jets musicaux: essai interdisciplines, nouvelle
édition (Paris: Seuil, 1966). 2 Wireless Imagina-
tion: Sound, Radio, and the Avant-Garde, ed. by
Douglas Kahn and Gregory Whitehead (Cam-
bridge: The MIT Press, 1992), Kahn, Noise, Wa-
ter, Meat: A History of Sound in the Arts (Cam-
bridge: The MIT Press, 1999), Mark M. Smith,
Listening to Nineteenth-Century America
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
2001), Jonathan Sterne, The Audible Past: Cul-
tural Origins of Sound Reproduction (Durham:
Duke University Press, 2003), John M. Picker,
Victorian Soundscapes (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2003). 3 Michele Hilmes, ‘Is There a
Field Called Sound Culture Studies? And Does It
Matter?’, American Quaterly, 57/1 (2005), 249-
259 (p. 250). terrain of sound studies, being
each one representative of one of the three dec-

4Michele Hilmes, ‘Is There a Field Called Sound Culture 
Studies? And Does It Matter?’, American Quaterly, 57/1 
(2005), 249-259 (p. 250).
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ades during which sound studies have thrived,
i.e. 1990s, 2000s, and 2010s. These contribu-
tions are Kahn’s 1992 introduction to the edited
volume Wireless Imagination, Picker’s 2003 Vic-
torian Soundscapes, and Brian Kane’s analysis of
Kafka’s tale ‘The Burrow’ in his 2014 Sound Un-
seen.5 In addition, due to the anticipatory and
paradigmatic character of Schaeffer’s incorpora-
tion of literature into his sound and music re-
search, I will put forward a brief analysis of it as
a preamble to my discussion of the crossovers
between literature and sound studies. By com-
paratively examining these four texts, therefore,
I expect to evince the shift that gradually took
place in sound studies, whereby literary texts
stopped being used simply to exemplify theor-
ies alien to them and started being used to
provide novel forms of thinking about sound and
listening inextricably bound up with literary as-
pects. Finally, I expect that this diachronic read-
ing will contribute to accounting for the histor-
ical development of sound studies as a field of
scholarship with regard to literature.

5 Brian Kane, Sound Unseen: Acousmatic Sound in Theory 
and Practice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014).
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35. 1

Extended Abstract

This work aims to present a theoretical per-
spective under which both listening and sound
are thought as virtual structures. First, the word
"virtual" is approached here according to the
philosophical sense that it gains, especially in
the twentieth century in the French philosopher
Henri Bergson's production, and significant sub-
sequent readings, such as that made by Gilles
Deleuze and Pierre Lévy. Through these philo-
sophers perspective, the word "virtual" does not
designate an artificial and parallel to the "real" di-
mension, instead, it means exactly and neces-
sarily one of the aspects of the real as such. Ac-
cording to this concept, all material and corpor-
eal things are mixof "actual" and "virtual" ele-
ments. It means that, through this perspective,
there is not even one thing that is purely actual,
and "all that is actual is wrapped in a mist of vir-
tual images". Such virtual images characterize
the memory as a "being of the past", which is
not limited to the past in itself in the extent that
it coexists - necessarily and in its entirety - to
every present moment in the empirical mind
and perception. However, this memory means
not only an empirical and subjective memory be-
cause the concept of virtual refers to a  whole
"memory of being", as if the universe itself and
the whole history of mankind were woven to-
gether in the same semiotic flow in which each
empirical mind is immersed. Thus, the philo-
sophical concept of virtual works as the basic
joint of an ontological discourse, in which being
is thought of as an immense semiotic flow (no
distinction here between the semiotic and ma-
terial-chemical-biological dimensions) not meas-
urable in and not reducible to a particular point in
space. Therefore, the virtual is characterized as a
one dimension of the real, but it is itself, deter-

1 A complete version of this text will appear under the title 
Beyond hylomorphism: sonic philosophy toward aural 
specificity at the INTERFERENCE -  A journal of Audio 
Cultures:  http://www.interferencejournal.org/

ritorialized regarding the matter and space. Why
deterritorialized? Because the virtual's place of
existence is a purely temporal flux, and as such,
they call for its specific rules in the extent that
these cannot be the rules and criteria through it
matter and space are quantified. It is a shared,
tans-individual dimension that the philosopher
intends to reach with this concept. It is in this
sense, Deleuze emphasizes that Bergson di-
vides the "real" in two types of multiplicities,
stating that everything is composed of a mix of
actual and virtual multiplicities, that is, mat-
ter and memory (herein understood as a consol-
idation of more or less complex potentialities
which are dispersed in a "spiritual" horizon,
which is thought as a semiosphere, or a noo-
sphere: a sort of trans-individual mind).

