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Introduction

Volume 1

Mark Grimshaw-Aagaard, Mads Walther-Hansen, and Martin Knakkergaard


Fümms bö wä tää zää Uu, pögiff, kwiiee.

Dedesnn nn rrrrr, Ii Ee, mpiff tillff toooo, tillll, Jüü-Kaa?

Rinnzekete bee bee nnz krr müüüü, ziiuu ennze ziiuu rinnzkrrmüüüü,

Rakete bee bee.

Rrummpff tillff toooo?

Ziiuu ennze ziiuu nnzkrrmüüüü, ziiuu ennze ziiuu rinnzkrrmüüüü,

Rakete bee bee.

Rakete bee zee.

—Kurt Schwitters, URSONATE [extract]





A working assumption might be that imagination has its genesis in past experience, whether that genesis is social, cultural, or individual, and this influences the interpretation of context and directs the thinking and ideas that arise from it. This is the theme that fundamentally constitutes the substance of this handbook: the role and effect of imagination in the development and use of sonic processes and artifacts. Whether the act of imagination is a previously unheard sound in a science fiction movie or a new compositional style, such a process always derives from, and may be discussed and made sense of in relation to, something preexisting; the mundane recordings of wildlife that form the basis for the alien’s screech, for example, or a distinctive difference from other compositional styles. Yet, one should not make the mistake of assuming sonic imagination is purely to do with the creation of new artifacts; one can rehearse mentally a piece of music or recall and imagine a previously heard sound for the silent action seen on screen. Equally, imaginative sound processes and artifacts themselves provoke other instances and forms of imagination often far removed from the field of sound. It is this broad reach that the handbook endeavors to cover.

A quick perusal of books on imagination will demonstrate that, if it is not viewed as abstract or creative thought, imagination is typically discussed in terms of image, as is clear from the root of the word itself. Equally, previous works on sonic imagination are predominantly on the subject of musical imagination, but they disguise the topic of imagination under themes of musical compositional creativity or performance techniques such as improvisation or deal solely with auditory imagery in the domain of neurosciences and psychoacoustics. When initially proposed to Oxford University Press in early 2015, the handbook then envisioned consisted of forty-nine chapters and, while we included chapters covering the “traditional” areas of sonic imagination already noted, we also deliberately included chapters that dealt with other aspects of musical and auditory imagery and, bringing in other viewpoints from study areas that, prima facie, have little to do with sound, speech, and what might be called pure sound (that is, sound that, in English, is classed neither as music nor as speech). The handbook has since grown to seventy chapters, and the “sound” in the handbook’s title covers the broad domains of pure sound, music, and speech from numerous perspectives both conflicting and complementary.

This is neither a humanities handbook nor a natural sciences handbook. As we make clear in what follows, we eschew such proscriptive labels. The handbook is determinedly multidisciplinary and so includes contributions from scholars and practitioners from numerous disciplines and fields including musicology, acoustics and psychoacoustics, sound studies, film studies, soundscape practice, literature, computer sciences, psychology, computer games, acoustic ecology, and cognition and neuroimaging, and the list goes on. Thinking about and working with sound and imagination belongs to no one area.


The Chapters


The handbook comprises seventy chapters (excluding this Introduction) shared across ten parts and two volumes that broadly arc across philosophical concerns to more practical matters before returning to philosophical issues again. However, the reader should not expect a particular part to be purely philosophical and untainted by practice or for those parts ostensibly dealing with practice to be unsullied by philosophy. As a multidisciplinary handbook, we have endeavored to maintain that ethos across all parts meaning that the reader, moving sequentially through the book, will, for instance, find a chapter on the relationship of imagination to presence in the context of multimodal surfaces juxtaposed to one dealing with the science of auditory imagery or a chapter on synesthetic art and hallucination abutting another detailing the process of controlling or even excluding the listener’s imagination from auditory imagery. This is quite deliberate and is a demonstration that particular topics within the broad theme of sound and imagination are as common to a variety of disciplines as those disciplines’ writing styles are diverse. Yet there is a more devious method at work here: in a world where universities, politicians, and research funding bodies all implicitly or explicitly work toward the prioritization of certain forms and areas of research, we would rather present a handbook structure that ignores the barriers that arise in response to such short-term, limited, and, yes, unimaginative thinking in order to show that the conditions for new thoughts and ideas and for the synthesis of new knowledge are best nurtured and sustained in the absence of academic siloes. So, our advice to the reader of this handbook is to indeed read sequentially, and, in this, we trust that inspiration will be found.

Volume 1 of the handbook comprises five parts: “Foundations,” “Society and Identity,” “Language,” “Image,” and “Space and Place.” Part 1 of the handbook broadly covers foundational aspects of the topic of sound and imagination. It contains a mix of discursive essays on auditory imagination, definitions of sound, historical and philosophical positions on imagination in the context of music and sound, and the roles of ambiguity, listening, and multimodality in sonic imagination, as well as an overview of the perspective on auditory imagery from the natural sciences.

Part 2 contains chapters dealing with sound and imagination in the context of society where this also includes aspects of culture, community, and individuality. Some of the chapters explore non-Eurocentric views, touching on musical imagination in Myanmar and South Africa. Some discuss the sonic realism experienced by those experiencing industrial warfare in contrast to the imagining of that experience by civilians, or the role of radio and the cultural heritage movement in promoting an artificial, false imagining of sound. Other chapters cover censorship and the abjection of sound in the law, while yet others focus on musical imagination in educational communities, the control of musical imagination in displaced communities, the cocreation of meaning in sound branding, and the imaginative development of personal musical identity.

The next part focuses on language. Here are found chapters dealing with the imagery and ambiguity of poetry; the acoustic imagination and sound symbolism of the literature of the Sinosphere cultures; sonic narratives in sound collages; sound descriptors and cognitive metaphors; the voice, both natural and technologically enhanced; and the importance of sound to the development of musicality and language acquisition.

Image and the imaginative relationship of sound and music to it is the topic of Part 4, of which a number of chapters deal with film. These include a discussion of the Beatles and their “cinema for the ears,” the use of music to import connotations into film from beyond the screen, the use of cinematic sound design in facilitating audiences’ creations of imaginary worlds, and the experience of meaning through sound in documentary film. Also within this part of the handbook are an essay on the sensoriality and implied aurality of comics and a chapter on forms of screen-based art, where sound is used to create those immersive qualities desired by artists.

The sonic imagination in relation to space and place constitutes Part 5, in which real worlds and virtual worlds and other imagined places are facilitated or created by music and sound. The part begins with a chapter on soundscapes as acoustic communities preceding one on the role of sound in presence in worlds both actual and virtual. Next are four chapters on music: the first deals with the transportation of the listener to imaginative music places; the second of the four discusses the sonic spaces and politics of concert halls; the third looks at the use of empirical research on music-space correspondences for musical analysis; and the last concerns itself with the musical exploration of public space. The part concludes with a chapter on the construction and inhabitation of reality through auditory stimuli and a chapter on sound in digital games dealing with the process of world-building and the concept of world-blurring.


Foundations

Saam Trivedi ponders the Sangita Ratnakara by the Ayurveda physician Sarangadeva. In this thirteenth-century manuscript, Sarangadeva asserts that Sound, identical to the Absolute, is the only fundamental thing in the universe and that all other things are illusory or, at best, some derivative or manifestation of Sound. While the twenty-first century, non-monist Trivedi is critical of this claim, he finds much to be fascinated by and, in his dissection of the main points of the Sangita Ratnakara, he offers the reader an imagining of sonic monism that, while far removed from the orthodoxy of today’s acoustics and natural sciences, might one day come to be seen as inspiration for the latest scientific ideas concerning sound.

Sven Hroar Klempe traces the concept of imagination in the history of philosophy and empirical psychology focusing on the period starting from the German enlightenment, and his chapter deals intensively with the works of a number of prominent scholars from the past three centuries, such as Christian Wolff, Alexander Baumgarten, Immanuel Kant, and Carl Stumpf. How the imagination of sound and music can be seen as a specific type of imagination is the basis of the chapter, and Klempe aims to elucidate how sound and music provide an alternative understanding of imagination to that provided by language. This discussion focusses on the relation between sensation and imagination and the complexity of sensory processes that music and sound reflect in a way that language cannot.

Malcolm Riddoch’s chapter investigates the relation between the auditory imagination and our perception of sound. He states that, from a physical perspective, imaginary sound is the product of neurological processes that are not directly triggered by the external stimulation of the sense of hearing. From a phenomenological perspective, however, sound is fundamentally something that is heard. This apparent paradox leads Riddoch to present and discuss a variety of different forms and understandings of sound and to eventually posit that the sounds themselves—imagined or externally stimulated—are “nonphysical phenomena disclosed in the lived experience of hearkening to the meaningful sounds one hears in the world.”

Daniel Schmicking explores auditory imagination from a phenomenological perspective. The chapter starts with an outline of phenomenological tools building mainly on Husserl’s thinking, and it then sets out to analyze the structure of auditory imagination and its function in collaborative music making. In his account of the workings of auditory imagination, Schmicking challenges the traditional Western notion of imagination as something private. A central part of Schmicking’s account of auditory imagination comprises a distinction between pure and weak forms of imagination, and this distinction is further used to explore how imagination contributes to other intentional forms, such as perception and memory.

Vagueness and ambiguity are the twin topics of Mark Grimshaw-Aagaard’s first chapter in the handbook. Rather than suggesting that these should be eschewed and that precision and directness should be the goal when designing audio for sonic experiences or analyzing physical sound (as the natural sciences would have it), Grimshaw-Aagaard instead chooses to highlight the value of these to the sonic imagination. Indeed, it is argued that vagueness and ambiguity are essential to the imagining of sound, in engaging with the existential task of deriving function and meaning from its perception, and thus engaging with actual and virtual worlds.

The focus of Marcel Cobussen’s chapter is the connection between imagination and different forms of music listening and it includes an exploration of the idea that listening—as a creative endeavor—is always linked to imagination. Cobussen deals with several music and sound art examples in his reflection on this idea, and he outlines how imaginary processes function in different ways to complete the insufficient information brought to the listener by the senses. Cobussen devises the term imagining-through-listening to reconsider how imagination is tied to perception, and he closes with a personal story that outlines how listening is a process of oscillating between a sonic reality and a sonic imagination.

Joaquim Braga deals with the role of sound in multimodal environments and multimodal surfaces. He argues that imagination not only bridges sensory dimensions that are absent from perception but that it is central to “the relationship of presence,” that is, the connection between presently perceived sensory input. This involves assessing both the individuating dimension and the relational disposition of sound that allow sound—through the activation of imagination—to develop sensory relations. Central to the chapter’s discussion of the function and contribution of sound in different media is the process of sonic individuation—a process of individuation of different modalities—that is presented as a precondition for the creation of relations between these modalities.

Timothy Hubbard’s chapter offers a discussion of recent findings related to auditory imagery. These findings allow Hubbard to focus on how auditory imagery can occur automatically and involuntarily and can be evoked by different activities and/or triggered by memories from previous musical exposure. Hubbard discusses different forms of auditory imagery (e.g., anticipatory musical imagery, earworms, notational audiation, inner speech, in silent reading of text, auditory verbal hallucinations), and he explores differences between the inner ear and the inner voice, possible contributions of subvocalization to auditory imagery, and potential of auditory imagery as a component in musical practice and performance. Suggestions that auditory imagery reflects dynamic representation are considered, and Hubbard speculates that auditory imagery has a more profound role in a wider range of cognitive activities than is commonly assumed.


Society and Identity

“No one ever left a cinema with shell-shock” is an apt summary of Michael Bull’s study of the relationship between soldiers and civilians; between those experiencing sonic warfare and those consuming an imagining of the sounds of war. Bull builds his chapter around evidence and artifacts from World War I—firsthand testimonies of those experiencing the sounds of war, attempts to recreate the sound of industrial warfare through poetry, novels, and film, the propaganda of popular song and theatrical revue, and early attempts to record the sounds of war. Bull establishes a trope of sonic realism and, throughout, shows us that the imagination of that realism, on the home front, was merely a simulacrum of the everyday, sonic realism experienced by those on the Front; there remains a distance between testimony and mediated reception no less so for the sounds of war than for its horrors.

In a chapter that takes its point of departure in a surprisingly prophetic citation regarding sound and music by Francis Bacon, Petter Dyndahl examines how different epistemological positions and metaphors can contribute to the imagination and understanding of musical knowledge and learning. Dyndahl’s main focus is on discourses regarding these subjects, and the chapter considers how knowledge in music consists of, and is expressed by and communicated via, musical imagination. In this manner, Dyndahl discusses how different kinds of metaphors and tools are central to learning in general and how the discussed approaches and perspectives, in terms of music and music education, are relevant to learning communities, the educational and professional fields of music.

In his chapter on fantasy control, Ulrik Volgsten focuses on the control of sonic imagination in general and takes as his point of departure a discussion of how imagination is reflected in a number of theoretical perspectives. He proceeds to supplement these perspectives with the dimension of social interaction and its role in paving the way for “an emerging sense of music,” uncovering two different modes of connection: metaphorical projection and affect attunement. In the second half of the chapter, Volgsten discusses how the three thematically distinct aspects of imagination—musical archives, places and contexts, and identifications—are distributed, and he concludes with a case study on a Kurdish cultural association, exemplifying different ways in which imagination can be controlled for good or for bad.

Alexandra Lamont discusses how music preferences are a way to construct, reconstruct, and communicate a sense of identity, indicating aspects of personality, attitudes, and lifestyle. Her chapter reviews recent research demonstrating how music preferences can inform considerations about age, gender, and personality. Besides the social dimension, she also touches on aspects of the personal musical identity that is developed through imagination. The chapter furthermore considers our imagined relationships with the music itself and with the musicians responsible for creating and performing it, taking a lifespan perspective from childhood and adolescence through to old age.

An exposition of the Burmese nat pwe spirit possession ceremony provides the vehicle for Judith Becker to explore the uses of music for imaginative transformations of the autobiographical self. In these rituals, the spirits of historical personages, nats, bestow their powers on the androgynous, transgendered person of the medium, whose autobiographical self is transposed to that of the nat, who is then able to bestow favors on supplicants. Becker makes the case that it is the power of the rituals’ musical accompaniment that, through sensory overload and high emotion, provides the means to actualize the imaginative realm of the nats.

The growth in popularity of opera among the black population of post-apartheid South Africa allows Christopher Ballantine to investigate how the least discussed parameter of music’s sounding can have the most striking implications for music’s meaning. Ballantine’s focus is on timbre, in particular the timbre of the singing voice and how this combines with the imagination to create musical experiences that have particular, and perhaps surprising, resonances for listeners. Sometimes indeed, as in his case study, these resonances have extraordinary consequences for meaning-making. Through interviews with leading figures in South African opera, Ballantine demonstrates that timbre is a vital, yet neglected, wellspring of imagined meaning; it should especially be seen thus if we seek to understand the singing voice in a sociopolitical context such as that of South Africa during and after apartheid.

In tracing archaeological, poetic, artistic, literary, legal, and political factors, Odd Are Berkaak investigates and discusses a number of controversies in relation to the sound environment around the world-famous prehistoric monument Stonehenge. The chapter pieces together an understanding of how imagination—as built on subjective impressions, on the one hand, and on collectively constructed cognitive schema, on the other—links the sensory experience of tranquility and the cultural category of dignity. Throughout his quest, Berkaak touches on a number of aspects including the promotion of cultural heritage and painting and literature.

Two claims are made by Veit Erlmann in his chapter on sound and violence in the legal imagination. The first claim is that, certainly as regards sound, the concept of the object is ill-defined. Instead, Kristeva’s notion of the abject should be used to describe the place of sound, as there is a repression of the initially ambiguous nature of the subject-object relation. The sonic abject is to be found within the unstable boundary between subject and object. The second claim is that, in law, sound can be seen as an abject. Discussing the prominent role of sound in two cases from international criminal law and US constitutional law, Erlmann demonstrates that sound sits uneasily amid legal discourse about agency and intention.

By conforming to the enactive approach to human cognition, and by adopting Tia DeNora’s concept of human-music interaction as an “in-action” perspective, Kai Tuuri and Henna-Riikka Peltola explore socially extended imagining with sounds and music. This is conducted through a questioning of how “shared places” of imagining with sound are established and maintained. Defining the activity of imagining as an essentially dynamic and generative process that takes place in a social reality, the authors propose that the processes of imagining are not only individual but also become exhibited and jointly engaged in social dialogues. Theoretical foundations of this shared imagining with sound form the first part of the chapter and then, by examining two case examples, the chapter focuses on the ways that imagination—as a joint, active engagement—becomes shared in an interaction between individuals.

In a chapter on branding, Clara Gustafsson takes issue with the belief, prevalent among brand managers and brand researchers alike, that sonic branding is first and foremost about the music. Instead, Gustafsson suggests that sonic branding should prioritize branding and cocreation, with the consumer, of the music. The consumer thus becomes a valued cocreator of meaning and brand identity; the consumer’s imagination playing a role in developing a meaningful platform for the brand. Gustafsson explores this viewpoint by arguing for the use of immersive research methods, cultural branding, and ethnographic techniques in shifting the focus away from the music and onto the consumer in order to develop a new approach to sonic branding research.

Morten Michelsen’s chapter deals with a number of dualities—intimate/social, private/public, and introvert/extrovert—that are evident in the imaginative production and, especially, consumption of radio broadcasts. Michelsen explores the fields of the micro-social and the macro-social in the context of radio, how radio broadcasts are used to negotiate social structures in spaces such as the home and how they are used to form imagined communities between groups of people separated by geography (those communities formed primarily across space). To illustrate these two fields, and to exemplify the imaginaries of radio, Michelsen first explores 1950s Europe, as radio practice was becoming gendered through advertising and new broadcast and reception technology, before analyzing two Danish radio broadcasts of the same era, one a program dealing with the decolonization of Africa and the other a typical, light variety program.


Language

The sonic imagery of poetry and the poetry of radio are the subjects of Seán Street’s chapter. Street argues for a poetics of sound whereby sound, like poetry, can stimulate images and feelings from the breadcrumbs contained within. Sound, especially that sound forming sonic art as found in many radio dramas and narratives, is essentially ambiguous and it is this very ambiguity that sparks the imagination of the listener, plucking long-forgotten experiences from the deep recesses of our memory, which, Street claims, are crucial factors in the preservation of our sense of self.

Kerim Yasar’s contribution to the handbook comprises a consideration of the acoustic imagination of the literature of the Sinosphere (China, Japan, and Korea). The chapter explores the development and use of sound symbolism in the countries’ writing systems arguing that, even with such sound-symbol-rich systems to hand, the Sinosphere’s authors depended, and still depend, on the active imaginative participation of their readers to cocreate the acoustic depictions found in their work. Spreading his survey of the literary traditions of the Sinosphere across three-thousand-year-old Chinese literature to modern Japanese manga, Yasar further demonstrates that it is the conceptualization of sound within the Sinosphere cultures that helps shape the imagination and representation of sound within that culture’s language and literature.

Sonic narratives are the subject of Vincent Meelberg’s chapter, where he discusses the capacity of sound not only to trigger narratives but also to tell stories that unfold over time. Meelberg uses his own work on sound collage as an example of how narratives can be created through a sequence of sounds. He further argues that sonic narratives emerge when the sequence of sounds represents a temporal development. Examples are provided that show how this temporal development emerges from either the referential qualities (hearing a succession of concrete events) or the acoustic qualities (for instance, the succession of tension and release) of the sound.

As Mads Walther-Hansen makes clear in his chapter, we regularly make use of cognitive metaphors when appraising sound quality. For example, nonauditory descriptors such as warm, cold, and rough might be used to describe auditory parameters, such as when assessing loudspeakers. Equally, we measure such assessments of sound quality against an ideal that, so we are told, is grounded in past sensory-motor experience. However, as Walther-Hansen argues, this explanation is problematic when viewed in light of evolving audio technologies, because the cognitive structures behind value- and sense-making are themselves evolving hand-in-hand with those technologies. The chapter’s focus, therefore, is on the processes of structural coupling that take place between imagined cognitive ideals of sound quality and ever-changing external factors. Walther-Hansen’s thesis is that, in order to explain this process, language should be viewed as a fundamental part of cognitive processing rather than merely being controlled by it.

In their chapter, “Speech, Sound, Technology,” Johannes Mulder and Theo van Leeuwen investigate how the microphone, the amplifier, and the loudspeaker have changed the semiotic potential of the sound of the voice. Based on a social semiotic understanding, the chapter discusses the voice from three perspectives: a physical focus on how bodily experience from speaking and singing informs the understanding of the sound of the voice, covering implications such as pitch, loudness, and alterations of various kinds; a social focus that is based on the way human’s social and cultural experience—like, for instance, accents and different vocal styles—informs the understanding of sound; and finally the technologically enhanced voice, showing that, even though the appreciation of this voice rests on the understanding of the biological and the social voices, it introduces extra-experiential dimensions that slowly assimilate into the culture, perhaps even when it is a disembodied, nonhuman voice.

Michael Forrester’s chapter concerns itself with the significance of sound for neonates and infants in the development of their language and musical abilities. In particular, it makes an effort to understand precisely what it is that underpins adult imaginings, both parental and academic, of what the experience of sound is for these developing humans. Forrester presents several ideas dealing with child-directed speech that underpin language acquisition and the development of musicality before assessing two models of early sound experience: that of communicative musicality and that of psychoanalytic, developmental psychology. Throughout, Forrester keeps his focus on the imagery that the child might be experiencing and argues that early sonic exposure is crucial to the growth and maintenance of a coherent self.


Image

Adopting a diegetic and semiotic approach to multisensoriality in comics, rather than approaching the sensuous materiality of the comics’ mediums, Marco Pellitteri discusses the aural dimension of this specific art form. The workings of comics are traced back to Aristotle’s concept of noesis; the mental activity of reading comics, Pellitteri suggests, involves a willingness to actively conceive of images and ideas in one’s mind not least of which are those belonging to the aural dimension. To argue this point, Pellitteri concentrates on the comic’s layer of actual or suggested sensoriality and illustrates the sensorial suggestiveness of comics’ graphics by discussing the implied aurality of lettering, fonts, word balloons, graphic onomatopoeias, and the representation of music.

In his chapter, “Sound, Museums, and the Modulation of the Imagination,” William Whittington discusses how screen-based art provides alternative approaches to sound design that challenge perception and subjectivity through the manipulation of sound hierarchies, idiosyncratic patterns of design, and customized modes of deployment. His focus on sound is warranted by the observation, that sound is often the key element that holds works together aesthetically and temporally as it activates the immersive qualities that many artists strive to establish, and, in this way, the chapter could also be read as an effort to counter the abundance of critical analysis related to the visual aspects of art. The chapter references a variety of works that highlight issues of unity and disjunction, audibility and intelligibility, and synchronization and synthesis as they seek to strip away narrative logic in order to rewrite expectations in regard to image and sound relations.

François Ribac discusses how the Beatles—within the field of popular music—gave substance to a technical and social organization that the cinema made culturally possible. Cinema, being just as much a technique as a way of organizing the world, introduced the Beatles and their sound engineers to a nonnaturalistic use of sound and simultaneously to the rock “n” roll that made it possible for them to invent “a cinema for the ears.” Ribac describes how the methods and temporality of the cinema, as well as its conventions and division of labor, and the concept of the studio inspired the envisioning of a musical form that was disconnected from traditional music making of the time.

Michael Chanan’s chapter investigates the complex implications of what is referred to as musical iconography, in which music works as a subtle and polysemic signifier of nonmusical associations and connotations, thereby functioning as a cultural symbol that is at once fixed yet still ambiguous. Through a loosely sketched historical view from the days of the silent movie to the present, Chanan points out how music brings codes and connotations from outside and beyond the screen into film. He discusses how music augments narrative ambiguity, but also how it can encompass different superimposed temporalities comprising historical events, private biographies, and collective memory.

Martine Huvenne discusses how imagined worlds in film originate in a human’s bodily resonance with movements in sounds themselves and not solely in the interaction between the audio and the visual. Besides her own research, Huvenne bases her chapter on a case study of the work and practice of the sound designer Nicolas Becker, in this way making use of informed knowledge and insight from the producer’s perspective. She argues that sounds can reveal invisible aspects of characters, relationships, and inner worlds, allowing an audience to experience a lived world and thus providing perceptual elements that enables that audience to create an imagined world.

In Ola Stockfelt’s chapter, listening is theorized through discussions of a number of personal cases, such as listening sessions in his car and his observations during teaching sessions where he has taught film music for film students. Stockfelt suggests that meaning comes before hearing sounds. Hearing something, Stockfelt argues, is a cultural conception of reality and we usually just imagine that we heard sounds first, whereas we really experienced meaning. This idea is further illustrated in studies of storytelling in documentary films.


Space and Place

In a chapter where the notion of acoustic ecology is used as the main framework, Barry Truax theorizes listening as an embodied interface to our auditory environment. Acoustic spaces, Truax argues, should be understood as simultaneously real and imagined and he discusses how such forms of dual perception exist in both everyday soundscapes and technologically mediated soundscapes. Truax argues that memory, imagining, and anticipation are each closely connected to all stages of listening and these aspects of listening are further used to explore and define what Truax calls the acoustic community—a soundscape that emerges as a product of collective, individual imagination.

Mark Grimshaw-Aagaard’s second chapter addresses the role of sound in the creation of presence in virtual and actual worlds. He argues that imagination is a central part of the generation and selection of perceptual hypotheses—models of the world in which we can act—that emerge from what Grimshaw-Aagaard calls the exo-environment (the sensory input) and the endo-environment (the cognitive input). Grimshaw-Aagaard further divides the exo-environment into primarily auditory and primarily visual dimensions, and he uses the actual world of his own apartment and the virtual world of a first-person-shooter computer game to exemplify how we perceptually construct an environment that allows for the creation of a sense of presence.

In “Music Places: Imaginative Transports of Listening,” Judy Lochhead initially considers the ambiguity of the term “music places” as either physical spaces in which music occurs (the living room, the concert hall, and other similar locations) or types of music that are characterized by their physical or social characteristics. She then introduces yet another understanding of the term—and the focus of the chapter—whereby it conceptualizes that music that actively places (transports) listeners to imaginatively enacted virtual places of musical sounding. The latter perspective is thoroughly discussed and leads to the notion that music transports its listener to an imaginative sonic place characterized by feelings, emotions, and expectations, an understanding that is substantiated and concluded by two personal listenings to relatively new works of music.

In his first chapter for the handbook, “Beacons of Sound,” Martin Knakkergaard discusses expectations and imaginations vis-à-vis the concert hall of the twenty-first century. The chapter outlines some of the central historical implications of Western culture’s haven for sounding music. Based on the author’s study of the Icelandic concert-house Harpa, the chapter considers how these implications, together with the prime mover’s visions, have been transformed as private investors and politicians took over. The chapter furthermore investigates the objectives regarding musical sound and the far-reaching demands concerning acoustics that modern concert halls are required to deal with.

Zohar Eitan and Hila Tamir-Ostrover start their chapter with a survey of existing empirical studies of sound-space mappings—particularly pitch/spatial height associations. Using Ligeti’s Endless Column as a case in point, they exemplify how music can challenge these mappings by pointing out contradictions in the associative link between the auditory dimension and the spatial and motion features. These contradictions, the authors argue, on the one hand illustrate novel opportunities for composers to use music-space correspondences in order to create paradoxical spaces and, on the other hand, illustrate how music-space correspondences revealed by empirical research could be used in the analysis of music.

With the general goal of describing “how music understands itself socially and politically,” Sabine Sanio, in “Auditory Mirrors: About the Politics of Hearing,” starts out by focusing on the musical neo-avant-garde, and especially on John Cage, and goes on to discuss aspects of the musical idea of space. Although her chapter draws on several threads dating back to the beginning of the twentieth century, the central topics of the chapter are “current concepts of musically investigating sound itself, musical explorations of modern data technologies, and musical explorations of public space that started in the 1960s.” Supported by a number of examples, the chapter discusses how the relationship between composers and audiences, socially and aesthetically, is challenged by the redefinitions of the concept of the space and the character of the musical live event or live-like event.

Linda-Ruth Salter deals with the ways in which hearing contributes to our sense of reality. Discussing different cognitive theories and findings from neuroscience, she discusses how sensory data—specifically auditory stimuli—are processed and how this processing activates imagination and influences who we are, where we are, and how we are. Reality, Salter argues, is a cognitive construct; hearing plays a significant part in forming our realities—for instance, by guiding our attention to certain stimuli rather than others—and it further allows us to successfully inhabit these realities.

Through the theoretical frameworks of sonic virtuality and embodied cognition, Tom Garner considers the role of imagination in the context of sound in actualizing the virtual worlds of digital games. In a chapter that takes in Spinoza, Hume, Kant, and Deleuze, Garner uses this consideration of imagination as the foundation to explore world-building in digital games—where the player is significant in constructing a viable world in which to be present—concluding that sound, when allied to imagination, is a major player in world-blurring, Garner’s term for the convergence, and inability to distinguish, between the real physical world and the other-real virtual world.
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Imagining Sound as the Absolute

The Case of Sarangadeva

Saam Trivedi



Introduction

A volume such as this, The Oxford Handbook of Sound and Imagination, must necessarily have a variety of contributions about sound and imagination from all kinds of scholars working in various disciplines, ranging from musicology to psychology to neuroscience to anthropology to philosophy and so on.1 In this chapter, I discuss critically the writings on sound of the medieval Indian musicologist, philosopher, and Ayurveda physician Sarangadeva (1210–1247 ce)2 from the perspective of one analytic philosopher with a background in musical composition and not completely unfamiliar with non-Western traditions.

In his text Sangita Ratnakara (a title that could be translated from the Sanskrit as Jewel-Mine of Music or even as Treasury of Music),3 Sarangadeva puts forth a conception of Sound as identical with the Absolute (Nada-Brahma-Vada), as the one fundamental thing in the cosmos (see Figure 1.1). I will first set out Sarangadeva’s various claims about this and also about other things. Next, I will very briefly assess these views critically. I myself am not a monist—monism being, very roughly, the philosophical position that ultimately there is only one sort of thing in the world.4 (Usually, monistic positions are either idealist, and claim that the only kind of thing in the world is mind or the mental, or else they are materialist, and claim that the only kind of thing in the world is matter and different arrangements or configurations of it.) And Sarangadeva’s belief in the Absolute is one kind of monism. Nevertheless, it is fascinating for anyone who loves sound and music to think that ultimately the only kind of thing there is in the cosmos is Sound (with an uppercase “S,” not sound with a lowercase “s”), all other things being, if not illusory, at best mere aspects or derivatives or forms or manifestations of Sound in some sense. Without endorsing such a position, I will conclude by exploring sympathetically what such a view of Cosmic or Primordial Sound might entail, both philosophically and otherwise. (See Yasar, this volume, chapter 21, for thoughts on sound and the cosmos from the Chinese, Korean, and Japanese perspective.)



[image: image]
Figure 1.1 The opening verse of Sarangadeva.






Explaining Sarangadeva

Let us begin with some history. Sarangadeva’s very influential and seminal Sanskrit text—Sangita Ratnakara, which I will hereafter abbreviate and refer to as SR—is regarded as definitive by both the North Indian or Hindustani tradition of music and the distinct South Indian or Carnatic tradition of music, and there were in fact many commentaries on it, of which only three survive today (those by Simhabhupala, Kallinatha, and Gangarama). To a large degree, SR compiles a lot of earlier work within the Indian tradition (both the North Indian and the South Indian traditions) and prior to Sarangadeva (such as, for example, Bharata’s [2007] Natyasastra, Matanga’s Brhaddesi, and Abhinavagupta’s Abhinavabharati, which greatly influenced Sarangadeva). The text was written before the Muslim conquest of the Deccan plateau of southern India—where Sarangadeva’s grandfather, the Ayurvedic scholar and physician Bhaskara, had moved from his native Kashmir in northern India—and before the great Islamic influence on Hindustani music. As such, SR is often seen as a bridge between the ancient and medieval periods of Indian music.

At this point, I also need to say a quick and very rough word—for the benefit of at least some readers—about the Upanishads and their philosophy, a philosophy that greatly influenced Sarangadeva and, indeed, many Indian thinkers both prior to and after Sarangadeva and also that influenced Western philosophers such as Schopenhauer. The Upanishads are the last part of the ancient Hindu texts, the Vedas, the first of which—the Rig Veda—may have been composed by the Aryans as early as 1500 bce; the very word “Aryan,” by the way, derives from the Sanskrit word “Arya,” meaning noble. All the Upanishads seem to be expounding, in different ways, an Absolute Idealist philosophy about the nature of reality, the self, and the relation between the self and reality. According to this vision, very roughly, Brahman or the Absolute is the underlying mental or spiritual ground or essence or substratum of all things; it is also often referred to as the Supreme Spirit or the Universal Self. The individual Self or Atman has the nature of pure knower and is said to have the same essence as Brahman. Atman is also said to be part of Brahman, which is much greater. Since they have the same essence, by knowing Atman in a mystical experience that is said to involve the bliss of total self-consciousness, one comes to know Brahman and the entire cosmos that is believed to be identical with Brahman. This kind of experience involves going beyond the illusion of mistaking one’s ordinary, empirical, waking self to be one’s true self. There are later debates and discussions within Hindu philosophy about the nature of Brahman, specifically within the very influential Vedanta school of Hindu philosophy—which influenced Sarangadeva too—where some such as Shankara (788–820 ce) see Brahman as non-dual and devoid of qualities (Nirguna Brahman), whereas others such as Ramanuja (1077–1157 ce) see Brahman as non-dual but as having qualities (Saguna Brahman), the world being different, multiple attributes, or qualities of Brahman such that Brahman is the unity that underlies all diversity.

With that very brief history behind us, I turn now to explaining some of Sarangadeva’s main philosophical claims as found in the first chapter of SR. I will focus primarily on what Sarangadeva has to say about Nada or Primordial Sound, leaving aside a lot of his very rich and fascinating musicological and music-theoretical remarks—made over the course of seven chapters—about such things as different kinds of musical microtones and tones; various musical scales and patterns; the varieties of melodic movement and of musical motifs and ornamentation; melodic improvisation; the varieties of song and singing; time-cycles and rhythms of all sorts; musical instruments of different types and their construction and modes of playing; musical forms; dance forms; melodic themes used in dramatic performances; and so on.

Sarangadeva states four reasons for composing SR: (1) to liberate all from three kinds of pain—physical, psychological, and that associated with or caused by natural calamities; (2) to uphold eternal virtue; (3) to obtain fame; and (4) to achieve liberation. And Sarangadeva divides music (sangita) itself into three kinds: vocal music or melodic forms (gita); instrumental music and especially forms for drumming (vadya); and dance (nrtta).

Identifying the Absolute with Primordial Sound (Nada), Sarangadeva claims that the Absolute is embodied in the form of Primordial Sound. This Primordial Sound is seen as the manifestation of the first of the five elements of creation, space or ether (akasa), in its original state; the other four elements of creation being earth, fire, air, and water, much as in ancient Greek cosmogony.

Some schools of ancient Indian philosophy, such as Yoga, regard Primordial Sound as the cause of the world. Of the five elements of creation mentioned above, ether or space is heard (earth being smelled, water tasted, fire seen, and air touched or felt). And ether is believed to be the most pervasive and the cause of the others. Sarangadeva seems to be following this way of looking at things and considers the sounds we hear externally to be the manifestation of Primordial or Cosmic Sound, which in turn Sarangadeva identifies or equates with the Absolute or Brahman of the ancient Hindu texts, the Upanishads. Since Brahman is seen by the Upanishads as the cause or underlying ground of all things, it would seem to follow that Sarangadeva thinks Primordial Sound, identified with Brahman, is the cause of ether (besides being a manifestation of ether).

Returning to Sarangadeva, he sees Primordial Sound as the intangible, which manifests itself through articulate sounds. Primordial Sound, or Nada, is the essence of vocal music, and instrumental music is pleasurable as beautiful because it manifests Nada; dance follows both vocal and instrumental music and so it too depends on Nada. Moreover, Nada or Sound is not just the basis of music and dance for Sarangadeva but also the basis of all manifest life and the entire business of life, as it is the substance of speech, the means of communication. Nada on this conception manifests or makes up the letters of the alphabet, the letters in turn making up words, which constitute sentences. The entire business of life is carried on through language, and so the whole phenomenal world is based on Nada, which is seen as its cosmic basis.

Sarangadeva sees Nada or Primordial Sound itself as having two forms, the created and the uncreated. That is to say, this is a monistic view where there is one fundamental thing, Nada or Primordial Sound, that has two forms. The first kind (ahata) is produced or created or struck, and so is heard externally through the ears. Here Sarangadeva seems to have in mind the manifest, ordinary sounds that we hear and make, for instance, and these would be the manifest, audible forms of Primordial Sound that have its essence. The second kind (anahata) is not produced or struck or created and so is not heard externally through the ears but is instead to be experienced mystically in a yogic experience when both sound and light are fused together and perceived directly. Here, Sarangadeva probably has in mind the unmanifest form of Primordial Sound.

About Brahman or the Absolute, Sarangadeva follows the Upanishads and the Vedanta philosophers Shankara and Ramanuja, mentioned earlier, and tells us that it is the essence of all existence, it is blissful awareness and self-illuminating, it is non-dual and the ultimate cause, it is timeless, formless, imperishable, omnipotent, and omniscient. He sees Brahman as the supreme ruler or deity. Proceeding from Brahman to individual being (jiva), Sarangadeva claims that individual beings are all the relative, conditioned, limited manifestations of one and the same unlimited awareness, Brahman. Using an analogy, Sarangadeva suggests that this is just as the different sparks of fire all have the same essence—fire or heat—and are constituted by it but yet are different in arising from different circumstances such as different kinds of wood, with different colors and intensity, for example. In this sense, there is an identity in difference when it comes to the sparks of fire and fire itself, or when we consider Brahman and the individual selves. Similar remarks about identity in difference apply to the relationship between various manifest, ordinary sounds (the first form of Nada mentioned in the previous paragraph) and the unmanifest Primordial Sound (the second form of Nada mentioned in the previous paragraph), the former all having the essence of the latter in being audible manifestations of it but nevertheless differing from each other in being produced in different ways and in different places and times by different sources, agents, and such. There is thus an identity of substance but difference in form, just as ornaments made of gold are all made or constituted of the same essence or substance or chemical element—gold—and yet differ in form and have different names such as bracelet, chain, earring, and so on.

Sarangadeva also tells us that Brahman first gives rise to ether, then to air, then to fire, then to water, and then to earth. Ether is thus the first of the five elements. Moreover, ether is seen as that objective reality which is the substratum of sound that is heard by the ear. And Primordial Sound (by which Sarangadeva does not mean mere vibrations), must come from all of the cosmos in some sense, and at any rate from outside the Earth, unlike tactile feels, colors, tastes, and smells. This makes sound the primary or most basic of all the sense-data on Sarangadeva’s view and hearing the first of all the senses. Sarangadeva also suggests that these five elements make up the physical cosmos, which itself is seen as essentially conscious and perceptive, making Sarangadeva’s view of reality a kind of Metaphysical Idealism insofar as he sees reality—identified with Brahman and Primordial Sound—as being ultimately mental.

In the conclusion to the second section of the first chapter of SR, Sarangadeva tells us that music and sound can be used—and so have value—not just for aesthetic enjoyment (besides generating wealth for those associated with performances) but also for spiritual enlightenment or liberation (mukti) from the limitations of the finite world. This liberation can be attained through meditating on the second and uncreated kind of Primordial Sound (anahata) mentioned earlier, which can be mystically experienced (or felt) inside our heads and our bodies if we attend to it carefully with a clear, unperturbed, and unburdened mind. Laypersons, however, may find this pure sound uninteresting as it is devoid of emotional color, and so we need a science of music in order that people can both enjoy the world and also attain liberation from it.

In the third section of the first chapter of SR, Sarangadeva says many interesting things about Nada, and also about microtones (sruti) and tones (svara). Identifying Nada with Brahman or the Absolute which is manifest as Nada, Sarangadeva claims Nada-Brahman is incomparable bliss, which is immanent or present in all beings as consciousness or intelligence and is manifest in the phenomena of the cosmos in an all-pervading way. Nada is the primordial sound that has space or ether as its base. It is the subtlest of all five elements and the first among them, as we have seen before. Nada-Brahman is thus the cause and, in fact, the very substratum of the manifest universe. Nada is the source of microtones, tones, letters, words, and so on, on which all worldly conduct is based.

Nada-Brahman is actually undifferentiated consciousness and to be distinguished from sound. Sound is purely objective, that is, produced out there by objects and perceived by subjects who are different from objects. But Nada-Brahman is the perception where the perceiving subject just is the perceived object, without any difference between them, and in this sense, Sarangadeva’s view is monistic. Put differently, Nada-Brahman is the one, single, undifferentiated state of consciousness, which should not be seen in terms of differentiated consciousness. Later Indian commentators on Sarangadeva such as Kallinatha suggest that Nada is also called Sabda or the Word, and so Nada-Brahman is also called Sabda-Brahman. In this sense, it might not be too much of a stretch to see Sarangadeva as claiming that in the beginning was the Primordial Sound or the Word.

To conclude this brief exposition of Sarangadeva’s philosophical claims, Sarangadeva tells us about the manifestation of sounds in the human body; and ordinary sounds are also a manifestation themselves. He claims that the vital force (prana) in the body is stationed around the base of the navel and rises upward to manifest Nada first in the navel, then in the heart, then the throat, then the cerebrum, and finally the oral cavity of the mouth. Corresponding to these five places in the body, Nada is theoretically seen, respectively, as extremely subtle, subtle, loud or strong, not so loud, and artificial (because the sound after being produced by the vocal chords is modified by the tongue, teeth, lips, and so on, and so loses its natural texture). In practice, however, and speaking with reference to singing and musical performance, Nada is seen as having three registers: in the heart, in the throat, and in the head (correspondingly roughly and respectively to the chest voice, throaty voice, and head voice we talk about in Western music). Also, the word “Nada” itself is seen as consisting of two syllables: na stands for the vital force, while da symbolizes fire, Nada thus being the interaction of the vital force and fire. Finally, Nada is divided into twenty-two grades or microtones or srutis that are audible and free of resonance and tonal color and seven tones or svaras that arise from, and are manifested by, the srutis in groups of two, three, and four, and are resonating and sweet. These twenty-two microtones do not have an obvious Western equivalent, though the seven natural or “pure” (suddha) tones (sa re ga ma pa dha ni) correspond very roughly to the first seven notes of the sol-fa scale of the West; note, however, that while the pitches of notes are fixed at least traditionally, for example, A = 440 Hz (even though nowadays many orchestras, pianos, and so forth are standardly tuned to a higher value for A than 440 Hz), the pitches of svaras are not absolutely fixed (though it remains the same in relation to the others of the scale) as performers of Indian music are free to fix their own fundamental note.


Questioning Sarangadeva

Fascinating as Sarangadeva’s claims are, we who live in the twenty-first century (and at a time when the initial reconnaissance of our solar system has been completed by the New Horizons probe when it flew past the dwarf planet Pluto in July 2015) and know much more about science and about the cosmos must question a lot in them, rather than take them as the gospel truth. And questions arise naturally in many minds even if these questions might be answered ultimately on a different occasion elsewhere.

To begin with, one must doubt the very notion of the Absolute, whether set forth in ancient and medieval Hindu texts and philosophies such as the Upanishads and in monistic Vedanta schools and by Sarangadeva in the form of Brahman or Nada or Nada-Brahman, or in the West by philosophers such as Hegel and those who follow him. Is there really such an entity (or being), which is one and mental or spiritual in nature, and which alone is ultimately real, all other things if not being illusory then being merely different qualities or aspects or manifestations or forms of it? There is little scientific or physical evidence for such a claim, to say the least.