 
It is from this perspective and this "image of

the world" that this present work aims to think
sound, in order to appreciate its chances to exist
as pure virtuality, i.e., as a non-measurable and
non-quantifiable multiplicity which is in any case,
reducible to space criteria. In this sense, the
sound appears as a pure consistency of
meaning. An immaterial force, which can
experiment heterogenetic modes of being,
participating in the consolidation processes of
other kinds of signs, such as visual, gestural,
tactile signs, for instance. To evaluate and
deploy this hypothesis, this work turns itself to
some artworks which are not made of sound
and through sounds, but that brings and puts
sound as an problematized and diagrammatized
element. Would be possible operations of sound
actual izat ion made without sound? The
presentation takes the position according to
which an artwork is considered and configured
strictly as operations of meaning consistency
involving different regimes of signs, as well as
operation of designing situations given to
embodied experiences. Here, the philosophical
approach is interweaved with and conducted
through  literature, visual arts and architecture
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works, aiming to investigate some possible
ways and modes by which works in this areas
articulate, mobilize and actualize sound, even
without producing sound. There could be
possible a sound presence without the sound?
What are the possibility conditions of sound as
pure virtuality? Such questions works as a
"Ariadne's thread" in this paper.
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Having been invited to say a few words as an introduction to this panel1 concerning present and fu-
ture of sonologia in Brazil2, I will start by thanking the the organizers of the event, not only for having
honoured me as one of the four keynote speakers, but also for passing me the task of writing these
introductory notes. And I am also very thankful to the crew that helped out during the event.

Undoubtedly, NuSom is one the main actors working in the so-called Sonologia field -- nowadays an
expanding research area area in Brazil. NuSom gave it a clearer socio-political personality. For this to
happen, one needs to thank Fernando Iazzetta for his wise, patient and persistent capacity for project-
ing and putting into practice -- a continuous reunion of students, academics and artists -- and for doing
it with gentle determination. For organising with Fernando, Sonologia 2016 -- Out of Phase, I want to
extend my gratitude to Lilian Campesato and Rui Chaves. Both of them cared to keep and further fol-
low on an inclination towards a ‘Humanities’ flavour in this field of Sonologia. 

For some time, Sonologia was polarised between ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ sciences, thus trying to adopt a
trans-disciplinary attitude, something that seldom materialized. Despite the existence among us of
multi-instrumentalists like José A. Mannis, there were rare occasions where our research linked dis-
tant disciplines. The Sonologia 2016 -- Out of Phase conference widens up the disciplinary horizon.
Sonologia has finally departed from an undecidedly mixed nucleus where conflicting interests collided
more than coincided. Once, during a National Congress for Music Research, the group was asked
about its purpose -- and raison d’être --  in a special and dedicated panel.  There were two invited
‘sonologists’ representing completely different views. I am happy that nowadays we finally inclined to
what, in that panel, was represented and defended by Carlos Palombini. Since then, we started to de-
serve sympathetic attention and established connections with another group that grew up inside Mu-
sic Faculties: ethnomusicology. 

Before Sonologia existed, we were of course ‘unclassified’, being a small group inside our own insti-
tutions’ departments. As any academic knows, there was/is a wide gap between the speed of thought
and institutional flexibility and adequacy. Twenty years ago, Brazilian music academy was busy with
Composition, Theory and Performance, leaving a number of electroacoustic music-based academics,
composers and performers having to look for companionship and identity outside. It was a necessary
effort, in order to be acknowledged by colleagues who would judge our projects at funding research
bodies.

So, we started to search for links outside our original institutions, meeting inter-state colleagues and
binding inter-institutional ties: performers, composers and theorists, all gathering to share a common
axis, but already divided by conflicting interests, dispersed and sometimes juxtaposing, which were,
mainly:

1) composition with electroacoustic equipment.
2) research on ‘listening’ and its relation to new technologies.