At this point, defenders of this kind of monistic Absolute Idealism often claim in response that the existence of Brahman or the Absolute cannot be proven scientifically or rationally, and such a demand is unfair. Rather, they suggest that the Absolute must be experienced in a mystical experience to know it, and that the experience is ineffable and cannot be described to those who have not had it, who will remain unconvinced about it. Two analogies are used sometimes to illustrate this point. First, you cannot describe what it is like to be in love or to love something to someone who has never experienced love. Second, there is a famous (Theravada) Buddhist story about the tortoise walking on land and then returning to the lake to swim, but not being able to describe to the fish what land is like, that it is solid not liquid, that one walks on it rather than swims in it, and so on. To these, one might add a third analogy (which I first heard from the philosopher Raymond Martin), using E. A. Abbott’s justly celebrated fantasy Flatland (1992). In the scenario Abbott sketches, the Square who lives in a two-dimensional flat world goes to worlds with three dimensions (Spaceland); one dimension (Lineland); no dimensions (Pointland); and thinks of visiting a world with four dimensions. When he returns to his flatland, the Square cannot describe to the Circle and the Line what it is like to be in a three-dimensional world (where the Circle would be a Sphere) or a world with four dimensions, and so on. This is because the Square’s companions have not had the right kind of experience, and so lack the right kind of concepts and language.

In reply, skeptics about mystical experience claim that mystical and religious experiences are often caused by such things as fasting (as both Christ and Mohammed are supposed to have done), or consuming certain foods or narcotics (as some Hindu mystics do), or going without sleep for a long time, or deep breathing exercises, or at high altitudes (as in the case of many Hindu and Buddhist mystics), or in deserts (as in the case of Moses), or by whirling and singing for a long time (as the Sufi dervishes do), and so on. Note, by the way, that between them, these kinds of cases cover what are considered the five major religions of the world today: Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam; it is good and only fair to be an equal opportunity questioner! At any rate, skeptics continue that all of this goes to show that there is an alternative psychophysical explanation for mystical and religious experiences insofar as these experiences are caused by the mechanical, physical, chemical, electrical, neurophysiological, and other changes in our body, brain, and nervous system induced by fasting, taking opiates and hallucinogenic drugs, being at high altitudes where the oxygen is rare, and so on. It is not, claim skeptics, that these kinds of mystical experiences reveal a special, ineffable knowledge of reality “as it is” as mystics claim. Instead, skeptics urge that these experiences are illusory and are caused by us rather than by something “out there,” and so must be explained away in psychophysical terms.

Suffice to say then, without going much further into this debate, that there are then at least some initial reasons for doubting the existence of the Absolute or Brahman or Nada, and mystical and religious grounds for it. I grant, though, that these reasons might not convince some and may well be defused ultimately by other considerations. Perhaps mystical experiences open “doors of perception” beyond ordinary, sensory experience, as Aldous Huxley famously suggested in his book with that title. Maybe one needs to be slightly “cracked” anyway to experience reality beyond our familiar modes of knowledge, as the philosopher C. D. Broad once remarked (Broad 1953). As an agnostic about such matters, I will leave things there for now.


Imagining Sound as the Absolute

We have seen so far that Sarangadeva equates or identifies Nada and Brahman, claiming they are one and the same. That is to say, he thinks that Nada (in both forms, the created and the uncreated) is Brahman or the Absolute, and also that Brahman or the Absolute is Nada. But given that there are at least some grounds for doubting the existence of the Absolute, as we saw in the previous section of this chapter, let us leave aside talk of the Absolute being manifest or embodied as Nada. Instead, in what follows, let us look at things from the other direction, reversing them as it were, and focusing on Sound as the Absolute (even if this part of what Sarangadeva is saying). Note I am not talking about Sound without the Absolute, but rather only talking about Sound as the Absolute. This is a difference of emphasis, a reversal of direction, that leads to a perspective one might not expect at first.

So, what if all in the cosmos were basically Sound or Primordial Sound or Nada, in the ultimate analysis? What would such a picture of reality look—or sound—like? It would mean, at the very least, that the entire universe would consist fundamentally of sound and sound vibrations, and different arrangements or configurations of these; silence too might be seen as part of the sonic realm insofar as it is something that is audible and can be heard (though some might see it as the absence of the audible). All of this would apply to humans too, who also might be seen as having sounds as their basic building blocks. It would mean also that the world is not fundamentally made up of matter and particles and different arrangements of these, as materialist philosophers and a lot of current science tells us. Instead, it would mean that the world is fundamentally constituted by sound and sound energy in motion. If that is right, then a form of acoustics might even replace a lot of current physics as our basic empirical science of the world, and perhaps a discipline—let us call it astroacoustics—might play the role that astrophysics currently does in our system of knowledge of the universe.

It should be clear that we are talking not just about the sensory properties of sound, including music and the pleasure it provides. Rather, it is Sound (with an uppercase “S”) or Nada that we are talking about, something that is the unique and common essence of all sounds and sound waves and vibrations. While the latter can be, and often are, heard or felt through our senses, mainly through the ears and perhaps also sometimes through the body and our skin, Sound or Nada itself is not manifest in this way, as Sarangadeva himself might say.

Indeed, this may open up one sort of way to achieve a kind of unity with all in the cosmos. If Sound or Nada pervades everything in the world, from the manifest sounds we hear ordinarily to the sounds in our body to the sounds throughout the universe including in its outer reaches, then somehow getting in touch with our inner sounds would mean tapping into the all-pervasive Sound or Nada. If the manifest sounds—or ahata, to use Sarangadeva’s term—we hear are a kind of external music, and our personal sound vibrations that are unique to us are a kind of internal music, then uniting our self and body to the Sound—or anahata, to use Sarangadeva’s term—or Nada that is the cosmos may lead to a kind of cosmic unity as the inner sound vibrates though the entire universe.

What might this involve? Perhaps a focused mind that is concentrated on our various bodily sounds such as controlled breathing, especially deep breathing and the sounds it makes as we inhale, retain, and exhale air in increasingly prolonged ways, just as is done in the practice of deep breathing or pranayama in hatha yoga and other forms of yoga. Other such bodily sounds one might focus on may include our heartbeats, the beat of our pulse, and so on. Focusing on such continual sounds may help one listen in on one’s inner sounds, and perhaps lead to an inner awareness that may well be a kind of awakening in the ultimate analysis.

It is interesting to note in this connection that these days in the United States, many people visit float centers and spas to use isolated, float therapy tanks in pitch-dark chambers, with saltwater at their exact body temperatures, and earplugs so they block out all external sounds, focusing only on the sounds of their bodies such as breathing, heartbeats, gastrointestinal organs, and so forth.5 Through doing this, they try to achieve a relaxed, meditative state that involves sensory, specifically auditory, enhancement (rather than sensory deprivation). The number of such float centers has in fact gone up more than three times in recent years, from an estimated 85 in 2011 to 271 in 2015, in part due to the rising popularity of mindfulness in the United States and in the West more broadly. And one might see float therapy as involving a kind of auditory mindfulness focused on sound and sonic properties.

Lest it be thought that all this talk is merely speculative and without any textual basis, let me now offer the following from various Eastern traditions by way of some support. In the Mahayana Buddhist text Surangama Sutra (Goddard 1938, 108–276) used by the Cha’n tradition of Chinese Buddhism (which later became Zen in Japan), Avalokitesvara (who is a Mahayana Buddhist deity) claims that he attained enlightenment by focusing on the subtle inner sound. At this point, the Buddha praises Avalokitesvara’s way as supreme, and claims that the pure Transcendental or Brahman Sound brings liberation and peace to all, urging his followers to reverse their outward hearing and instead listen inwardly for the intrinsic sound of one’s own Mind-Essence.

Likewise, the nineteenth-century Buddhist master Jamgon Kongtrul of the Mantrayana or Vajrayana tradition of Tibetan Buddhism (to which the Dalai Lama belongs) suggests that the primordial, timeless, indestructible, indivisible, all-pervasive vital essence that is the ground of all life and peace has many synonyms, including Primordial Sound or Nada (Kongtrul 2005, 431).

In a similar vein, the Mahasiddha Vinapa, a Buddhist adept and musician, claims that he attained mahamudra—a vivid, ineffable experience of phenomenal reality—by contemplating the unborn, unstruck sound (what Sarangadeva calls anahata): “With perseverance and devotion, I mastered [the musical instrument] vina’s errant chords; but then practicing the unborn, unstruck sound I, Vinapa, lost my self” (Dowman 1986, 91).

And the Vinapa continues:

[H]is mastery of the “unborn, unstruck sound” made audible by eradication of concepts, judgments, comparisons, and criticism that obscure cognition of the pure sound of the instrument, is accomplishment of the fulfillment process. The unstruck sound is the sound of silence and is the auditory equivalent of phenomenal emptiness. It is absolute sound; it is the potential sound of everything composed and waiting to be composed. Lost in this non-sound, the sense of self becomes infinitely diffused in emptiness.  (Dowman 1986, 93)

This Buddhist passage is particularly interesting and calls for some comment. Mastering the unborn, unstruck sound—the Primordial or Cosmic Sound that Sarangadeva calls anahata—is seen as becoming fulfilled or enlightened, and the Hindu Sarangadeva might agree that to know Nada or Primordial Sound via an inner awareness and unity with Nada is to be self-realized. And to eradicate concepts, judgments, and the like is to get rid of the external as one is left behind only with the internal and with inner sounds.

Last but not least, I turn to the Nada Bindu Upanishad (Aiyar 2011), a text that is part of the Rig Veda (an ancient Hindu text dating to about 1500 bce, which I mentioned earlier). The philosophical ideas in this text mesh well with those in the other Upanishads and must have percolated down to such thinkers as Shankara, Ramanuja, and Abhinavagupta, who all influenced Sarangadeva, as noted earlier. At any rate, here are verses 31–39 of this text, which are considered very important by those who practice Nada yoga, that is, the yoga of sound (or the path of union through sound):

The [adept] being in the … (posture) … should … always hear the internal sound. … The sound which he thus practices makes him deaf to all the external sounds. Having overcome all obstacles, he enters the [blissful, self-realized] state within fifteen days. In the beginning of his practice, he hears many loud sounds. They gradually increase in pitch and are heard more and more subtly. At first, the sounds are like those proceeding from the ocean, clouds … in the middle (stage) those proceeding from … (a musical instrument), bell and horn. At the last stage, those proceeding from tinkling bells, flute, Vina (a musical instrument), and bees. Thus he hears many such sounds more and more subtle [sic]. When he comes to that stage when the sound of the great kettledrum is being heard, he should try to distinguish only sounds more and more subtle. He may change his concentration from the gross to the subtle, or from the subtle to the gross, but he should not allow his mind to be diverted from them towards others. The mind having at first concentrated itself on any one sound fixes firmly to that and is absorbed in it … (the mind) becoming insensible to the external impressions, becomes one with the sound as milk with water and then rapidly becomes absorbed in [the ether where Consciousness prevails].

This passage calls for some comment. Toward the very beginning of the lines just quoted we see an inward movement going from the external, where the adept hears many loud sounds, to the internal, where the adept becomes deaf to external sounds and enters a blissful, self-realized state. This kind of inward movement mirrors what we find in the Yoga school of Hindu philosophy, and indeed in forms of yoga such as hatha yoga and its eight steps. The “great kettledrum” referred to toward the middle of the passage just quoted is Nada. And the blissful, self-realized union with Nada-Brahman is described toward the very end of the lines just quoted, in terms of the analogy with milk merging with water to become one as the adept’s mind is absorbed in Nada-Brahman.

Continuing with the Nada Bindu Upanishad, here now are verses 42–47 that can be found toward the end of this short text:

Just as the bee drinking the honey (alone) does not care for the odor, so the [Consciousness] which is always absorbed in sound does not long for sensual objects, as it is bound by the sweet smell of Nada and has abandoned its flitting nature. The … [Consciousness] through listening to the Nada is entirely absorbed in it and becoming unconscious of everything concentrates itself on the sound. The sound serves the purpose of a sharp goad to control [that mind which like a maddened elephant] roves in the pleasure-garden of sensual objects. It serves the purpose of a snare for binding [that mind which flits like] the deer. It also serves the purpose of a shore to the ocean waves of Consciousness. The sound proceeding from … Brahman is of the nature of effulgence; the mind becomes absorbed in it.

At the start of the lines just quoted, we see a description of self-realization focused on Nada as the external is transcended to go to the internal, just as the bee goes beyond the smell of honey to focus solely on drinking it. This blissful union with Nada involves a focused mind, a discipline. And discipline is very important in Hindu philosophy, particularly in yoga; the very word “yoga” incidentally has the same etymological roots as the English word “yoke.” After the mind is disciplined so it does not flit about like a deer or a maddened elephant, it ultimately becomes one with Nada, being merged with it and overcome by it.



Conclusion

I have tried in the preceding section of this chapter to sketch sympathetically (and somewhat speculatively) a conception that imagines Sound as the Absolute, a conception that one might call sonic monism. But is it true, and do I buy it myself? I do not know, though I confess to having at least some doubts. Nevertheless, it is a fascinating view, one that will—and perhaps should—enthrall many to whom music and sound in general mean a lot. Indeed, I myself find the picture just sketched thrilling if not captivating. At any rate, I hope at least some readers see some new possibilities that draw on ancient and medieval musicological and philosophical thinking outside the West; philosophers—including non-Western philosophers such as Sarangadeva—can often see new possibilities that might initially seem weird but are later often confirmed by other disciplines such as the sciences, as shown by the recent talk of multiverses in astrophysics anticipated earlier at least to some degree by philosophers’ talk of many worlds and possible worlds. If that happens, one large objective of this chapter will have been achieved.

Before taking your leave, though, it might seem that some things need to be clarified. First, it might seem that it is not clear what the difference is between Sarangadeva’s theory and an imagination of what sound is. If there is no difference, then all theories of sound are ways of imagining sound and this needs to be stated. Here is my response. To begin with, Sarangadeva’s theory is more comprehensive than the kind of imagination or conception of what sound is that you will find elsewhere. Recall Sarangadeva’s distinction, discussed in the first section of this chapter, between the two forms of Nada, the created (ahata) and the uncreated (anahata). Other theories of sound (outside the various Eastern views discussed in the first and especially the third section of this chapter) are typically focused only on the first of these, to wit, the sounds, noises, silence, musical tones, and the like that we hear externally through the ears (whether these be birdcalls, the roar of a waterfall, the sound of cannon firing, or a trumpet, or a drum, or the human voice, or traffic, and so forth). Sarangadeva certainly has these in mind. But in addition, he also takes on board the second kind (anahata), which is not produced or struck or created and so is not heard externally through the ears but is rather the ground and essence of all sounds and is to be experienced mystically. Moreover, it does seem in any case that to have a theory of sound is in part at least to imagine sound as being a certain way, given the terms of that theory. So, for example, if A thinks sound is energy and B thinks sound is the manifestation of the all-pervasive snores of a giant, sleeping cosmic deity (if you will indulge me for a bit), they imagine and conceive of sound differently. Of course, to believe A’s (or B’s) theory is to do more than just imagine sound as being a certain way in the sense of entertaining the possibility or fancying or supposing6 that sound is energy (or the manifestation of cosmic snores); it is also to believe that this possibility is real and to commit to it.

Second, it might seem that it is unclear what the link is between Sarangadeva’s theory of sound and (the Western ideas of) the psychophysical illusion of sound. By way of response, I refer the reader back to the previous paragraph. Sarangadeva seems to be taking on board (Western) ideas of ordinary, manifest sounds that are created or produced or struck, whether by us or by nature. Indeed, these are all captured by the first kind of Nada (ahata) that he admits. It is not clear, though, that he would regard these as illusions of any kind, whether psychophysical or not, though he might say that there is in addition to these a fundamental, underlying Sound, to wit, the second and uncreated form (anahata) of Nada, that we must all be aware of and experience.

Third, it might seem that the kind of sonic monism under discussion here is essentially the same as the view of the Pythagoreans in ancient Greece. For, it might seem that in their talk of “the music of the spheres,” the Pythagoreans were saying the same things as the Eastern views discussed previously. In response, I want to point to a crucial difference between the Pythagoreans and those views. The Pythagorean view is, at root, a number-monism, not a sonic monism, and a number-mysticism; numbers being for them the basis of all in the cosmos, including musical ratios, harmonies, and such. In sharp contrast, the Eastern views make no reference to numbers, and instead talk about music, sounds, and Sound. This should serve to distinguish the two views.

Fourth, it might seem that to ask, as a question about reality, what would it be if “all in the cosmos were basically Sound or Primordial Sound or Nada in the ultimate analysis” has the same ontological status as wondering whether the ancient Greek deities do exist. Here is my response. I take it that to ask about the Greek deities is to raise a question that is at least in part religious or theological. In contrast, to ask about whether the cosmos is Sound is to wonder about the metaphysical possibility of a kind of sonic monism, a kind of inquiry that can be conducted without religious commitment, given the kinds of issues discussed in the second section of this chapter, as careful readers will note. To this, I want to add the following. Even though I have some doubts about his philosophical views, I love Sarangadeva. Compare here briefly the case of a Western philosopher, George Berkeley (1685–1753), whom I also love even though I find his views very provocative. Berkeley is an Idealist who claims that ultimately the only things that exist are minds and ideas, all objects being merely collections or bundles of mind-dependent qualities or ideas. And he claims that to exist is to perceive or to be perceived, the essence of objects consisting in being perceived and their essence being what is perceived, in his view. As to whose mind we are talking about, and what it is that allows the table in my room to exist even when I am not perceiving or thinking of it, Berkeley makes a move that very conveniently also serves him well professionally as a bishop when he claims that it is God’s mind. This makes Berkeley an Objective Idealist rather than a Subjective Idealist, who would claim that things depend only on my mind. This is not the place to take issue with Berkeley at length, but suffice to say that I could not disagree more with Berkeley, even though I absolutely love him for putting forth a very provocative view. In like manner, I am not (yet) completely persuaded by Sarangadeva but still find his sonic monism thrilling. One might even read this chapter as a sympathetic and affectionate, albeit not uncritical, tribute to Sarangadeva.





Notes

1. For my earlier forays into our topic of sound or music and imagination, see Trivedi (2006), Trivedi (2011), and especially Trivedi (2017).

2. For a different take on Sarangadeva, see Berendt (1991).

3. In my discussion of Sarangadeva’s work, I will rely on the text and translation provided by Shringy and Sharma (2007).

4. One might make a distinction between two kinds of monists, global monists and local monists. Local monists might be monists in one domain, say metaphysics, but not be monists in another domain, say value, where they might be pluralists. In contrast, global monists might be monists across the board, in all domains.

5. See Oaklander (2015).

6. Entertaining a possibility without actually believing it; fancying; supposing; and so on are all different kinds of imaginings. See Walton (1990, chap. 1) and Trivedi (2017, chap. 5) for discussion of different kinds of imaginings.
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CHAPTER 2

The Sensation of Sound and Imagination in a Historical Perspective

Sven Hroar Klempe



Introduction

When a rock musician enters with a guitar riff inspired by the groove, it has something to do with the performer’s musical imagination. Likewise, when a jazz saxophonist follows up the chords played by the pianist, it demonstrates how those harmonies are envisaged and thereafter transformed into a spontaneous musical act. In the same vein, when the organ player starts with a short melodic line, or a more or less incomplete theme, and then manages to let this theme show up in different voices and in counterpoint with other voices, along with an elaboration of the whole thing by going through different transformations in terms of new keys and different versions of the theme, we are probably encountering one of those moments where the human capacity is forced to its limits. In this situation, all capacities in terms of imaginary, cognitive, sensational, and bodily efforts and exertions are mobilized. This is what the term “imagination” may embrace, as it is a broad term that may refer to “creativity,” “ideas,” “fantasy,” “representations,” and maybe much more. Thus, the term reflects exactly how composed and complex a human musical act can be, yet without specifying how these acts of musical imagination are actually to be understood.

To achieve a full understanding of this situation is quite difficult, maybe even impossible. This uncertainty counts for all types of imagination, but it is certainly true for sound and music. Imagination normally refers to something specified, whether this is a certain concept or something we can talk about. Yet music is in fact characterized by an ephemeral, nonverbal quality that makes it difficult to transfer it into terms and topics we can talk about. As self-reported verbal statements have very much represented the data applied for understanding cognitive processing and social behavior, psychology has apparently emerged as a verbally oriented science that apparently does not take musical aspects fully into account. However, this is not exactly true, especially seen from a historical perspective. The best example is the core argument von Ehrenfels presented for the idea of the Gestalt Quality already at the beginning of the 1890s. He referred to a transposed melody, in which all the pitches—that is, elements—are replaced by other elements. The fact that we still recognize it as the same melody must depend on a certain quality that goes beyond the sum of the elements, and cannot be deduced solely from the elements as such (Ehrenfels [1932] 1988). This tells us that music is embedded with a sort of unobservable element that is highly decisive for how it is perceived and imagined. If the Gestalt Quality had not been there, the two melodies would have been imagined as completely different.

However, in order to obtain a more thorough understanding of the role of sound and music in a psychological understanding of imagination, we have to go further back in history with a closer look at the time when psychology appeared as a more or less independent discipline. This brings us back to the German enlightenment philosopher Christian Wolff, who was the first in history to publish a volume on empirical psychology in 1732. Although many would say that the term referred to something quite different from our understanding of the same term today, and it certainly did, there were in any case some foundations that were laid in the eighteenth century which have had tremendous impact on the understanding of imagination even today. And the most prominent figure in this respect is Immanuel Kant, who very much developed his critical philosophy in the wake of Wolff’s Psychologia empirica. Thus, in this chapter the aim is to pursue this historical line, to help us discover how imagination of sound and music differs from other types of imaginations. Accordingly, the overall thesis here is that imagination, when analyzed from a perspective of sound and music, may provide an understanding that goes beyond the framework provided by language, but also that this alternative perspective is traceable as a connecting thread within the scientific history of psychology.


Sensation in Early Empirical Psychology

Historically, the psychological perspective is primarily related to sensation. This is the aspect that can be traced back to Aristotle and his thesis about the soul. Yet, through almost two thousand years many things changed. One of them was that metaphysics expanded and ended up including all types of principles that formed the basis for the process of acquiring knowledge. The soul was still the centerpiece, however; metaphysics was in the late medieval time regarded as an overall term that united all these aspects and principles. Thus, this unification represented a great difference from Aristotle. He had made clear distinctions between the role of the soul, the first principles for scientific thinking and emotional reactions in three different theses: De Anima, Metaphysics, and Rhetoric, respectively. All these areas were brought together and mixed up under the label of metaphysics, allegedly because it was difficult to make clear borders between them (which is the explanation Immanuel Kant suggested [(1781) 2010]). Therefore, early psychology and a psychological understanding of sensation are hard to grasp without knowing that psychology was historically deeply entrenched in metaphysics.

Psychology as a part of metaphysics formed the background when the German enlightenment philosopher Christian Wolff published Psychologia empirica in 1732. Yet this was still a part of metaphysics, and it was just one volume out of six published between 1730 and 1737 (covering ontology, cosmology, psychology [empirical and rational], and natural theology [vols. 1 and 2]) which together constituted Wolff’s understanding of metaphysics. Metaphysics, as such, constituted the basis for scientific knowledge, and Wolff’s publication in 1732 declared empirical psychology to be an explicit part of metaphysics. This was the year when all of its parts, which included sensations, observations, emotions, and everything that can be related to subjective experiences, were explicitly embraced by metaphysics. This contradicted Aristotle tremendously, not because he had not been aware of these subjective factors, but because they were not included in how he conceptualized scientific knowledge. However, after Wolff had published this volume in 1732, the interest in sensory aspects exploded, and this is strongly traceable not only in music from that time but also in natural science, where observations and experiments became more and more accepted.

Wolff’s empirical psychology introduced the area that has been labeled “faculty psychology” in textbooks (Smith 2013). Primarily, this is about the soul’s different abilities, and the faculty of imagination is a part of this, in addition to the faculties of sensation, perception, invention, memory, forgetting, memorizing, cognition, attention, reflection, and so forth.

The number of faculties varied, but there was always a strong distinction between the so-called inferior and superior forms of cognition (Wolff [1732] 1738). That is to say, the inferior form refers primarily to sensation and perception, whereas the superior faculties are about all the different aspects of cognition. The distinction between the inferior and the superior reveals an evaluation that goes far back in history, where sensation was given the lowest status of the two forms. To place the emphasis on empirical psychology, therefore, represents a radical turn, as it unites these forms. This unification is done by means of the faculty of imagination, which is dependent on both sensation and cognition. Wolff, therefore, makes of imagination another dichotomy: that of the reproductive and the productive aspects of imagination; the former includes perception, whereas the latter refers to intellectual processes. This division between the reproductive and the productive aspects of imagination is crucial in Kant’s understanding of imagination.

One of the students of Wolff, Alexander Baumgarten, passed his master very soon in fame. One of the reasons is that he is regarded as the founder of modern aesthetics by virtue of publishing the two volumes of Aesthetica in 1750 and 1758 respectively (Baumgarten 2007). He also had already published a thesis in 1735 titled Meditationes philosophicae de nonnullis ad poema pertinentibus (Reflections on Poetry) (Baumgarten 1968). Yet it is not so much referred to, compared to his Metaphysics published in 1739, after the model of Wolff, including ontology, cosmology, psychology (empirical and rational), and natural theology (Baumgarten 2004). This was reduced to just one volume and translated from Latin to German in the 1760s. The size and language of Baumgarten’s introduction to metaphysics made it widespread and famous. These three publications, however, have to be seen in conjunction with each other, as there is one main thread that unites them and this is sensation. In his thesis from 1735, the poem was regarded as the most complete sensitive discourse (Baumgarten 1968). In the same vein, empirical psychology is the only part of metaphysics that deals with sensation and sensitivity, and the term “aesthetic” is derived from the Greek term for sensation. In other words, the aspect of sensation unites empirical psychology and modern aesthetics.

Yet Baumgarten’s intention in writing the two volumes of Aesthetica was not primarily, if at all, to establish a new understanding of art, but rather to establish a broad foundation for scientific knowledge. In this achievement, the aspect of sensation could not be left out. To a certain extent, Aristotle had already included a similarly broad perspective as he combined imagination with sensation: “To imagine, then, will be on this supposition to opine directly, not indirectly, that which we perceive” (Aristotle 1907, 127). Moreover, “it is in the sensible forms that the intelligible forms exist” (145). However, Aristotle is not talking about scientific knowledge when he combines intellect and perception, but rather common knowledge and memories. In line with this idea, the British classicist Robert Drew Hicks uses the formulation “nothing, but what is sensible is remembered directly” (Hicks 1907, lviii), which emphasizes that this is first of all practical knowledge. However, this relationship between perception and imagination is at the core of psychology, and therefore Ernst Cassirer refers to the expression “Nothing is in the intellect, which was not first in the sense” as the “psychological axiom” (Cassirer 1968, 99).

When Baumgarten tries to develop a foundation for scientific knowledge by means of the psychological approach, he is transforming trivial knowledge into scientifically valid knowledge. This is based on the notion that it is impossible to imagine anything without combining the imagination with what has already been perceived, which highlights the superiority of experiencing things in their particularity: “What then is the abstraction, if not just a loss?” (Baumgarten 2007, 538, my translation). Consequently, imagination is a capacity, but a capacity is empty unless it is applied on real experiences. On this basis, Baumgarten launched the term “aestheticological” that refers to rationality based on sensation. For him, the best example would be a poem that, by means of the perceived words, creates a sensitivity to the meaning, which broadens the imagination of its message. Although this meaning goes beyond the lexical content of each word, it is still rational, and that is the reasoning behind the term “aestheticological.”



Kant on Sensation, Imagination, and Music

Unlike Baumgarten, Kant did refer to music. Yet his references to music seem to have been more or less reluctant. In his third critique, he admits that he preferred poetry (Kant [1790] 2002). What characterizes Kant’s third critique, though, is that it has to be regarded as a continuation of the project he started with—the Critique of Pure Reason (Kant [1781] 2010). To establish the foundation for a pure, scientific thinking implied, among other things, that it was first of all about productive and not reproductive imagination. By leaving out the reproductive aspects of imagination, he excluded also all kinds of sensation, which includes all types of empirical research. This is why in this critique he said that empirical psychology must be “banished from the sphere of metaphysics, and is indeed excluded by the very idea of that science” (Kant [1781] 2010, 472). This is a crucial statement. It attacks both Wolff and Baumgarten, who had included empirical psychology in metaphysics. Moreover, it tells us that the investigation he made in the first critique is deliberately excluding some important human factors, but also that these factors had to be followed up in later investigations.

There are two aspects that are crucial in the Critique of Judgment. One is that it includes sensational aspects. This comprises the aspect of feelings in terms of pleasantness und unpleasantness. The other is that Kant tries to detect how aesthetical judgments can acquire the status of being generally acceptable, in other words, being related to synthetic a priori statements. Kant’s answer to the first point is that pleasure is present on two levels, first of all in reflection in itself, but also in the object’s existence. The latter is a type of interest that is unavoidable. So, when Kant defines the beautiful as something that pleases “without any interest” (Kant [1790] 2002, 150), he talks first of all about an intellectual interest, that is, that the beautiful cannot be conceptualized: “That is beautiful which is cognized without a concept as the object of a necessary satisfaction” (124, bold in original). This is the answer to the other aspect, specifically that when the beautiful is released from concepts, it is to be regarded as a free play of imagination. This is regulated by judgments and reflections instead of concepts, and both make the imagination acceptable for the whole intellect. This is the formal dynamics of the whole process of acquiring knowledge, which is demonstrated through the aesthetical judgment but is exemplary for the process of cognition in general.

This follows up Baumgarten’s term of the aestheticological, in the sense that Kant makes a rational connection between the inferior and the superior forms of acquiring knowledge, although he does not apply the term (Nerheim 1991). Yet this is the place where music comes in as a more or less involuntary aspect of Kant’s reasoning. “One can also count as belonging to the same kind what are called in music fantasias (without a theme), indeed all music without a text” (Kant [1790] 2002, 114). Hence, music is characterized by not having any other intellectual adherence but itself, and consequently music therefore represents the “free beauty (pulchritudo vaga)” (114).

Yet music is at the same time an art that unites sensations with reflections in a formal way, as colors can also provide:

If one assumes, with Euler, that the colors are vibrations (pulsus) of the air immediately following one another, just as tones are vibrations of the air disturbed by sound, and, what is most important, that the mind does not merely perceive, by sense, their effect on the animation of the organ, but also, through reflection, perceives the regular play of the impressions (hence the form in the combination of different representations) (about which I have very little doubt), then colors and tones would not be mere sensations, but would already be a formal determination of the unity of a manifold of them, and in that case could also be counted as beauties in themselves. (109)

This quotation from §14 in the Critique of Judgment tells a lot about how Kant more or less reluctantly looks at music as a kind of ideal example of the beautiful in art, but also that it represents an ideal exemplification of how knowledge is acquired formally; by uniting sensation with representations and reflections that, together, form the basis for our intellectual activity.

Kant keeps his ambivalent attitude to music during the whole investigation and also when he comes to the final comparison of the aesthetic value of the beautiful arts in §53, where he regards the art of poetry as claiming “the highest rank of all” (Kant [1790] 2002, 203). This is primarily because poetry satisfies both intellect and reason, by applying given concepts, but additionally goes beyond their limits because the imagination is set free to create a completeness that turns the concepts into a more or less inexpressible sphere. The art of music, or “Tonkunst” (Kant [1790] 1974, 185), is in second position, primarily because of its ephemeral character whereby it does not “leave behind something for reflection” (Kant [1790] 2002, 205). Nevertheless, “it moves the mind in more manifold and, though only temporarily, in deeper ways” (205). This is the affective side of music, but the point is rather that music establishes a connection between the affective aspects of being moved and the more formal aspects of thinking, which also underlines even more the inexpressible aspects of musical imagination compared with the effect of poetry. In line with this, Kant talks about music “as a language of affects” (206) that communicates “aesthetic ideas of a coherent whole of an unutterable fullness of thought, corresponding to a certain theme, which constitutes the dominant affect in the piece” (206). Thus, music activates the whole spectrum of faculties that are involved in the process of acquiring knowledge; from sensation to reason but without bringing in concepts, which rather emphasizes the form of the process, just because it is so sensory on the one hand and, on the other hand, activates a numerical exactness in terms of the harmony.

Although cognition is included because of the close relationship between music and mathematics, it leaves the listener in a certain affective state. Affect, therefore became an important term during the eighteenth century and certainly so in connection with music. This is what Kant is following up, and affects, he says “are related merely to feeling; [they are] tumultuous and unpremeditated, [and] in the case of an affect the freedom of the mind is certainly hampered, in the case of passion it is removed” (Kant [1790] 2002, 154, bold in original). There are therefore distinctions between feeling, affect, and passion. Affect is a kind of state that can partly be articulated and conceptualized, as is also the case when we talk about passion. The examples Kant applies are “anger,” which is an affect, whereas “hatred” is regarded as a passion. That is also why he says that affect inhibits the freedom of the mind whereas a passion removes it. Yet the more fundamental term “feeling” refers to a bodily reaction, and so is free of concepts. This term lies behind the whole thesis about judgment, and that is why he starts the whole discussion by defining feeling as one of the three faculties in the human mind: “We can trace all faculties of the human mind without exception back to these three: the faculty of cognition, the feeling of pleasure and displeasure, and the faculty of desire” (Kant, [1790] 2002, 11, bold in original). And he continues: “However, there is only one so-called sensation that can never become a concept of an object, and this is the feeling of pleasure and displeasure” (26). Nevertheless, feelings stand in direct connection with cognition because the relationship between representations and what is perceived is what creates feelings—a pleasure or displeasure, respectively. But

a perception can also be immediately combined with a feeling of pleasure (or displeasure) and a satisfaction that accompanies the representation of the object and serves it instead of a predicate, and an aesthetic judgment, which is not a cognitive judgment, can thus arise. (168)

To understand the nature of feeling, therefore, is the key to understanding musical imagination. In addition to being a kind of necessary and inevitable bodily reaction in the process of perception, it may also be characterized as a “momentary inhibition” (Kant [1790] 2002, 111, my italics). This brings the feeling into the core of the joke and the laughter: “Laughter is an affect resulting from the sudden transformation of a heightened expectation into nothing” (209, bold in original). The joke, therefore, is characterized by a play that “begins with thoughts, which […] in so far as they are to be expressed sensibly, also occupy the body,” and this is comparable with music, where “the play proceeds from sensation of the body to aesthetic ideas” (209). They both connect sensation with the intellect but in the opposite order. However, the most important outcome of this analysis is how Kant is highlighting the free play of incongruity between sensation and thinking, which is in any case united through the process of integrating new representation derived from perceived objects. This is the process of apperception, which was at the core of Kant’s analysis of pure reason, however the aspect of reflection “arrives at the same result that pure rational apperception achieves” (Zammito 1992, 294) in the analysis of judgment.

Kant’s references to music are sincere in the sense that he obviously did not like it too much but nevertheless has to take it into account because it exemplifies so eloquently the free play of imagination by being so deeply entrenched in sensation on the one side and, on the other, so genuinely embedded with the subtlest mathematical order. This positions music as a representative of beautiful arts but, even more, as an illustration of the sublime in art, which is about what is experienced as boundless and interminable: “We call sublime that which is absolutely great” (Kant [1790] 2002, 131, bold in original). This is first of all the achievement of uniting the asynchronous extremes in the process of imagination, which are sensation and thinking. This is the duality, or even multiplicity, which is so obvious in the joke when it “produces the successive movement of the mind in two opposite directions, which at the same time gives the body a healthy shake” (211). Although Kant is not focusing on it, this is what characterizes the imagination of music as well for various reasons. One of them is that music unites the asynchronous aspects of sensation and intellect, but another is that musical polyphony and counterpoint represent musical articulations that draw the musical attention in different directions at the same time.


Changes in Musicological Imaginations

Kant is not only a transition figure who paves the way for a modern understanding of philosophy, he is also going through some transitions himself, specifically from highlighting purity in thinking to gradually including emotional aspects. In the eighteenth century, the understanding of music developed slightly differently. The classical epoch in music history achieved a kind of clarity by highlighting homophony. Rationality was the guiding principle although music was also considered as the emotional art par excellence. In other words, affects, and the theory of affects in music, is probably the best expression for how music was imagined and understood in the eighteenth century but it had to be presented as rational. One of the most prominent scholars in musical practice at that time was the German composer Johann Mattheson (1681–1764), who published the book Der Vollkommene Capellmeister (The Complete Conductor) in 1739 (1981). This book contains all the new aspects that formed the understanding of music at that time.

One of the most important aspects was the affect, which Mattheson understood as an emotional state in terms of temperaments: “The … most important things that a composer and director would have to master … having mastery of the most refined teachings on temperaments” (Mattheson [1739] 1981, 262), and he continues, “For no one who is not acquainted with a passion as if he had experienced it himself or is experiencing it, will be skilled in exciting a similar passion in other people’s feelings” (262). Although Kant meant passions more or less contradicted the beautiful, Mattheson includes them because they are so embedded with a certain emotional interest. Their specificity makes them easy to label. Yet the emotional state does not have to be that strong, but “it is absolutely necessary that he [the composer] open his mind and heart to the affection at hand and to a certain measure: otherwise he will fare badly” (262). The feelings have to be evoked by the music, and they have to be summed up in a certain affect. This affect should not only be specified but should also be just one at the time: “One may always aim at one specific passion” (311), which ensured clarity in music. Thus, it is important not only to include emotions but also to subordinate them to a certain degree to rationality as well.

One of the most pervasive changes in the understanding of music in the history of Western music has been the movement from the so-called quadrivium to the trivium (Dahlhaus 1989; Finscher 1997). Whereas music since the age of Pythagoras and Plato had been regarded as belonging to the mathematical sciences, along with arithmetic, geometry, and astronomy (quadrivium), it became more and more regarded as belonging to rhetoric, grammar, and dialectics (trivium). This gradual change was very much accomplished during the eighteenth century, and Mattheson is probably one of the most important proponents for this. He was one of the first to publish a thesis on how to write melodies (Mattheson [1737] 1976) which regarded rhetoric as the main inspiration for a composer rather than the theory of harmony:

No one has to my knowledge, ever written purposely and expressly on melody. Everyone deals only with harmony, and even the most skilled composers are more deficient in melody than in anything else: because they always put the cart before the horse in their endeavors. ([1739] 1981, 300)

Mattheson was not alone in emphasizing this, but he opened the path to a movement that culminated in the early nineteenth century when the German musicologist Adolph Bernhard Marx developed the notion that forms in music as a subject in composition were of the same importance as the theory of harmony. This subject imported in Germany technical terms from linguistics, like “Satz,” “Phrase,” “Motif,” “Thema,” “Vortrag” (“sentence,” “phrase,” “motive,” “theme,” “the expressed lecture”), and so forth (Marx 1857). Music, therefore, was imagined as if it were a speech, yet as long as words were not included, the affective content was the only thing left, which led to the catchphrase: “Music is the language of feeling.” Due to Kant’s understanding of the relationship between language and feelings, the critic Eduard Hanslick (1891) regarded the expression as a contradiction in terms. Yet even Kant made a connection between them in his third critique, and this made his system quite complicated. This points directly to the core of the aspect of sensation and its relation to imagination: specifically, that we refer to a kind of complexity that reaches far beyond what language is able to express.


The Early Experimental Psychology

One of the most neglected scholars in musicology and psychology is Johann Friedrich Herbart (1776–1841). His thinking was an important precursor to experimental psychology. The key term for Herbart is “apperception.” He explains the content of this term by referring to music and mathematics. The stable self can be said to contain a certain “apperceiving mass” that consists of the experiences and knowledge one has acquired so far. However, the apperceiving mass is not stable. One constantly accrues new experiences and consequently acquires new knowledge almost all the time. Thus, the process includes what Jean Piaget more than one hundred years later described as an adjustment of the self to the other in terms of accommodation, which normally results in a fusion of old and new knowledge in terms of assimilation. This is the process Herbart called apperception, but he was interested in explaining this and did so by referring to music. The two crucial terms here are “contradistinction” (“Gegensatz”) and “fusion” (“Verschmeltzung”). The point is that these terms reflect the situation our minds are in in the process of apperception when two or more representations or ideas are merged into the one united apperceiving mass. A similar process is easily seen in music as well, and Herbart refers to the octave as the best example. It consists of two clearly discernable pitches, but is at the same time perceived as if the two are one, which the term “octave-equivalence” may express. “The interval with the most complete contradistinction is the octave” (Moro 2006, 58, my translation) he says, but all chords in music consist of this combination of contradistinctions and fusion; however, the level of both aspects may vary and therefore Herbart avoids talking about “consonance” and “dissonance,” but rather refers to different levels of contradiction and fusion (Moro 2006). Thus, the merging process not only depends on the pitches per se but also depends on how they are organized and related to each other. Thus, the most important contribution he came up with was that he demonstrated how music and mathematics envisaged aspects of thinking that are difficult to derive from language.

Herbart’s interest in music had a great impact on the early experimentalists in psychology. This is true for Gustav Theodor Fechner, who is to be regarded as one of the pioneers. However, there is one important change in perspectives that can be traced in this transition. Whereas Herbart followed a theoretical approach in his research, Fechner was instead interested in exploring the actual relationship between sensation and representation. Thus, the early experimentalists pursued the actual content of the Wolffian psychologia empirica. They emphasized the aspect of perception by pursuing it from an experimental perspective. In other words, the task was to investigate how and to what extent our ideas can be said to be a result of sensation. This implied that they had to control for cognition and find a way—or rather a stimulus—that was able to reduce the cognitive activity in a way that made the sensory aspects more dominant. On this basis Fechner looked toward music and presented it as the “direct factor” (Fechner [1871] 1978, 157ff.).

Fechner could talk about music as the direct factor because music represents an extraordinary mixture of abstractness and concreteness. This makes music radically different from all other types of communication. Visual communication normally presents conceivable content, especially at that time when nonfigurative painting was almost nonexistent. Fechner focused on aesthetical communication, because it is characterized by the inclusion of emotional reactions. At that time, visual abstracts only existed in terms of geometrical figures, and Fechner discusses these but refuses them because they do not provide the same kind of emotional engagements as paintings do. Literature is connected with the same problems as paintings. Stories may definitely evoke the most intense feelings, but they appeal at the same time to a cognitive processing that includes conceptualizing and rational reasoning. Consequently, in order to deal with a kind of bottom-up perspective in the process of perception, music represents the most interesting stimulus because it makes it possible to control for some aspects of the superior cognitive processes.

Fechner provided in many ways the basis and the direction for experimental psychology in Germany in the nineteenth century, and his contribution is closely related to German idealism. Yet, his contribution is completely different from Hegel’s version, as he wanted to explore the interface between the outer and the inner world in terms of the process that changes the immediate sense-impressions into representative ideas and notions. Yet ideas and notions represent not just the immediate sense-impression but also the activity of the superior cognitive processes. In line with this, he makes the distinction between the bottom-up and the top-down perspective; he focused on the bottom-up perspective—not because he did not acknowledge the top-down perspective, but rather because the latter had been favored too much, which was an obstacle to achieving a complete understanding of the whole process. On this basis, he made some interesting experiments on the disposition of geometrical forms. These experiments are interesting also from a musicological perspective, as they investigated the preferred ratios for geometrical forms. His findings show that the simple ratios that are regarded as fundamental in musical harmony, like 1:1, 1:2, 2:3, and 3:4, do not count in the preferred geometrical forms but rather the ratios close to irrational numbers like the Golden Section (app. 34:21). In other words, the perceived preferences did not coincide with the theoretical preferences.

Consequently, the imaginative process that is based on immediate sensory impressions is guided by neither numerical inferences nor conceptual corollaries, but rather by the feelings of pleasure and displeasure. According to Fechner, these feelings form the basis for our awareness of sense impressions in general. We do not notice a sensory impression before it evokes a feeling of pleasure or displeasure. On this basis, he introduced the term “aesthetical thresholds” (“ästhetischen Schwelle”; Fechner [1871] 1978, 49), of which there are two sorts: the absolute threshold and the threshold for experienced changes. The former is about what we notice or not, and the latter is the so-called Weber–Fechner law that says that a linear and incremental increase of a stimulus’ intensity will not be experienced as a gradual intensifying of it but, rather, as increases in leaps until there comes a point when there are no more experienced changes. This is why the experienced differences can be expressed in terms of a logarithmic curve; yet, to detect this process we have to make use of what Fechner called experimental aesthetics, and this requires stimuli that can serve as a “direct factor.”