1 This text was originally written and read by Rodolfo Caesar, responding to our invitation to say a few words at the final 
conference panel entitled Sound Studies in Perspective.

2 When I wrote this short talk, I highlighted the work of Carlos Palombini, José Augusto Mannis and Valéria Bonafé. I did so, 
because they represent the diversity of research being done in Sonologia and because they attended the event. 
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In the very beginning, in 1994, we founded an association for electroacoustic music, later fol lowed
by association  with the better funded area of Computer Sciences.

The first association served mostly to strengthen mutual friendships, the second being only good to
produce annual symposia´ funded with money from the Brazilian Computer Society. The second one,
by its ´hard´ nature, was incapable of absorbing the presence of a radio-researcher and creator like
Janete El Haouli. So, both associations presented problems to us. The first one, because it was
mainly dedicated to composition and performance of Electroacoustic Music. The second focused on
the creation of ‘toys for boys’, such as max/msp patches. Most of us have nothing against these activ-
ities, but we prefer to follow the flow of more inclusive fields. This was a time when MIT and IRCAM
became role-models by most of the people. But not all of us were happy. After the year 2000, some of
us became independent of both the electroacoustic music and the computer science umbrella.

Simultaneously to this, some lecturers started to detect the urgency of opening the ears and eyes
to broader horizons in order to deal with and answer to external demands. I can give you a personal
account on what happened at the School of Music3 in Rio, where I work, when, together with two col-
leagues, we started to offer a line of research for graduate students who would not have to undergo
the same strenuous exams as the Composition candidates. This new research line offered at the Mu-
sic School was called ‘Estudos do Som Musical’ (Musical sound studies) and responded to a perspect-
ive that students needed. For instance, a very successful and experienced professional in the film in-
dustry wanted  to initiate research and lecturing activities related to her knowledge: audio and video
editing. She couldn't find any institution willing to accept her. Virginia Flores was, then, both the trigger
and the first M.A. graduate in Sonologia, now a Phd lecturing at UNILA4. Her dissertation proposed the
application of Pierre Schaeffer’s morphological descriptive chart to the use of sound in film5. Among
the four other students who followed, I had the opportunity to supervise three other women coming
from diverse fields as well: a poet-doctor, a visual artist, and finally a musician. They are all very suc-
cessful now. I would call attention to the visual artist - who works with sound – because some of her
works can be seen now at the Bienal: Vivian Caccuri, whose dissertation dealt with the presence of
sound in Brazilian Arts. It is an important introductory text for anyone who would be interested in the
rich production started with ‘neo-concrete’ artists like Lygia Clark and Helio Oiticica, leading to contem-
porary artists like Cildo Meireles. The third woman is Lilian Campesato, who dispenses introduction,
who firstly did research on sound art and later completed a PhD at USP, dealing with noise. The role of
these four women is fundamental for Sonologia in Brazil.

The shift from ‘music’ to ‘sound’ would by no means express the ‘fetichization’ of sound, as Valéria
Bonafé adverted against in her talk. The ‘sound’ of sound studies is not the same sound ‘used’ in
Composition. Sonologia’s sound is not to be used, but acknowledged. It looks to be something that
moves following a centrifugal dynamic, as opposed to the centripetal loop of the domesticated sound
of composition. Sonologia’s sound studies deals with all ‘musics’ as if they were some of the innumer-
ous sounding expressions, artistic or not, human or not, perhaps looking for the music in them. Sono-
logia, then, as we expect it to be, is a stream of interests we don’t really want to encircle in a suffo-
cating embrace. We want to keep it in the open space, so open that even non-sounding material may
be studied or produced. A space of contact where even mute things – and I could give an example
with a work of art6 - may be discussed, whenever it would reflect sonological concern.

3 http://www.musica.ufrj.br/
4 https://www.unila.edu.br/
5 With this passage, I wanted to reinforce the true nature of why Sonologia came to existence. Beyond being an informal 

gathering between friends, Sonologia answered the challenge of having to incorporate researchers that wanted to deal with 
sound, but outside the traditional purview of music. 

6 http://sussurro.musica.ufrj.br/abcde/c/caesarrodolf/20062007/tambourbayle.htm 
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