The Role of Sound and Music in Wundt’s Laboratory

Fechner’s “experimental aesthetics” had few successors apart from the most famous founder of experimental psychology, Wilhelm Wundt (1832–1920). In an article published in 1910, Wundt says something about what kind of role aesthetics and music had in early experimental psychology. This article is primarily a presentation of all the activities in the laboratory from 1879 to the turn of the century but, when he summarizes them and the applied equipment, we get the impression that Wundt followed up Fechner’s idea about experimental aesthetics and music as the direct factor. In this phase, three theses were published in experimental aesthetics, and twelve on the psychology of tones (Tonpsychologie) (Wundt [1910] 1983); yet a closer look on the other theses shows that musical stimuli were applied in very many of them that were published at the same time (Klempe 2011). Moreover, Wundt wrote an introduction to psychology in which the metronome represented the exemplar to understand the most basic human psychological functions, and the reason for this was that “our consciousness is rhythmically disposed” (Wundt 1912, 5) but also that we are more sensitive to auditory stimuli in the sense Herbart underlined; namely, that auditory sensation is characterized by a precision comparable with Kantian a priori knowledge. Wundt is interested in the same type of purity in sensation that is achieved by “using a tuning-fork, and a resonator tuned to its fundamental tone” (56). Consequently, Wundt equipped his psychological laboratory with an abundance of tuning forks, maybe more than 350 in all, just to explore the precision of the ear (Klempe 2011).

Thus, in experimental psychology there are three reasons to focus on sound and, more specifically, musical stimuli. One is to regard music as a “direct factor,” which means that it indicates the close and uninterrupted connection between the inferior and the superior cognitive processes. The second reason is the understanding of consciousness as being rhythmically disposed, and the third is the mind’s precision demonstrated in perceiving musical pitches. The unbroken line between sensation and cognition meant that Wundt ended up with a more nuanced understanding of emotions. Whereas all scholars earlier had referred to pleasure and displeasure as the fundamental dichotomy of emotions, Wundt added two more. The most important from a musical point of view is the aspect of tension and release. They are not the same as displeasure and pleasure in the sense that the tension is related to the complete span of sequences that represents just one aspect of the pleasure in music, as it cannot be completed before it ends in a final release. However, the release is not satisfactory as a release unless there have been some prior tensions. The third type of emotion, the excitation and quiescence (Wundt [1900] 1983; 1912), exemplified with high (excitation) and low pitches (quiescence), is probably not so convincing, but the aspect of strain and relaxation is followed up and developed by musicologists such as Leonard B. Meyer (1956), and Eugene Narmour in terms of “implication” and “realization” (1990, 1992).

It is important to stress that the aim of experimental psychology was to achieve a more thorough understanding of the relationship between sensation and representations (Vorstellungen) in terms of a bottom-up perspective, as Fechner referred to. Thus, experimental psychology did not deal with the top-down perspective and consequently did not pay very much attention to thinking and language. Since the latter can be regarded as the core of psychology, Wundt admitted in his last publication—his autobiography—that experimental psychology can only be regarded as a supportive science (“Hilfsmitteln”; Wundt 1920, 201), whereas folk psychology, defined in terms of “language, mythological ideas, and laws of custom,” is to be regarded as the gateway “to the understanding of all the more complicated psychical processes” (Wundt 1902, 11). However, the bridge from sensation to the more complicated psychological processes is provided by the role of affection, which is defined as a paramount term that includes both feelings and emotions in Judd’s translation of Wundt (1902). Sensory qualities are defined as the physiological impression, which does not necessarily include the subjective investment of affections. Hence, there is a huge difference between sensory and affective qualities. In line with this, Wundt applies the term “differences” when it comes to sensory qualities and “oppositions” when he refers to affective qualities (1902, 37). The latter emphasizes that affective investment is the basis for a form of meaning-making that points very much toward the Saussurian thesis of the arbitrary sign (de Saussure 2011). This is probably not a coincidence, as de Saussure graduated in Leipzig and attended Wundt’s lectures on the gesture in the 1890s (Blumenthal 1973). However, Wundt describes this aspect of oppositions as a basis for meaning-making in music: “As sensations, a high and a low tone present differences that approach more or less the maximal differences of tonal sensation; the corresponding tonal feelings are opposites” (1902, 37).

The latter has a lot to do with our understanding of imagination, which became very important in the eighteenth century’s psychology that focused on human faculties. For example, the faculty to unify a term with a certain reference is interesting in itself but it is only possible because of our ability to imagine. The Latin term “imaginatio” primarily refers to a type of vision that is not exactly entrenched in reality. However, this type of vision is also the creative glue in the cognitive processes that generate notions and the understanding we may have of the world. The latter is, at the same time, our representation of the world, and the term “representation” is normally used as a translation of the German “Vorstellungen”; this, we must add, with good reason, as the term “Vorstellung” is normally applied as the German translation of the Latin term “representatio” (see, e.g., Baumgarten 2004). However, the term “representation” appears to suggest that our inner understanding almost reflects the outer material world. This understanding of the relationship between sensation and cognition is exactly what is questioned when Wundt related affects to the term “opposition.” This embryonic understanding of the role of affective loading paved the way for a new explanation of the process of meaning-making. By applying the term “opposition” in terms of differences in affective loading, meaning is detached from outer references and is rather generated from the distinctions between the terms themselves. The process of meaning-making, therefore, is provided by the system itself, and this is exactly the way Jean Piaget several decades later defined structuralism: “first an ideal (perhaps a hope) of intrinsic intelligibility supported by the postulate that structures are self-sufficient and that, to grasp them, we do not have to make reference to all sorts of extraneous elements” (Piaget 1971, 4f., italics added). The term “structuralism” was also related to Wundt’s psychology, primarily because Eduard Titchener used the term to emphasize that experimental psychology was first of all about uncovering the inner structure of the mind. However, we see that Wundt could be associated with a broader understanding of the term as well, which also includes the Saussurian thesis of the arbitrary sign, which is far from and almost in opposition to Titchener’s use of the term.



Sound as Sensed Relations

Some of the most important discoveries in psychology were made during the second half of the nineteenth century. The fact that music functioned as a leading exemplar in some of these discoveries has not been fully acknowledged. One of the most obvious examples of a scholar placing music at the forefront of psychological research is Carl Stumpf. He intended to be a musician, and music became a passion for him during his whole life. This personal interest in music, however, cannot fully explain why music was regarded as important in psychology. The attention to music can rather be explained by the fact that the musical system generates stimuli that activate the process from sensation to cognition to its fullest extent. Hence Stumpf followed Fechner’s understanding of music as the direct factor. However, Stumpf’s contribution to psychology was not primarily his inclusion of music, but rather that he uncovered and demonstrated some basic factors in perception (which was regarded as a process that turned sensation into representation). Looking at perception as a process was deeply entrenched in the German tradition (see Wundt 1902). The most important factor is the aspect of relativity that is fundamental in the enjoyment of music but also a basic characteristic of the process of perception in general. Stumpf applies the German term “Empfindung,” which, in this context, could be translated as “impression” because of its connotations to something indefinite. Both terms combine the unlimited sensory aspects with the activity of the mind.

Stumpf’s focus on the aspect of relativity must be regarded as a continuation of that side of German idealism that highlighted subjectivity as an active contributor in the process of acquiring knowledge based on sensation. In line with this, Stumpf presents five tenets that are crucial when it comes to a psychological understanding of the human mind; he calls this set of tenets the theory of relativity (Relativitätslehre; Stumpf 1883). The first one says, (1) there are no pure impressions. Every single impression is related to another impression (Stumpf 1883, 10). This is obvious when it comes to music. The high or low pitches are relative to a certain reference point—either to tones already presented or a bodily impression of the limitations of the range of one’s voice. The second says, (2) in order to be conscious about an impression, it has to be related to another impression (Stumpf 1883, 12). This statement is first of all related to expectations, which are based on earlier impressions. When, for example, a melody in C major ends up with an a minor chord after a G7 chord, we become aware of it by feeling a kind of deceit, which is also its name, that is, a “deceptive cadence.” The third statement brings in the aspects of change and movement: it says, (3) the content of an impression is not absolute, but depends on relationships, differences, and changes (Stumpf 1883, 13). Again, the relationship between chords is the best example, and Stumpf refers to dissonant chords that apparently strive toward a resolution. Even at his time, in the early 1880s, he admits that it does not have to be like that; he elaborates on this in the second volume of Tonpsychologie (1890) where he discusses how tones merge or not. Yet the best example is an ordinary G major triad that, in one context, can strive for a resolution (in the key of C major) but, in another, can be the resolution (in the key of G major). This also illustrates Piaget’s point about a structure being self-sufficient. The triad does not mean anything by itself, but it acquires a certain meaning by being different from and standing in opposition to other chords. In other words, Stumpf also anticipates the thesis of the arbitrary sign by referring to music. Thereafter, he transforms the examples to illustrate some general principles for how the world is imagined in the human mind.

The aspect of change is followed up in the fourth statement that says, (4) an impression is not a function of stimuli, but rather of the changes in stimuli (Stumpf 1883, 15). The most striking example is smell, which we get used to after a while. Yet in music, the most obvious example would be dynamic expressions. The intensity of forte is hard to define unless it is compared to another level like piano or fortissimo. However, there are more factors that influence this, and not least the physiological conditions of the nerves. These are different depending on what kind of nerves are referred to and where they are placed on the body. To make the fourth statement general, the fifth statement take these physiological conditions into account: (5) The quality and the intensity of an impression is not only a result of the stimulus and the location of the organ it effects, but also of previous stimuli and their effect on the same organ, and simultaneous stimuli that effect other parts of the same organ (Stumpf 1883, 19).

One of the fundamental questions in Stumpf’s research is presented in the Introduction to the first volume of Tonpsychologie: namely, Is the impression of a tone exclusively related to sine waves? (1883, vii). The answer to this question tells us something about how the term “Tonpsychologie” is to be understood properly. His answer is “No.” A tone that is a single sine wave means that the tone is completely without overtones and dynamic changes. A tone that is a sine wave is, in other words, the tone in abstracto and without any type of context. The five tenets presented here all state that the impression of a tone is always dependent on its context. Even when we talk about people who have absolute pitch, their ability to grasp the pitch out of nothing, so to speak, is not very often true. Very few of them are able to pitch a sine-wave tone unless the pitch is transformed into a certain memory, which is very often related to their own instrument. A singer will tighten the muscles as if she is going to sing the tone, and a violinist will envision the proper finger grips and reproduce the same pitch as if it sounds like a violin and, through this, construe a context for the pitch. The tone in Tonpsychologie, in other words, is about the whole feeling of the quality of the sound (Klanggefühl), which turns the tone into something other than just a bare stimulus, but rather into the musical qualities of it.

As already mentioned, this is exactly the background for the term “Gestalt Quality” (Ehrenfels [1890] 1988). Stumpf is also commenting on the aspect of absolute pitch, which he says is possible to acquire by means of memorizing. He refers to Wagner’s music; this is characterized by sudden changes of keys, and the melodies therefore have to be related to their keys. The point is, to memorize a single item is more difficult than when the same item is placed into a certain context, whether this context is a popular tune or one’s own instrument.



Sound and Unconscious Imaginations

Quite a few discoveries were made during the 1890s in the German-speaking world, but one of the most radical was probably Sigmund Freud’s disclosure of human desires and their unpredictable impact on the human mind and behavior. Freud admitted his disinterest in music, and he almost never refers to music. Some would also regard him as being in opposition to the experimental psychologists. Nevertheless, some of his contributions follow up aspects that are partly entrenched in experimental psychology, and he introduced some aspects that are quite illuminative in an understanding of musical imagination. The aspect of free associations has a prehistory in experimental psychology, and the aspect of unconsciousness is historically primarily related to music.

Although the unconscious can be traced far back in the history, it is first of all related to the European rise of self-awareness, that started in early modernity (Whyte 1962). Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz seemingly gave the unconscious a role in his philosophical system. According to Leibniz, there is continuity from the inorganic via the organic to the highest consciousness. The human being is placed near the end of this line, but not at the end (this is God). However, what characterizes human beings and makes them different from all other creatures on earth is their ability to be aware of themselves, to perceive themselves, which Leibniz termed “apperception.” Although other creatures can be more or less conscious, the lower down in the hierarchy they are placed, the more unconscious they are about themselves and their surroundings. Yet, humans are also not necessarily fully aware of all their own reactions to the environment, and one of the examples Leibniz refers to is music: “Music is a concealed arithmetic exercise the soul does not know it executes” (“Musica est exercitium arithmeticae occultum nescientis se numerare animi,” from a letter Leibniz wrote to the mathematician Christian Goldbach in 1712, quoted in Dammann 1967, 79, my translation). The most important part of this, however, is that Leibniz related the state of unconsciousness to perception. Stumpf emphasizes this aspect by declaring that Leibniz applied the term “perception” as standing in opposition to “apperception” as the former refers to “the unconscious awareness” (1898, 22).

Associations, on the other hand, are normally referred to as a characteristic of British empiricism and Hume’s psychologism. However, the concept of associations formed an important factor in German psychology as well but not as an argument for psychologism. Herbart, for example, followed up Kant’s focus on the faculty of judgment. Yet, in contrast to Kant, who narrowed the concept of associations down to its classical laws, Herbart saw them as fundamental factors in all types of judgments and therefore defined them more broadly and as something more fundamental. A judgment is first of all about making a choice between different alternatives given simultaneously. Simultaneous givens represent also a kind of vertical dimension. Associations therefore form the vertical dimension of both reproductive (perceptual) and the productive (ideal) imaginations, and this is a point Fechner also followed up, especially their role in aesthetical experiences. According to him, associations provide our aesthetical experiences. The colored circle that gives us the image of an orange makes us associate not only the image of the fruit but also its smell, its taste, and maybe even some pleasant or unpleasant social experiences. All these associations are triggered immediately and simultaneously when we see the colored circles that portray fruit on a platter, for example. They are not only characterized by their simultaneous presence, but the associations the images produce are also strongly private.

All these aspects of the unconscious, privacy, and free associations lead us immediately to Sigmund Freud, and more specifically, to The Joke and Its Relation to the Unconscious (Freud [1905] 2002). It was the psychiatrist and musicologist Daniel Sabbeth who discovered the relationship between Freud’s structuring of the unconscious and how music is structured ([1979] 1990). He refers to one of the first examples of a joke presented in Freud’s book, specifically to a situation from Heinrich Heine’s Reisebilder, where the poor lottery-agent and quack-surgeon Hirsch-Hyacinth have met the wealthy Baron von Rothschild, who had treated him as his equal and “quite famillionairely” (Sabbeth [1979] 1990, 49). Freud’s explanation of the linguistic blending of “familiar” and “millionaire” is that this reflects one of the most important mechanisms of the unconscious, namely condensation, which Freud explains as a “considerable abbreviation” ([1905] 2002, 18), but at the same time he presents this example in a diagram to emphasize the vertical dimension of the mechanism of condensation as if it forms a score:
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(Sabbeth [1979] 1990, 50; see also Freud [1905] 2002, 13)

According to Sabbeth, the joke’s transformation techniques have two different aims: “to produce pleasure, by allowing us to recognize and rediscover the familiar in unexpected places; and to divert our attention from verbal meanings towards sound” ([1979] 1990, 51). The latter is crucial in psychoanalysis in the sense that the word representation in a psychoanalytic process is not only focusing on meaning, but even as much on the sound of the word. This is why a neurotic person, who may have had a traumatic experience with their own sexuality, is so focused on, and may even talk a lot about, sexuality and, paradoxically enough, appears as apparently quite free in verbal expressions about sexuality. However, the words applied are mostly just synonyms for the word that is connected with the origin of the neurosis. Thus, the meaning is not necessarily the most important in a psychoanalytic process but rather the actual word-sound that is loaded with the specific energy. Hence, the enjoyment of a joke for example is also related to the sound itself, as is the case in the example.

The other aim Sabbeth mentions is just as important, namely that the enjoyment is related to something familiar presented in an unexpected way. This bridges the sensory with the intellectual in the sense that the enjoyment of the sound itself provides a kind of new understanding. The sound of the term “famillionairely” is on the one hand enjoyable in itself but also it indicates that the fences between poor and rich are almost torn down and therefore produces this meaning, which appears as rational as well. This brings the associations back to Kant again. He also made a connection between the enjoyments of music and the joke. He established a connection between them by pointing at Epicurus, “who made out all gratification as at bottom bodily sensation” (Kant [1790] 2002, 207). The process of imagination therefore presupposes the inclusion of the whole spectrum from sensation to intellect, but also that all components act simultaneously, which creates the verticality that challenges intellect and almost contradicts the sequential aspects of language. This was exactly what Freud depicted when he described the mechanism of the unconscious, however, the same verticality is present in the conscious process of imagination, which can be compared with the joke in the sense that there are transformations from sensation, via nerve impulses, to the intellect and language, and this produces not only transformations but also comparisons that the mind has to decide and assess according to different types of criteria. This is the dynamic of imagination, which makes it both reproductive or even recurring and productive or creative at the same time.

Although imagination is a fundamental trait with the human mind, and the combination of verticality and time reflects the core of human life, none of the human forms of expression are able to absorb this combination to its full extent. Also, music has its limitations, especially when it comes to conceptualizations that form an essential part of imagination. Nevertheless, musical polyphony is probably the type of expression that combines vertical simultaneity with the unfolding in time of its actual, sounding expression to the greatest extent. De Saussure also included the vertical dimension in language by making a distinction between the so-called syntagmatic and paradigmatic dimensions of language. The former is the sequential discourse that exists “in preaesentia” (de Saussure 2011, 123, italics in original), whereas the latter represents “the associative relation [that] unites terms in absentia in a potential mnemomic series” (123, italics in original). The latter refers to word classes but goes far beyond those in the sense that they include all types of associations a word may create. According to de Saussure, the oppositions consist of syntagmatic and associative relations; he did not use the term “paradigmatic relations.” Thus, in de Saussure’s terminology, the psychological aspect is taken into account but it also emphasizes the aspect of verticality. However, another important perspective he introduced on language is that the associative relation represents a potentiality, which exists in absentia. In language, there is an absolute mutual exclusion between elements in an associative relation. If one word is chosen, one cannot at the same time articulate another. They have to be taken one at the time. This makes it different from music, where the elements are not necessarily excluding each other, which can be seen clearly in a chord where the elements are united in harmony. There are restrictions in combinations due to the musical style, but as long as there are harmonies, the mutual exclusion is not absolute; this is the polyphonic aspect of music.

Since A. B. Marx and the emphasis on the theory of forms in musicology, the aspect of polyphony has not had so much focus. There is one important exception to this, which is the musical analysis of Heinrich Schenker. The so-called Ursatz, or fundamental structure, Schenker regarded as the kernel of all pieces of Western tonal music is first of all characterized by a polyphonic texture. According to Schenker, all good music can be reduced to this kernel of a falling melodic line from the major third to the fundamental tone contrasted with a counterpoint movement in the bass from the fundamental tone to the ascending fifth and back again. All musical structures, Schenker claims, can be reduced to this Ursatz, however the Ursatz itself cannot be reduced. This tells us first of all that a polyphonic texture can never be reduced to just one melodic line. But it tells us also that music has to be envisaged as motion in time that includes the change from tension to release. The musicologist Eugene Narmour presented a critic of Schenkerism in the 1970s in which he targeted the notions that it could represent a valid formal theory and that it embodies an unbiased method in interpreting the harmonic development of an actual piece of music. However, “we keep coming back circularly looking for the meaning of some chord in the chord whose meaning we originally set out to find” (Narmour 1977, 13f.). That is one problem, but the other is that musical elements are never comparable with unambiguous, formal statements quite simply because there are many different underlying structures in music and they are all present at the same time. “My argument here, however, is not only that two “readings” of the melody … are possible or that two different hearings are equally plausible, but rather that both the axial and the descending linear structures are heard simultaneously” (Narmour 1977, 23, italics in original). The point is that musical polyphony presents so much information at the same time that ambiguity is an inevitable outcome. Thus, an almost infinite number of different chords can follow a certain chord because the same chord can be interpreted differently depending on what follows it. The alternatives are embedded in the actual sounding chord, and, therefore, ambiguity is to be regarded as a fundamental trait of the actual music.

In line with this, one may say that associations are embedded in the actual sounding music. This makes it different from language, but there are definitely overlaps between the two systems as well, and this is very much included in one of the more interesting theories in the late twentieth century, the so-called generative theory of tonal music (GTTM, Lerdahl and Jackendoff 1983). One of the most interesting aspects of this theory is the way it handles overlaps in musical phrases; that is, that the end of a musical phrase at the same time forms the beginning of the next phrase. According to this theory, the overlaps refer to a substructure in which the first phrase is completed before the next phrase begins. This is due to a linguistic understanding of a well-formed phrase, which must be completed before the next begins to get a rational meaning out of the two phrases. This is the same as with words, and that is why “famillionairely” appears as a kind of irrational term. Yet this term is in any case understandable, not only because we know the substructure from which it is derived but also because the construed neologism “famillionairely” expands the associations compared with what the two underlying terms are able to produce when they are articulated separately. So, when a musical phrase consists of several overlaps, like the two parts of the recurring theme in Maurice Ravel’s Bolero, for example, it generates an aspect of verticality in the melodic line that constitutes the meaning of the theme. It could have been divided into separate, two-measures phrases, but the drive and meaning would then completely fall apart.

Musical imagination therefore must be understood from two different perspectives: the sequential and the vertical. However, this two-dimensional understanding of imagination is not unique for music, as the relations in language have to be understood not only from a syntagmatic perspective but also from an associative perspective. The difference between music and language, however, is that, in the former, the associative relations can be articulated due to the musical style whereas in language, the associative or paradigmatic dimension exists only in absentia, as de Saussure formulated it. The sensation of sound therefore demonstrates how concealed processes of thinking and imagination can be mirrored and articulated in an actual system of expression.


Conclusions

We can conclude that the historical evolution of empirical psychology from the age of the enlightenment until today gives the sensation of sound a peculiar role in the understanding of human imagination. This is true both in the way sensation is emphasized by sound, but also how it envisages in different ways how the nature of imagination breaks the limitations delineated by language. The rational use of language strives for clarity and simplicity, whereas the sensory process is characterized by complexity. In this perspective, the texture of polyphonic music might represent a model for how imagination can be conceptualized. A sound is a kind of undifferentiated signal having embedded within an undefined potential. Thus, the sensory awareness of appearances is, at the same time, the encounter between the one and the other that is at the core of perception. “Perception,” therefore, is not just a synonym for sensation but, rather, a term that also comprises higher cognitive functions. The English term “imagination” may count as a bridge in the sense that it reflects the complexity of higher cognitive functions and is therefore hard to specify. Kant tried to specify these functions by making distinctions between reproductive and productive imagination, and, in his first critique, he solely focused on the latter in terms of pure reason and the intellect. He discovered very soon, however, that this model was not satisfactory as it excluded feelings and affects. So instead, he investigated the power of judgment ([1790] 2002) that also included bodily reactions in the process of perception.

Kant reluctantly accepted the sound of music as a unique source for the understanding of the process of acquiring knowledge. Yet the German pioneers in the nineteenth century’s psychology followed this up by underlining music as: (1) reflecting the process of merging different ideas into a whole (Herbart); (2) being a stimulus that acts as a control for too much involvement of the higher cognitive functions (Fechner); (3) a self-sufficient system constituted by oppositions in the affective loading of its elements (Wundt); and (4) an exemplary proof of the aspect of relativity in all types of perception (Stumpf). All these four aspects point toward the vertical dimension in music that makes it different from language. For the empirical psychologists, it was important to emphasize this difference. With the entrance of the theories of forms in musicology at the beginning of the nineteenth century, we see that musicology and empirical psychology tended to go in opposite directions. However, this is not true if we look at musical practice in the same century. The compositions rather tended to subvert the clear forms, especially those of Richard Wagner, who created a continuous flow within his operas by avoiding double bars and complete cadences. Polyphonic structure has always been important in music, not least when we look at music from different cultures, and that is probably why we can trace a direct link in ethnomusicology back to Stumpf via his assistant E. M von Hornbostel. Yet, the polyphonic structure in music is primarily an expression of the dynamic forces of concurrence and simultaneity that are at the core of real life as well. Thus, as long as music mirrors these aspects of life, it can serve as a model for the interaction between sensation and imagination.
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chapter 3 

Imagining the Sounds Themselves

Malcolm Riddoch



Introduction


Only one who already understands can listen.

—Martin Heidegger, Sein und Zeit1

From one’s cognitive imagination to the sensory imagination and on to the sounds we hear in the world, what might it mean to imagine the sounds themselves? Which is to ask, what is the relation between works of the human imagination and the sounds themselves? Here, we make a basic distinction between the sensory or perceptual imagination (hearing a sound) and the cognitive imagination (thinking about or reflecting on that and other sounds).2 Given this distinction, one can certainly think about sound, recalling sounds that have been heard at some place and time, and wondering about those sounds yet to come. These sonic works of human imagination can be found in flights of fantasy and daydream; or in response to hearing everyday sounds such as the urgent car horn and identifying a friend’s voice in a crowd; or in the thoughtful work involved in reflecting on the sequencing of sounds for a musical composition, and in the careful production of those sounds for performance and in the studio. One’s cognitive imagination is also engaged by literary, scientific, and philosophical works concerning sound, such as the imagination involved in engaging with this text itself. In broad terms, what we are dealing with here is the auditory imaginary, the realm of the possibility and actuality of the human experience of sound. In terms of one’s own cognitive imagination then, one might think about sounds in general or in the specific, and perhaps even commit that thought to paper and/or pixel. This work of the cognitive imagination can be conceptual, or contemplative, or practical and, as auditory imagination, it retains a meaningful relation to the sounds one hears in the world one lives in.

One can also of course imagine the sounds themselves and actually hear them in one’s “inner” auditory perception. In terms of the sensory imagination, one might hear sounds either in memory or in make-believe, in hallucinations or in dreams. These imagined sounds might reproduce sounds we hear in the everyday world or may sound strangely novel to our mind’s ear. Yet, while the auditory imagination can produce a perception of sound without any direct acoustic stimulation, the imagined sounds are still experienced as sound, as something heard, and thus have a direct relation to one’s “external” world and its acoustically generated sounds. Even the fantastic sounds encountered in dreams and hallucinations are precisely strange only in relation to that which is always already familiar and mundane, which is the world of our everyday sonic experience, the world of the sounds themselves. It would appear then, that in order to explicate this relation between one’s imagination and its sounds, one would need a working definition of what constitutes the “sounds themselves” that are to be imagined in the first place.


Defining the Sounds Themselves

Historically speaking, the term “the sounds themselves” belongs primarily to the milieu of twentieth-century avant-garde Western art music that saw its conceptual heyday in the mid-century tape and transistor music revolutions. The advent of these new music technologies after World War II allowed for the direct manipulation and creation of any musical sound based on control voltage synthesis and/or the electroacoustic manipulation of recorded audio including environmental field recordings. Following alongside and often heralding the development of this modern electronic form of composition, composers from Busoni to Varèse and on to Feldman, Schaeffer, Cage, Eimert, and Stockhausen, to name but a few notables, shifted their attention away from traditional Western modes of music composition toward dealing with the concrete, empirical phenomenon of sound itself. Through this technological music revolution, avant-garde composition and its musical imaginary moved beyond the constraints of traditional notation, acoustic timbre, and Occidental tempered scale and metric rhythms, to directly organizing the temporal and harmonic structure, and timbral possibilities of the electroacoustic sounds themselves.

This immediacy of the modernist composer’s relation to the concrete materiality of sound was interpreted in different senses by different composers, such as in Pierre Schaeffer’s phenomenological notion of the “sonorous object.” His acousmatic practice involved a form of deep or “pure” listening following a Pythagorean model, bracketing out interpretations of the heard sound based on cultural conditioning and environmental causes, and thus focusing in on the phenomenal sensory experience itself.3 This focus on the immediacy of the experience of the sounds themselves is also arguably to be found in Morton Feldman’s desire to compose sounds “more direct, more immediate, more physical than anything that existed heretofore”;4 as well as Cage’s focus on the worldly experience of silence, for which “THERE IS NO SUCH THING AS SILENCE” (Cage 2011, 249). Given that all musicians are trained and experienced listeners, one might argue that what binds these disparate musical imaginaries together is a phenomenological shift away from traditional conceptual notions of musicality and toward focusing on the concrete and immediate experience and manipulation of actual sounds as they are heard in the world. This shift is made explicit in Pierre Schaeffer’s work, where his early intuitive sonic arts practice was later interpreted in phenomenological terms: “For years, we often did phenomenology without knowing it, which is much better than talking about phenomenology without practicing it” (Schaeffer 1966, 262).

The sounds themselves are thus here defined as the auditory phenomena of one’s own conscious experience, where phenomenal sounds are what one hears in the first instance, that is, perceived sound as such in the world one lives in. By “conscious experience” I mean here not merely self-consciousness or self-reflection but rather the direct, personal quality of one’s own subjective experience of sounds as heard in the phenomenal world.5 In terms of the introductory question regarding the relation of one’s cognitive and sensory imagination to the sounds themselves, one might ask what then constitutes this conscious experience of the sounds themselves such that those sounds can be imagined? What is the basis of phenomenal sound?


On the Physicality of Sound


From acoustic waves to the tympanum, the ossicles to the cochlea and its basilar membrane, and on to the hair cells and their excitation of the auditory cortex: the physicality of sound here concerns the physical phenomena associated with the conscious experience of hearing the sounds themselves.


Cochlear Sounds

What then is perceived sound itself in the first instance such that it can be imagined? From a physical perspective, the question concerning the sounds themselves asks about the physical processes that are associated with the perception of sound, for which we have a reasonably thorough psychophysiological understanding. The sounds themselves are first encountered in a three-dimensional acoustic space, with the phenomenon of sound generally being associated with the external acoustic stimulation of the body’s sensory organs via the kinetic propagation of acoustic energy in sound waves through air. Of course, however, one does not directly hear the acoustic compression and rarefaction of air molecules, as these compression waves need to first travel through space in order to then impact on one’s sense organs of hearing. Thus, the acoustic energy propagating spatially in three dimensions through air and other media is reflected via the pinnae into the ear canal, absorbed by the tympanic membrane that articulates the auditory ossicles that pass that kinetic energy on to the coiled, fluid-filled bag of the cochlea, its tapered basilar membrane, and connected hair cells. This biomechanically derived cochlear vibration is the primary means by way of which external acoustic energy impacts on our sense of hearing, although it is not the only access this external physical world has to stimulate our “inner” sense perception of sound.

Now, if I may digress for a moment, I should like to deal with the notions of internality and externality introduced so far inasmuch as these can lead to a degree of ambiguity when talking about the perception of sound in its phenomenal and physical senses. In the already described sense of the external world’s impact on one’s “inner” sense perception, there is a physical world of acoustic energy that is obviously external to the inner workings of the physical organism’s ear. That is, in this physically empirical sense, there are internal physiological mechanisms as opposed to external acoustic stimulations.

This empirically physical notion should be carefully distinguished from notions concerning the phenomenal internality of one’s conscious auditory experiences. From the first-person perspective, phenomenal “internality” can refer to one’s own private cognitive or sensory imagination as opposed to the other phenomenal sounds one hears in the external or public world. However, from an objective, third-person perspective, the “inner” is also commonly used to refer to the entirety of the “internal” subjective experience of sound and other perceptions; that is, to the entire phenomenal world of one’s own conscious sensory experience. Subjectively phenomenal “internality” is here opposed to the objectivity of the external physical world that apparently supports it.

Interpretive confusions can arise when the distinction between the physical and the phenomenal, and between the objective and the phenomenological, are ignored and the different senses of the terms become conflated. I will attempt to navigate these empirical, phenomenal, and objective internal/external perspectives as they arise, or at very least use scare quotes as needed, for the reader should be forewarned that there is a fair degree of ambiguity in the literature concerning not merely the usage but also the underlying philosophical assumptions belonging to each.


Somatic Sounds

Now, concerning the various other ways the “external” physical world can stimulate our “inner” sense perception of sound, a related and somewhat problematic form of hearing is that of infrasonic or very low frequency sound waves that can be felt via the body as much as heard via the ear. This is problematic in the sense that the bodily perception of very low frequency sound may or may not itself be considered a form of hearing. At infrasonic frequencies, around 16–18 Hz or lower depending on the subject, cochlear audition fails to detect tonal information at all and sensitivity to the vibration falls away the lower the frequency. This is simply a physical limitation of the biomechanics of the middle and inner ear at very low frequencies (cf., Watanabe and Møller 1990). Amplitude thresholds for perception vary depending on age and other physiological factors, but there is a crossover in perception between the auditory pathways of the cochlea and the bodily sensation of such low frequency sound. Various studies have pointed to the Merkel cell, Meissner’s corpuscles, and Pancinian corpuscles in the body’s largest organ, the skin, as possible somatosensory receptors for low frequency sonic vibrations (Leventhall 2003, 22).

Alongside these skin receptors, the chest cavity can resonate from around 50 Hz and lower, depending on one’s physical build, and thus it also plays a role in the low frequency, noncochlear perception of sound (cf., Takahashi and Maeda 2003). These low frequency effects are commonplace in loud, amplified music venues and are especially emphasized in contemporary electronic dance music genres such as techno or drum and bass, as well as in various forms of experimental music, sound art, and so on.6 One has to feel the bass, and it is an embodied, somatic, and synesthetic auditory experience. Such effects can also be felt in the ultra low frequency vibrations that herald an earthquake, or in the near imperceptible rumble of machinery that can cause various public health and safety problems for those afflicted with a heightened attention to infrasonic frequencies. In this public health context, the term “cognitive itch” is related to brain plasticity, wherein continued attention to an annoying low frequency sound can have the effect of training the auditory pathways to become even more sensitive to that frequency and thus increasing the perceived loudness.7

However, the relation between the bodily reception of sound waves and the auditory perception of the sound is not clear. There is a gray area where the sensitivity crosses over to bodily reception of the sound without cochlear input, and whether or not one considers this a form of noncochlear, somatic hearing is an interesting question. While participating in a group soundwalk through the port of Lyttelton in New Zealand on February 14, 2016, I was focusing in on a deep listening experience of the low frequency port sounds when the Valentine’s Day earthquake occurred, registering 5.7 on the Richter scale. From this quite amazing sonic experience I can honestly report that there does seem to be a remarkable crossmodal crossover in the sensory experience of infrasonic phenomena and low frequency sound; it is as if the entire body hears/feels. As the renowned experimental sonic artist and Christchurch, New Zealand, resident Bruce Russell stated, with regard to his experience of the 2010–2013 Canterbury earthquakes, “We got quite acquainted with the sound of earthquakes. I don’t know if I felt or heard some earthquakes first, as there’s a point with subsonic activity when hearing and feeling are the same thing; it’s like your whole body is an ear.”8

Furthermore, the percussionist Evelyn Glennie, although profoundly deaf from a young age, describes hearing/feeling sounds with her body and makes the point that hearing is merely a specialized form of touch. It may be that her early percussion training as a child through the gradual onset of her cochlear deficit synesthetically blurred the distinction between audition and touch. Whatever the case may be, her finely nuanced and bodily enhanced perception of sound as evidenced in numerous compositions over a long career challenges our concept of what “hearing” means.9


Crossmodal Sounds

Another example of the phenomenon of hearing deals with clinical synesthesia and the crossmodal perception of one sense via the stimulation of other senses. While a generally rare condition, most commonly synesthesia presents itself in the form of black printed characters appearing colored, while there is another form of synesthesia for which sound is heard as color.10 The mechanism for this effect appears to be some form of crossmodal stimulation in the brain between auditory and other neural pathways.11 Aside from the somewhat rare phenomenon of auditory synesthesia, crossmodal associations in general highlight a rather interesting characteristic of our sense perception—namely, that all perception is an interconnected multisensory phenomenon.

“Oenosthetic”12 or crossmodal perceptual associations between sound and the taste of wine, for example, have been investigated and put to use in multisensory art installation and performance. Musical listening is here a multisensory activity engaging all the senses, where auditory perception is not solely the product of the acoustic stimulation of our cochlear or somatic organs of hearing, as the perception of sound is also influenced by—and influences—other sensory inputs and their associated perceptions.13 Which is to say, the sounds themselves are merely one interconnected part of the whole ongoing, integrated multisensory experience of the phenomenal world we live in.


Neurological Sounds

These various auditory pathways, from acoustic space to cochlear, somatic, and crossmodal sensory stimulations, do not as yet result in the conscious experience of the sounds themselves. One does not directly hear the articulation of one’s own ossicles, or the compression of one’s own Merkel cells, as these kinetic energies must first be transduced into electrochemical stimulations for there to be anything like what it is to hear a sound. For the primary sensory pathway, one’s ear, stimulation of the cochlear structures produces an electrochemical propagation of binary signals triggered by the hair cell excitation of the auditory nerve through to the brain stem’s cochlear nucleus, the medulla, inferior colliculus, auditory thalamus, and on to the auditory cortex, or what is termed the ascending auditory pathway within the brain. There are also feedback mechanisms built-in via descending auditory pathways whereby cortical stimulations can modify lower level processes.14 Audition being a whole brain phenomenon, these acoustic vibrations, along with low frequency somatosensory vibrations, synesthetic and other crossmodal sensory inputs, the auditory imagination, and even the direct cortical stimulation15 of auditory nerve cells, all produce highly complex neuronal excitations within the brain’s auditory pathways that are very directly, positively correlated to the conscious sensory experience of actual sounds.

While the neuronal chemistry is relatively simple, basically consisting of sodium potassium ion exchanges triggered by and triggering synaptic neurotransmitters, the physical complexity of the whole brain’s neuronal network is truly gigantic, as each neuron averages around 1,000 synaptic connections firing off an electrochemical impulse 40–1,000 times per second. The axons themselves are very dynamic and can grow new connections or wither away depending on the signals they receive in a neurological network of around 80,000,000,000 neurons, making the human brain and its information-processing capacity one of the most complex physical structures known to science. If the physicality of the sounds themselves is to be found anywhere it will be here in the brain’s gigantically complex and dynamic neuronal network.

We also know that the auditory pathways in the human brain are especially adapted to organized sounds, exhibiting pattern sensitivity to different melodic and rhythmic sequences, and sensitive tuning to different discrete pitches (Weinberger 2004, 88–91). This sensitivity is exhibited even in newborns, whose cross-cultural preference for consonance would indicate that an entrainment to organized sound is an evolutionary adaptation in the human species.16 Furthermore, the brain exhibits plasticity in frequency and pattern discrimination such that aural training can improve sensitivity to the trained frequencies and produce measurable cortical changes in the brain (cf., Pantev et al. 1998). Not only are we born with a developed auditory cortex but also the whole brain continues to adapt to our evolving soundscapes throughout life.


On the Physicality of the Sounds Themselves

It would seem then, at least from a physical perspective, that we have a preliminary definition of what constitutes the sounds themselves in terms of the neural correlates of auditory sense perception.17 In the case of acoustically derived sounds, the perceived sound is correlated with the kinetic energy vibrations within the cochlea or skin that produce electrochemical signals in the auditory cortex and on to the whole brain. Likewise, for imagined and synesthetic sounds, the heard phenomenon is presumably correlated with neuronal excitation without cochlear or somatic stimulation, for how might one hear anything imaginary or otherwise without a brain? However, just precisely what this “correlation” is, between the conscious experience of hearing sounds and the evolved, biological sensory mechanisms of our auditory perception, remains somewhat ambiguous.

Given this ambiguous correlation one might be tempted to simply conclude that all phenomenal sound is merely a subjective, psychological effect directly caused by neuronal excitation. The precise character of this presumed physical causality and its psychological “effects” remains ambiguous however, and any attempt to define this ambiguous relation must first overcome the philosophical naiveté inherent to such seemingly logical conclusions. The recursive notion of a “Cartesian Theater” situated somewhere in the brain from which one somehow hears and views the phenomenal world, like a “movie playing in your head,” is one such stubbornly naive idea, an idea that nonetheless remains implicit in many causally reductive explanations of the physical provenance of conscious experience.18 Nevertheless, given this causal ambiguity, and following on from the above definition of the physical basis of sound, one might still reasonably state that the sounds themselves disclosed in the conscious experience of one’s own auditory perception, whether imaginary or otherwise, are always correlated with the physical excitation of the auditory cortex in one’s own brain. That is, the physical basis of the sounds themselves is reflected in the neural correlates of our conscious auditory experience. What precisely then is this relation between the sounds themselves and their neural correlates?


On the Nonphysicality of the Sounds Themselves


If the neural correlates of the consciousness of sound constitute the physicality of sound at the end of the causal chain of physical cause and effect, from acoustic space to the brain’s neuronal network, then where does that leave our auditory consciousness? And, if neural mechanisms ultimately define what is the physical in sound, then does that mean that the phenomenal experience of sound is in some sense nonphysical, at least from a scientifically objective perspective? Here, the notion of physical sound is contrasted with that of the nonphysical and subjectively phenomenal character of sound as something that one hears in the world.


Meaningful Sounds

With regard to the sounds of one’s sensory imagination, as in the remembrance of past events and their signatory sounds; auditory dreams or hallucinations (including hypnagogic and hypnopompic experiences); the recollection of a melody, or for musicians the precise recall of a performative work of music; or for composers the contemplation of a new work and its possible auditory aesthetic: all these works of the imagination can involve the perception of sound and the excitation of the auditory cortex without sensory inputs from the physically external world and its acoustic waves. In this simple, nonacoustic sense, imaginary sound is thus a form of nonphysical sound, although this is to say no more than that the sounds of one’s private imagination are not directly produced by that external physical world. Imaginary sounds of course retain a relation to the neural correlates of that imaginary auditory consciousness.

Yet, while the inner world of one’s own imagination is replete with auditory perceptions that have no direct cochlear or somatic input, it remains that the sounds of our imagination are still largely derived from those of the acoustically external world we live in. Even the fantastic sounds heard in hallucinations and dreams with seemingly no worldly counterpart are meaningful precisely by being other than the worldly sounds we hear. That is, they derive their unique strangeness only in contrast to and in the meaningful context of one’s own conscious experience of sounds in the world one lives in. Imaginary sounds thus also have a nonphysical relation to the external or public sounds themselves in that the former are meaningful or meaningless only in the context of the familiar, everyday experience of hearing sounds in the world. In this way, one’s own inner auditory imagination is bound to the public, worldly experience of sound by the nonphysical meaningfulness of the conscious experience of those internal/private and external/public sounds.

Along with the nonphysical meaningfulness of these imagined and worldly sounds, both these forms of hearing also of course belong to one’s own conscious auditory experience and they are thus in the psychologically subjective sense also nonphysical, auditory phenomena. Here we have a second form of the nonphysicality of the meaningful sounds themselves, that of one’s own subjectively “inner” auditory perception of phenomenal sound. Now what may seem rather strangely unintuitive to the sonic artist here is that science generally conceives all mental states, including the entirety of one’s own subjective, conscious experience of sound, as nonphysical phenomena. For there is no way for a scientist to objectively observe and measure someone else’s conscious perception of sound, as all they can do is measure the physical correlates of that consciousness, such as for example the verbal reports, and behavioral and neurological responses of experimental subjects to controlled, acoustic stimuli. For the sonic artist however, the worldly immediacy of that phenomenal auditory experience is precisely the most physically concrete medium of their discipline, like the plasticity of clay for the sculptor or colorations of pigment for the painter. Again, here we are confronted by two differing perspectives, one being the third-person objectivity of science and the other a more phenomenologically oriented, first-person perspective more or less common to the arts. Both of these perspectives, however, can be said to be empirical, as both forms of knowledge are grounded in, and arise from, a conscious experience of the world we live in.

Nevertheless, the scientifically nonphysical or phenomenal sounds themselves remain correlated with and presumably produced by, in some yet to be explicated physical sense, the neuronal excitation of one’s auditory cortex. The nature of this relation between the nonphysical sounds themselves—as in the perceived sounds we hear in the world and in our sensory imagination—and our physical, auditory brain functions is an interesting conundrum. Where does the sound, whether acoustically derived or imaginary, actually occur? Is the conscious experience of sound fundamentally a physical phenomenon occurring “in” the brain, in the dynamic cascade of electrochemical impulses that never ceases until death? Or do the sounds themselves first occur “in the world” of one’s own conscious experience, in a nonphysical sense yet to be fully explicated? And what is the logical difference between these two propositions?


Worldly Sounds

An interesting example of this physical/phenomenal ambiguity and an extrapolation of this notion of the nonphysical, subjectively meaningful provenance of sound, can be found in John Cage’s composition 4ʹ33ʺ. In the performance of this work the sounds themselves are called to presence simply by their absence. In place of the music, one’s musical imagination is challenged by a musical void, by a silence that is filled with worldly sounds, and by a musical relation that reveals itself as a tension between audience and performers and the mutual acoustic space they occupy. The composition is conceptually nonphysical due to the absence of any organized sounds, and yet the silence is not silent; one still hears. More to the point, one hearkens! Attention is given to both the absence of the work and the loudness of the silence that fills the musical void. Beyond this apparent silence of the work, one’s attention is drawn to the musical relations at play in a traditional performative context between audience and performers on stage. The sonic artwork here directs one’s attention to the wider phenomenal world within which one hearkens to the meaningful sounds themselves. From the meaningfulness of the sounds themselves one is thus led toward the worldliness of sound, that is, toward the embodied, conscious experience of sound as it occurs in the world one lives in.

Here, perhaps, we have come to a possible definition of nonphysical sound, via the cognitive imagination, in terms of the intentionality or directedness of worldly sounds. That is, the sounds themselves—whether associated with cochlear vibrations, with crossmodal synesthesia, with somatic stimulations, or with the sensory imagination—generally direct our attention to something other than merely the sound itself. Sound art, such as Cage’s work, is especially adept at this form of sonic manipulation of the cognitive and sensory imagination and its relation to the phenomenal world, and it has long been a creative research interest of mine that perhaps it is from sound art that a nonphysical notion of sound might best be demonstrated. The problem to be demonstrated here, however, via this textual interpretation, is that phenomenal sounds are not merely a sequence of individual sense perceptions, or merely a dynamic network of meaningful symbols or signs, but rather they only occur within, and also articulate the meaningfulness of, the phenomenal world we live in. The sounds themselves are meaningful, worldly phenomena. Our question here now becomes: what is the relation between the worldly meaningfulness of the nonphysical sounds themselves and the neurological basis of the physical concept of sound?

One possible (and rather stubborn) answer to the above question might be to postulate an auditory chain of physical events ending in the electrochemical stimulation of neurons in the brain that then cause the perception of a sound to arise. This perceived sound is in turn identified in terms of other sounds with various aspects of what we cognize as the world we live in. In short, we hear because we have the physiological and cognitive structures that allow us to piece together the flux of auditory perceptions that constitutes our everyday world. But what is it that we actually hear first and foremost? Is it acoustic vibrations and neurological processes producing raw noises and tone complexes that are then processed as this or that sound? Or is it the meaningful sounds themselves as they arise and fall in the world we live in? Does one hear the familiar melody first or a pattern sequence of tones that are identified after the fact as this or that popular tune?

These two perspectives, the objective and the phenomenal, or the third person and the first, would seem here to be at odds with one another in terms of the causality of the worldly meaningfulness of sound. For, from the phenomenologically empirical perspective of one’s own conscious auditory experience, what one first hears is the melody as it flows and never a series of tones, noises, and abstract timbres.19 One hears Wagner’s symphonic crescendo, the wind in the trees, the car in the street and the voice of a dear friend.20 Sounds, whether associated with acoustic vibrations or the sensory imagination, are always in the first instance meaningful, worldly sounds. From a phenomenological perspective, this worldly relation is a fundamental characteristic of sound as something that is heard. Even so-called noise music is meaningful precisely as noise music, as an attempt to negate or transcend the timbral, harmonic, and rhythmic limitations of the Occidental tempered scale and metric rhythm tradition from which the genre has largely derived its reversed, mirror image. Which is to say, the concept of noise in music is defined by the world in which it is perceived as noise. Likewise, if one awakes suddenly at night on hearing an inexplicable sound, its inexplicability is meaningful only in the context of everything that is already explicable, that is, in contrast to the familiar sounds of our everyday world.

Furthermore, this form of meaningful hearing is not random as it occurs in the context of a life that is lived by oneself. Hearing in this sense is even further removed from any psychological notion of piecing together random noises, for all active hearing is a form of hearkening, that is, a form of directed auditory attention and understanding. One does not merely hear the sounds themselves: if one listens, one hearkens to them. This is especially so in the case of musical perception, where the sounds themselves are lifted up from the background noise and brought to presence as the musical work—unless of course one is bored with the music, in which case attention may lapse and one hearkens to the sound of another drum, perhaps one’s own thoughts or perhaps the hum of the stage lights and so on.

But where has this sonic argument taken us? From the nonacoustic auditory imagination, to the auditory perception of both “inner” imagined and real “external” sounds, and on to the meaningfulness of those sounds in the context of hearkening to the worldly sounds themselves. From the perceived sounds of one’s own conscious experience—conceived as the nonphysical, psychological effects of the physicality of sound in terms of cochlear, somatic, and crossmodal stimulations and their neurological propagations—to sounds of the imagination with no immediate acoustic input, then to sound in terms of artistic conceptuality, and on to sounds as first and foremost meaningful, worldly phenomena. If the phenomenology of sound art points us in the direction of the world within which we hear and hearken then is this merely an artistic contrivance or does the world that sound art discloses bring us to a far more fundamental phenomenon in terms of the nonphysicality of the sounds themselves? The function of art, in this sense, is not to be mere entertainment or craft, but rather one for which it can open up an originary relation to the phenomena themselves, where the artwork thus “opens up a world” (Heidegger 1993, 169).

The fact that the sounds we hearken to are already meaningful would indicate that the conceptual in sound is not merely an afterthought, an artistic contrivance of the cognitive imaginary, or a subjective, psychological construction. The meaningfulness of what we hear is a fundamental aspect of the sounds themselves as we encounter them in the first instance. The nonphysical conceptuality of perceived sound in this everyday sense is thus both an abstract and yet also a most concrete phenomenon associated with hearing sounds in our world.


Scientific Limits of Sound

Yet what is the relation of the actual sounds, imagined or otherwise, of our conscious auditory experience to the psychophysiological processes associated with those everyday auditory perceptions? Which is to restate our question concerning the physical notion of sound: where is the sound in an acoustic vibration, its sensory reception, and subsequent neurological effects? In a colloquial sense, one might still insist that self-evidently sound is perceived “in” the brain or “in” the mind and leave it at that. However, a practitioner in sound for whom the sounds themselves are the very medium of their craft may not be satisfied with such an easy answer. Of course, there are no worldly sounds “in” a brain for the brain is quite simply a biological network of neurons floating in cerebrospinal fluid in a skull. Here, what is termed the “mereological fallacy” concerns a conflation of psychological and/or phenomenological states with physical brain processes, a conflation that is a reflection of the general confusion found in both reductive materialist and dualist notions of the mind and its relation to the body.21 Which is to say that what is demonstrably “in a brain” is an exceedingly complex pattern of neurochemical reactions, and no one has as yet uncovered where the associated conscious experience might occur in any fundamentally physical sense whatsoever.

Also, at least from a phenomenological perspective, there are no sounds “in” a mind, for the mind or ego is itself not a thing, or a receptacle, but rather is an ongoing process of perception and reflection forming the conscious experience of one’s own being in this world. Which is to say, sounds are heard not “in the mind” but in the world we already live in and understand in one sense or another—sounds occur in the phenomenal world disclosed in and for one’s own conscious experience of that world.

Furthermore, the sciences (neurobiology, physics, chemistry, and so on) still have as yet been incapable of demonstrating any causal mechanism linking our neurological processes, auditory or otherwise, with the apparently subjective effect—the phenomenal world of our conscious experience and its perceptual phenomena. There are of course concrete associations between our physiological organism and the sounds themselves, as evidenced in the medical and biological sciences, but there is no objectively verifiable mechanism to explain how electrochemical patterns in the brain actually become something heard. As the philosopher David Chalmers asks in his influential question concerning the “easy and hard problems” of consciousness, “how does the brain process environmental stimulation? how does it integrate information? how do we produce reports on internal states? These are important questions, but to answer them is not to solve the hard problem: why is all this processing accompanied by an experienced inner life?” (1996, ix). Interestingly, the hard problem remains here, for Chalmers, one concerning the objective or third-person relation between an “inner” subjective sensibility and its presumably “external” physical world, rather than a phenomenological or first-person relation between the “external” phenomenal world and its observed physical phenomena.22

Nevertheless, there remains a stubborn “explanatory gap”23 regarding this relation between our physical bodies and phenomenal experiences. At this point, one might want to still insist that the electrochemical processes in the brain are precisely the experienced sounds, imaginary or otherwise, for the mind experiencing them. However, I would rather say that, strictly speaking, the electrochemical processes are, in the objective sense, electrochemical processes, and that the experienced sounds are, in the subjective or phenomenal sense, the experienced sounds. Furthermore, it would seem to be the current state of affairs in philosophy and science that all we can say about the relation between these two sets of phenomena is that all available empirical evidence shows simply that they are, as one might expect, very strongly, positively correlated.

The physical sciences by definition deal with objectively verifiable, physical phenomena and the mathematically calculable data associated with these. Other phenomena such as the everyday world of our conscious experience and its ongoing flux of auditory perceptions are by definition “subjective” and not directly amenable to objectively verifiable empirical analysis. From this objective perspective, the phenomenal sounds of one’s conscious experience are strictly nonphysical in the strong sense of that term. Science is a discipline the limits of which are generally defined by its physical scope, and all nonphysical phenomena such as the sounds themselves are thus more or less beyond the scope of strictly empirical science. Put another way, there is currently no scientifically (as in objectively) verifiable, causal relation but rather an associative, empirical correlation between physical processes such as neuronal activity and the nonphysical, conscious auditory perceptions associated with those physical processes. Given this physical limitation, one can also say that there is neither a currently fundamental objective basis nor a conceivable causal model for any scientifically based belief that consciousness and its auditory phenomena must be constituted by, or in any way arise from, physical processes: such is the auditory finitude of our scientific imaginary.


The Auditory Imaginary

From the perspective of this scientific limit concerning the objective concept of sound, phenomenal sound as such is simply beyond the physical scope of the natural sciences’ remit. In this physical sense, the scientific limit itself defines the nonphysicality of the sounds themselves. Conversely, from a phenomenological perspective, since phenomenal sound is a nonphysical entity from the scientific perspective, I would like to propose that there is therefore no such thing as a “physical sound” in any observable empirical sense. In the first instance, there are only the physical phenomena associated with the nonphysical sounds themselves that one hears and hearkens to in one’s own conscious experience of the phenomenal world we all live in. These nonphysically phenomenal sounds are of course still correlated with the physical processes associated with their auditory perception, such as acoustic waves through to neuronal stimulation, but the sounds themselves occur only in and for consciousness. In this phenomenal sense, one’s own conscious experience of sound is an always already established fact concerning hearkening to the sounds of one’s everyday soundscape. Furthermore, it is only on the basis of this everyday familiarity with the nonphysical sounds of our auditory perception, that one might then look for empirical correlations between those sounds themselves and the physical phenomena (acoustic, neurological, and so on) associated with that conscious auditory experience.

From this first-person, experiential, and thus strictly empirical, perspective, all sound as something heard in the world is first and foremost a nonphysical phenomenon of consciousness with no demonstrable causal relation to the physical processes associated with it. In this empirically nonphysical sense it is thus posited here that the sounds themselves, whether experienced in dreams or in everyday interactions, are wholly mental phenomena and thus essentially imaginary, being the nonphysical auditory phenomena disclosed solely in one’s conscious experience of hearkening to the meaningful sounds one hears in the phenomenal world. Now while the sounds themselves may be said to be imaginary perceptual phenomena, this does not necessarily mean that the question concerning the nonphysical nature of conscious experience is thus an illusory one, for even illusory experiences leave open the question as to the nature of the conscious experience of illusions.24 Both illusory and presumably real perceptual experiences of the sounds themselves are nonphysical experiences. In this sense then, all phenomenal sound, both potential and actual, both imagined and worldly, belongs wholly to one’s own auditory imaginary.

One might, however, object that this conclusion regarding the imaginary nonphysicality of the sounds themselves is merely an empty exercise in semantics, and if we were to leave the matter there I would tend to agree. Yet what is at stake in this argument is not merely a specific interpretation of the terms “nonphysical,” “imaginary,” and “sound” but also the notions of causality that inform our everyday understanding of sound in general and the ways we talk about it. For those of us with a scientific background, including those of us schooled in a modern education industry, it can be easy to assume a form of popular materialism in regard to the causal relation between scientific truths and the phenomenal world they attempt to describe, the world of one’s conscious experience. Thus, it might still appear stubbornly self-evident that the perception of sound somehow occurs “in” the brain or mind as a function of the imagination that is itself directly caused by the electrochemical stimulation of one’s auditory cortex. Such a basic presupposition can be the cause of a good deal of confusion when talking about sound, for sound in this case is explained in terms of something other than the phenomenon of sound itself and primarily as a psychological “effect” of physical neurological processes.

In fact, here the sounds themselves of one’s auditory imaginary are relegated to a closed “inner” sensibility that remains mysterious while the physical causes that are somehow “external” or “underlie” this sensibility assume priority in terms of understanding those very sounds. Yet the notion of an “inner” psychological experience as opposed to an “external” or “underlying” physicality places consciousness and its phenomenal world inside an objectively nonobservable space, that of the third-person subject’s presumed conscious experience. From this objective, third-person perspective the only evidence for the phenomenon of conscious experience is to be found solely in the reportage and observable behavior of subjects, thus essentially reducing the question concerning consciousness to one of beliefs about subjective experience.25

It remains a curious fact however, that there is only one empirically observable instance of consciousness and its associated phenomenal contents in the known physical universe, that being of course, in each case, one’s own consciousness. In phenomenological terms, one’s already “being-here” in this phenomenal world, implies that the transcendental character of being “mine” belongs to being-in-the-world in each case. It thus follows that there is only one observable instance of “mineness,” and thus only one observable instance of consciousness existing in and for the phenomenal world.26 From this phenomenal perspective concerning one’s own conscious auditory experience and its auditory imaginary, there is no “internality” to the sounds themselves, as these sounds self-evidently occur “in the world” one hearkens to, and one must also presume the same of the others and their conscious auditory experiences. Strictly speaking, from this phenomenally empirical perspective, other people are all merely bodies, simply biological machines (or philosophical zombies27), inhabiting one’s own phenomenal world. They have no observable perceptual experiences, merely observable sensory inputs triggering sensory and cognitive processing in their brains with subsequent behavioral outputs, and all taking place alongside an empathically presumed “internal” conscious experience.28 This phenomenal lack, however, might also be taken to imply that there is no phenomenal experience to be found “inside” any physical body, and that therefore one’s own body is also a “philosophical zombie” inhabiting, and animated by, an apparently external phenomenal world, along with all the other sentient bodies.

Furthermore, and again following this phenomenal perspective, the notion that the physical phenomena associated with the sounds of one’s auditory imaginary are somehow “external” to or “underlie” this phenomenal world would seem to be largely a rhetorical device in support of the philosophical belief, common in the sciences, that all phenomena must be ultimately explicable in physical terms. Now while an understanding of the psychophysiological processes associated with audition is obviously useful, such as in the psychoacoustics of digital reverb modeling, such a scientific and engineering perspective does not necessarily require such a philosophically dogmatic worldview, and many scientists and philosophers of science have a much more pragmatic notion of the role of truth in the scientific project.29 Finally, if, as a lay person, scientist, or sonic artist, one wishes to understand sound in terms of the sounds themselves, then it might also be useful to deconstruct one’s own presuppositions about sound and its relation to the physical and perceptual phenomena associated with hearing in the first instance.


Imagining the Sounds Themselves


Our introductory question, concerning what it is that constitutes the “sounds themselves” that are to be imagined, remains here an open question concerning the provenance of phenomenal sound. This openness to the question of sound is not a failure on our part but rather a positive result of opening up the relation between the sounds themselves and the physical understanding of sound. Fundamentally, as regards the conscious experience of phenomenal sound, we do not know what it is, how it comes to be, and why it even should be anything at all! All those who listen and understand can attest to the actuality of their conscious auditory experience, but what is this phenomenal, nonphysical auditory stuff made of? If we do not know what it is then how can we even begin to think how it might arise from the physical neurochemical processes in our brains? And if the evolution of our human organism is a purely biological affair, which it seems to be, then why do we even need a conscious experience of sound in the first place? All that our evolutionary mechanisms apparently need are sensory data inputs, data processing, and behaviorally adaptive outputs, all of which can be accomplished by the organism without the added feature of phenomenal consciousness: where is the evolutionary advantage for the human species in the appendage of an otherwise superfluous but self-evidently sophisticated and feature-rich, conscious auditory experience? Now while the neurosciences continue to make significant progress toward uncovering the structure and functioning of the neural correlates of consciousness, something is seriously amiss with our objective understanding of consciousness itself, or rather our near total lack of understanding, a lack that must also call into question the basic assumptions of that understanding.


The Phenomenal Causality of Sound

What does it mean then to have imagined the sounds themselves of our auditory imaginary? In terms of the cognitive imagination we have arrived at a number of philosophical difficulties regarding the rather mysterious relation of our auditory imaginary to the physical processes associated with that conscious auditory perception. Philosophical notions concerning the supposedly “underlying” or “external” physical nature of the world, and especially some of their more dogmatically reductive imaginaries, would have us believe that the sounds themselves simply are physical processes, or are at least “internal” subjective effects, illusions or mere semblances somehow produced by “external” physical processes. The relation between phenomenal sound and its physical correlates is seen here as one of physical causes and phenomenal effect, where the sounds themselves are, in some way yet to be discovered, the product at the end of the physical, causal chain.

There is also a related belief, inherent to more dualistic notions of the mind-body or phenomenal-physical problem, that, while the conscious experience of sound is a fundamental phenomenon irreducible to physical processes, auditory consciousness is still held to arise (or supervene) on the apparently closed causality of the physical world, the latter being the assumption that all observable physical effects in the world are solely the result of physical causes. This basic physicalist assumption, regarding the causal priority of the physical world described by the sciences, would also seem to be true of all forms of dualism, whether naturalistic or epiphenomenal, substance or property. Chalmers, for example, in what I would call his residual physicalism, while highlighting the “hard problem” of consciousness, still frames the problem as one of an “inner” conscious experience arising from the underlying physical processes: “The hard problem, as I understand it, is that of explaining how and why consciousness arises from physical processes in the brain” (1997, 23). It is precisely this basic assumption concerning either the causal or supervenient priority of the physical over the phenomenal that I should like to call into question. This does not, however, mean simply inverting the problem and suggesting that the physical world somehow arises from or is caused by the phenomenal world. On the contrary, given that we still do not know what, how, or why consciousness is what it self-evidently is, then calling into question (or bracketing) the notion that conscious auditory phenomena are produced by or arise from “underlying” physical phenomena would seem to me to be a first step toward opening up the possible relations between phenomenal consciousness and its physical world.

From this critical, phenomenal, and first-person perspective, the term “sound” thus stands for an open question disclosed in one’s own conscious experience of hearing and hearkening to the meaningful sounds encountered in the public world one lives in and shares with the others. The phenomenal causality of sound is here proximally related to one’s directed attention (intentionality) within that phenomenal world, or in other words, one hearkens and thus hears. This is a very different relation to causality than the physical notion of the still unknown but presumably neural provenance of phenomenal sound, and it is a relation that perhaps opens up the possibility of talking about sound qua sound.

Such an open perspective also problematizes the causal relation between sound and our biology. For one could say that, in an evolutionary sense, we do not hear because we have evolved the biological mechanisms for audition; rather, precisely the opposite: we have evolved the biological mechanisms for audition because the ability to hearken to sound proved beneficial. Why else would the human species have developed a complex auditory cortex if not for the evolutionary advantage of hearing and hearkening to the sounds themselves? From this phenomenal perspective, the conscious experience of sound is no longer an epiphenomenon, a mere appendage to the “external” physical correlates of that auditory consciousness.

Where the sounds themselves are concerned, one first hears them in a worldly context, such as when one is out in the field recording environmental sounds, perhaps for use in a soundscape composition or a sound art installation. Using electronic technology, one can enhance one’s auditory perception with headphones, a digital audio recorder, and a shotgun microphone, focusing in on specific sounds in various locales beyond the limits of technologically unaided perception. At the same time, one might appreciate the acoustic properties of those locales and their sounds, their spatiality and natural reverberation, even perhaps taking measurements such as B-Format impulse response recordings to reconstitute the acoustic spaces in convolution reverb software. Binaural microphones can also allow for the reproduction of the attention-driven hearing that is constitutive of any human listening experience, with three-dimensional printed pinnae providing the directional cues that assist in the spatial recognition of environmental sounds.

These empirical field-recording experiences are also of course, in each case, one’s own conscious experience of the sounds themselves, whether one hears them in the field or later on as digital audio recordings played back in the studio. It is electronic technology and its related scientific knowledge that has expanded the phenomenal field of our conscious auditory experience. In doing so, science and technology have also enabled the development of a naturalistic account of that conscious auditory experience in terms of the associated and objectively (or intersubjectively) verifiable physical phenomena. It is on this empirical and phenomenal basis that one might then reasonably discuss issues to do with material causality and suchlike. In phenomenological terms, the physical facts of these phenomenal matters at hand are “judgements of perception”30 founded in the observed regularities of auditory sense perception that are only disclosed in and for the empirical, conscious experience of sound. At no point in these presumably conscious and definitely empirical experiences is there the need to subscribe to the notion that all phenomenal auditory consciousness derives from an “external” physical world. On the contrary, phenomenal sounds, and their associated physical phenomena, self-evidently derive from the phenomenal world within which one hearkens to the sounds themselves.


A Phenomenal Conclusion

From this phenomenal perspective, there would seem to be no logical basis (as yet) for claiming any relation between the conscious experience of sound, or one’s auditory imaginary, and its physicality beyond the empirically observed, correlative associations. That is, in the relation between the physical and the phenomenal one can only appeal to a strict correlation between the two rather than to a cause and its supervenient or otherwise effect. Or at the very least, there is as yet no logical necessity for the latter belief in the physical causality of all conscious phenomena. This conclusion would thus also not require of us a commitment to the related belief that all auditory phenomena must be ultimately explicable in purely physical terms. These ambiguities in our understanding may be resolved in the future with the discovery of a physical basis for phenomenal sound, or not, but currently all we have is the fact of correlation. What is logically certain at this point, which is the contemporary and finite basis for talking about the phenomenal sounds themselves and their relation to their physical correlates, is that there is only an empirical correlation.

For one has always already come to understand what sound is by having heard and by hearkening to sounds in the everyday world of one’s conscious experience. It is on this straightforward perceptual basis that we might then come to articulate our auditory imaginary by talking about those sounds in terms of say, the sounds themselves; or their correlated physical processes; or Duchampian artistic conceptuality; or indeed that world of everyday conscious experience itself. From the phenomenal perspective of the priority of conscious experience, the sounds themselves are neither in the first instance mere products of biological processes nor subjective epiphenomena, rather they are an empirical, that is, experiential, condition for the possibility of conceiving of physical notions of sound in the first place; the sounds themselves are thus precisely the matter to be investigated.

Given this phenomenal conclusion, and beyond a mind-body or phenomenal-physical dualism, is it possible to rethink the relation between consciousness and its physical correlates from a purely phenomenal perspective? There is, of course, a historical and philosophical precedent for just such a phenomenal analysis; Edmund Husserl’s phenomenological-empirical project from its inception through to his later “neo-Cartesian” analyses, was posited on just such a possibility, that of uncovering the phenomenal basis of scientific truth and logic in general.31 Here the physicality of sound would need to be understood solely in terms of the physical phenomena disclosed only in and for one’s own conscious experience of the phenomenal world, which is already the case for all empirical investigation. In this phenomenal sense, rather than constantly attempting to shoehorn conscious experience into the causal network that the natural sciences describe32 perhaps one might just as well attempt to locate the causal network of physical truths inside the phenomenal world of one’s conscious experience instead, from where those truths are always already empirically disclosed. Given the obstinate and apparently ever widening explanatory gap within the hard problem of consciousness, one might perhaps posit that all physical phenomena are already fundamentally phenomenal. From Husserl’s Lebenswelt to Heidegger’s Seinsfrage, phenomenology calls into question the internality/externality of the subject/object and thus also the logical coherence of the debates concerning idealism/realism.33 From this phenomenal perspective, one might perhaps posit something like a synthesis of direct and phenomenal realisms for which our subjective experience of the phenomenal world is not an “internal” mental state, and where all consciously observed phenomena instead occur in the apparently “external” phenomenal world.




Notes

1. Adapted from Heidegger (1967): “Nur wer schon versteht, kann zuhören” (164). See Heidegger (1962) section 34, “Being-there and Discourse. Language,” on which the notions of “hearing,” “hearkening,” and “listening” in this work are based.

2. This is not to suggest, however, that cognitive processes are not involved in sensory perception but rather the distinction is a philosophical generalization for the purposes of this argument. For a philosophical discussion of the “sensory and cognitive imagination,” see McGinn (2009).

3. See Schaeffer (2005, 76–81).

4. Morton Feldman, as cited in Hirata (1996, 6).

5. Following Nagel, “We can say that a being is conscious if there is something it is like to be that being, to use a phrase made famous by Thomas Nagel” (Chalmers 1996, 4; see also Nagel 2002).

6. The multisensory artist Jo Burzynska, aka Stanier Black-Five, has used low frequency vibrations and infrasonic phenomena in sonic art installation and experimental music performance, proceeding from her own recordings of tremors from the February 11, 2011, Christchurch earthquakes to produce her Body Waves series, with myself as a collaborator (see http://joburzynska.com/body-waves. Accessed June 5, 2017).

7. As described in Leventhall (2003, 23).

8. Cited in Burzynska (2013, 20).

9. For an account of her profoundly deaf sonic arts practice, see Glennie (1993).

10. A Miami University study of 572 synesthetes found that 1 percent of the subjects heard sound via smell, taste, or touch according to Leventhall (2003, 21).

11. For an accessible account of the history of synesthesia research, see, for example, Cytowic (1995).

12. Oenosthesia” is a term coined by the multisensory artist Jo Burzynska to describe the crossmodal correlations she discovered in her work with wine and sound. The term is derived from the Greek term “oinos” (wine) and “aisthesis” (sensory perception), and is related to her interest in “oenology” and “oenophilia” (the science and love of wine) (see Burzynska 2014). Oenosthesia has also entered the psychological lexicon via Spence and colleagues (2013, 29).

13. See Knöferle and Spence (2012).

14. Weinberger (1999, 52). For a discussion of the role that cognitive processes might play in the descending auditory pathways, see Schofield (2010).

15. “Direct cortical stimulation” refers to the use of microscopic electrodes to stimulate neuronal pathways, as described by Bickle and Ellis (2005).

16. The question concerning innate sound preferences in newborns remains the subject of an ongoing debate. For affirmative evidence, see Masataka (2006). On the negative side, see Plantinga and Trehub (2013).

17. For a philosophical discussion of various problems concerning the “neural correlates of consciousness,” see Chalmers (2000).

18. Daniel Dennett’s critique of this philosophical naiveté in Consciousness Explained (1991), remains a difficult challenge for all dualist notions of the mind-body relation that locate consciousness within a subject’s body and as an “inner” experience of an external physical world.

19. Husserl’s early foundational work on the phenomenology of internal time consciousness is replete with examples of musical melody as a temporal process. The unity of the consciously experienced melody is not given after the sequence of tones but rather in the process itself as it flows, where “if we hear a bit of a melody, we do not hear merely single tones, even less moments of single tones or mathematical tone-nows … We rather hear enduring tones” (Husserl 1991, 355/343–344).

20. Again, following Heidegger, “What we first hear is never noises or complexes of sounds, but the creaking waggon, the motor-cycle. We hear the column on the march, the north wind, the woodpecker tapping, the fire crackling. It requires a very artificial and complicated frame of mind to hear a pure noise” (1962, 207).

21. For an interesting discussion of this fallacy, see Daniel Robinson and colleagues (2007).

22. This latter phenomenological perspective is the ontological basis for this chapter’s argumentation, and this philosophical difference of perspective between the phenomenological and the analytic, or between first- and third-person analyses, remains to be developed further.

23. See Levine (1999, 3–12).

24. For a discussion of the “illusory” nature of phenomenal experience, see Daniel Dennett (2003).

25. As per Dennett’s “heterophenomenology” of consciousness (1991, 95).

26. After Heidegger’s existential phenomenological notion that “Dasein is in each case mine” (1962, 235).

27. For a discussion of philosophical zombies in relation to notions of dualism and physicalism in the philosophy of mind, see Chalmers (1996, 93–171).

28. Essentially in agreement with Dennett, for whom “heterophenomenology by itself cannot distinguish between zombies and real, conscious people” (1991, 95).

29. See, for example, Noam Chomsky’s deflationary account of methodological naturalis m free of the metaphysical connotations of physicalism (2000).

30. “In perception [Wahrnehmung] things and events themselves putatively confront us, seen and grasped, so to say, without intervening partition. And what we see before us [anschauen], we utter in judgements of perception [Wahrnehmungsurteilen]: these are the immediate ‘given facts’ of science” (Husserl 1970, 246–247/256).

31. According to Husserl, the empirical sciences were to be grounded in phenomenal analysis, where “there must be ideal elements and laws even in the field of empirical thinking, in the sphere of probabilities. In these, the possibility of empirical science in general, of the probable knowledge of the real, has its a priori basis” (1970, 247/257). This foundational emphasis on phenomenal experience can also arguably be found in William James’ notion of radical empiricism, based as it is on “the principle of pure experience” for which “the only things that shall be debatable among philosophers shall be things definable in terms drawn from experience” (1912, 15). I have found this confluence of ideas useful in my own attempt to present Husserl’s and Heidegger’s phenomenologies to a more general readership.

32. Chalmers suggests one way around the problem of the causal closure of the physical might be to “locate experience inside the causal network that physics describes” (1997, 405), thus allowing a fundamental, natural role for consciousness. As he states, “The view that there is experience wherever there is causal interaction is counterintuitive. But it is a view that can grow surprisingly satisfying with reflection, making consciousness better integrated into the natural order” (1996, 279; see also Chalmers 2015).

33. Both Husserl’s holistic notions concerning one’s lived experience (Erlebnis) of the life-world (Lebenswelt), and Heidegger’s related fundamental “question of being” (Seinsfrage) and its notion of Dasein (being-here in the world with the others and alongside things), inform this chapter’s working concept of “one’s own conscious experience of the phenomenal world we live in.” This phenomenological conception of “world” assumes an epistemological and ontological priority for conscious perceptual experience—aisthesis or “straightforward sensory perception”/“schlichte sinnliche Vernehmen” (Heidegger 1962, 57/33)—with respect to understanding the physical phenomena observed in that phenomenal world. In this sense, Husserl and Heidegger’s transcendental phenomenology could be tautologically described as a form of “phenomenological empiricism,” where Husserl apparently not only “enabled us to understand once more the meaning of any genuine philosophical empiricism; he has also given us the necessary tools,” (Heidegger 1962, note x, 490/50).
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chapter 4

Auditory Imagination

A Phenomenological Perspective

Daniel A. Schmicking



Introduction

Before we investigate auditory imagination from a phenomenological point of view, a few preliminary explanations are needed: after a thumbnail exposition of phenomenology and some of its tools, a clarification of the terms “sounds” and “hearing” will follow. In the main parts, I offer phenomenological explorations of the general nature of imagination and an analysis of crucial structures of auditory imagination and of functions of auditory imagination in making music together. Wherever appropriate, I indicate points of contact with approaches outside phenomenology. The results largely reflect my own analyses, though, as my method is committed to the tradition of explorative phenomenology, or “reflective analysis” (Embree 2011), which derives directly from Husserlian philosophy.

In this chapter, structural features of intentionality are used to distinguish “pure” imagination from, among others, perception and memory. Explorations show, however, that there is no clear line between what we perceive (or remember) and what we imagine; “weak fantasy” supports perception and memory where the contents are vague, weak, emptied, and so forth. Thus, one of the main results of what follows is that there are at least two types of imagination—pure and weak. Further, various uses of auditory imagination in composing, practicing, and rehearsing are explained and observations on joint music making will show that imagination is not as private and hidden as traditional views of the mind have had us picture it.


Conceptual Clarifications: “Phenomenology” and “Sounds”


This first part presents clarifications of the phenomenological method and some key terms that will be used throughout the chapter.



The “Phenomenology” Used in This Approach

The term “phenomenology” has been used to refer to a lot of disciplines, methods, and objects. In the present text, I am using the term to refer to the philosophical methods and movement that originated with the work of Edmund Husserl (1859–1938). Herbert Spiegelberg, one of Husserl’s students, gave the following characterization:

“Phenomenology” is, in the twentieth century, mainly the name for a philosophical movement whose primary objective is the direct investigation and description of phenomena as consciously experienced, without theories about their causal explanation and as free as possible from unexamined preconceptions and presuppositions. (1975, 3)

Phenomenology seeks to describe being-in-the-world as experienced by human beings without making use of scientific knowledge or methods. Presuppositionlessness is the ideal of phenomenology, though it is generally acknowledged that “there is no very first fact” (Gallagher 2012, 1, emphasis in the original), no absolute foundation on which phenomenologists, or anybody, can base their analyses. Given “that every fact, every reason, every thought, every instance of consciousness is already situated in some contingent circumstance,” phenomenology seeks “to find a place from which it can survey this very situation of being situated” (Gallagher 2012, 1–2). The discovery and critical reflection of “unexamined preconceptions and presuppositions” of the sciences, philosophical traditions, and, not least, phenomenology itself is an essential task of this survey. Science, common sense, and even philosophy tend to overlook their own situatedness. This is the reason why phenomenology cannot make use of scientific methods and theories, or, at least, not from the outset and not without restrictions.

While many authors emphasize the first-person perspective of phenomenology it would be misleading to think of it as a philosophical variant of psychological introspection, cognitivist methodological solipsism, or traditional idealism. Phenomenology investigates intersubjectively experienceable structures of being situated, including the subjective mental realm as well as intersubjectivity, which have been studied by phenomenologists from the start. Husserl, Max Scheler, Edith Stein, and others sought to overcome the obstacles and limitations of traditional approaches to other minds, and today’s phenomenologists’ explorations provide valuable alternative contributions to traditional assumptions. Even though Husserl called one of his introductions to phenomenology Cartesian Meditations (1973), the ego of phenomenology is not an idealistic one—an isolated, absolute, pregiven substantial ego that resides outside the world. The ego is continually constituted and self-constituting in reciprocal relations with the others and the world (cf., Zahavi 2003, 109–125). Thus, to investigate being situated, phenomenology starts from the reciprocal structure of ego-other-world.



Essential Tools of Phenomenology

As there is no generally accepted single method of phenomenology, I prefer to speak of the methods of phenomenology. I cannot explain all approaches and techniques as they have been developed in the context of various manifestations of phenomenology. Here, I provide a fragmentary sketch of the tools—mainly Husserlian—that phenomenologists use and that I used in the investigations that will be presented in the parts on phenomenological explorations of auditory imagination and their applications in what follows.1

As a first step, Husserlians move from the so-called natural attitude, in which humans take the whole world for granted, to the phenomenological attitude, or epoché, in which the entirety of our beliefs in and judgments about the world, is “suspended.” Phenomenologists do not doubt the existence of the world like the skeptic, they consider everything as a “phenomenon”; that is, as “meant,” “intended,” “believed” to be “real,” “probable,” “possible,” and so on. The epoché comprehends suspending commonsensical as well as scientific, mythical, and religious beliefs in the existence of the world as well as in the biographical self.

As a “natural” person, I tend to be absorbed in the situation and, as a consequence, cannot reach a distance that is conducive to descriptions and reflective analyses that are “as free as possible from presuppositions and preconceptions” (Spiegelberg 1975, 3). The epoché as the break with the natural attitude is the entrance to the “phenomenological reduction.” In the reduction, we turn toward the phenomena; that is, the world-as-experienced and the experiencing of consciousness-as-situated. This is the reason why many phenomenologists have deemed the phenomenological reduction necessary. If you “reduce” consciousness, consciousness is still there. It becomes a phenomenon under observation. The reduction opens up a totally different view of consciousness, which Husserl termed “pure” or “transcendental.” This does not mean, that there is a different entity or compartment of the empirical consciousness. Pure consciousness is the same consciousness as that studied by empirical psychology; it is what you grasp from the vantage point of the transcendental reduction.

Phenomenologists are geared to grasp the phenomena with the life-worldly meanings they have for us; hence the phenomenologists’ motto: to the things themselves. The aim of phenomenology is, first of all, to describe things as experienced. This is the reason why I do not start from scientific explanations of, and findings on, imaginative processes. I try to present at least a few of the vast amount of detailed descriptions of imaginative processes instead. Accurate descriptions are an indispensable early stage of any further investigations. Auditory imagination is just one of many examples here. Phenomenology offers an alternative approach that can help to disclose neglected or ignored phenomena, thus contributing to the interdisciplinary research on auditory imagination.2

Typically, descriptions start with investigating particular phenomena. It is important, at this stage, not to rule out any details or contexts of the phenomenon under observation. Phenomenologists try to grasp, describe, and analyze all the details and structures of the phenomenon. Their language embraces both common and technical language, and sometimes a symbolic phenomenological language as suggested, among others, by Marbach (1993) and Smith and Mulligan (1983). Common and technical language is treated with due care; terms serve as placeholders or signposts to the phenomena themselves, which should ideally be relived and cross-checked by the readers. The connotations and associations that come with common and technical terms must not block the view of the phenomena as experienced.

Description is not confined to individual phenomena; phenomenology aims at invariant structures. To this end the description is followed by a structural analysis. More and more variants of the phenomenon are included in the analysis until all additional variants are contained in the structure that has emerged from the series of preceding variants. Phenomenologists vary the phenomenon by including factual as well as imagined instances or variants. The variation process amounts to what Husserlians call “eidetic variation”; that is, analyzing the necessary constituting elements of a type of phenomenon (Husserl 1970, §§86–93). Latter-day phenomenologists have increasingly considered experimental and clinical data in their analyses. This method of using experiential material was established primarily by Maurice Merleau-Ponty (2002).

Structural descriptions reveal that, for every type of situation or object, there are modes of appearance. How we experience things, events, or our own experiencing—for example, in perception, memory, imagination, propositional thinking—is structured by rules and constraints. For instance, in his analyses of perception, Husserl frequently describes “perspectival adumbrations” of identical perceptual objects. These adumbrations correspond to what experimental psychologists call “perceptual constancies.” (This indicates that phenomenology has the potential to discover structures and constraints of phenomena hitherto neglected or overlooked by experimental research. cf. Schmicking 2003.) Husserl, and some of his students, use mereological3 categories to analyze the invariant structures of phenomena. This is a further tool I have applied in understanding auditory perception and imagination.

Further, phenomenologists explore how types of objects are constituted as meaningful for human beings by cognitive, embodied, enacted, and emotional processes. They call the latter “static” and “genetic constitution.” Objects of different types (spatiotemporal, mental, social, symbolic, and others) of which we are “conscious,” are not simply in consciousness as in a box, so that they can merely be found in it and snatched at in it; but that they are first constituted as being what they are for us, and as what they count as for us, in varying forms of objective intention (Husserl 2001, Vol. 1, 275, emphasis in the orig.).

We constitute an object (e.g., an auditory scene, a logical axiom, a childhood memory, an imagined melody) as meaningful according to modes of experience that are structured by specific rules and constraints; for instance, propositional knowledge is ruled by syntax, inferential rules, and so on, and perceptual experience by constancies, gestalt laws, and so forth. Static analyses explore the types of experience and their correlative objects and their intentional structures and how they combine in our experiencing of meaningful objects; genetic analyses study the structural development of these types (that is, how emerging structures depend on previously constituted ones). For example, in his extended investigations in logical thought, Husserl (1970) developed a genealogy of the categories of logical reason as dependent on prelinguistic, nonsymbolic perception.

As mentioned earlier, today’s phenomenologists increasingly consider and interpret experimental findings and explanations, and vicarious experiences in general, particularly so where they are concerned with similar issues as experimental sciences such as psychology. Some are working toward a convergence of cognitive science and phenomenology; others focus on existential dimensions of being situated, try to fathom the reach of transcendental reflection, and develop arguments that deal with the limits of the varieties of naturalism.


Problems with “Sounds”

As there is something that is imagined in auditory imagination, or audialization,4 it is necessary to understand, among other things, what it is that we imagine, namely sounds. This term is used, in English, to comprehend every conceivable object of auditory perception. “Sounds” refers equally to sinusoidal sounds, noise, vocalizations, natural and synthesized sound streams, soundscapes, tinnitus, and so on. Sounds as auditory percepts can be characterized using one set of perceptual attributes (see Figure 4.1) no matter how the sounds are produced: for instance, bodily, electroacoustically, intentionally or by accident, by nature or by humans. Surprisingly, we can hardly hear the difference between bodily and electro-acoustically (re)produced sounds: We just cannot hear, for example, Callas’s voice on record as produced by a magnet, voice coil, membrane, amplifier, for instance. We hear a human voice.5 So far, this may seem obvious enough, but it is not quite clear what “sounds” are and whether we should use a single term to refer to them. I am using scare quotes to refer to “sounds” until I have disentangled important meanings behind the expression.



[image: image]
Figure 4.1 The essential perceptual attributes of a sound (cf. also, Schmicking 2003; 2013).

A ―— B means: A and B are reciprocally dependent on each other. A and B are reciprocally dependent if B is dependent on A and A is dependent on B (cf., Husserl 2001, Vol. 2, Ch. I. The difference between independent and non-independent objects)





Auditory science comprises quite a number of disciplines today. They combine into interdisciplinary studies that investigate hearing and “sounds” at different related levels. (For an excellent overview, see Plack 2010.) And yet, the scientific models are mainly cross-sections of hearing: acoustics explicates “sounds” by means of longitudinal waves in air (transverse waves in solids); psychoacoustics studies the relations between variables of physical stimuli and auditory sensations; “sounds,” according to psychophysics, are waves or proximal stimuli or subjective sensations or combinations of these.6 Auditory neuroscience studies the biomechanical and neural mechanisms underlying auditory experience as well as dysfunctions such as tinnitus or acoustic hallucinations. Apparently, the solid foundation in physical acoustics as well as the fast growing number of precise tools and models of the involved disciplines seem to cover the complexity of hearing “sounds.” Yet the wave view cannot explain all the facts of, for example, spatial hearing. We do not localize “sounds” only where the waves are but where the collision and vibration of systems that give rise to our auditory perception take place. Psychophysics and physiology inherit unanswered questions of the wave view and they add a certain ambiguity to the terminology as well as our understanding by characterizing “sounds” as waves, proximal stimuli, sensations, or combinations of these.7 Despite advances in auditory science, we lack a coherent theoretical framework of “sounds.” There are no comprehensive, generally accepted answers to the questions: what are “sounds,” where are they, and how does hearing relate to them? The lack of a generally accepted explanation also concerns imagination: What do we imagine when we imagine “sounds?” I will try to give at least a provisional answer to the latter question.


Modes of Hearing and Their Correlated Objects

Phenomenology does not intend to call into question the causal explanations of auditory science; it tries to describe hearing and its objects as experienced by human beings. When investigating “sounds,” among the first things phenomenologists have noticed are the various modes of experiencing “sounds.” For instance, when listening to a passing truck loaded with iron bars, we hear the weight of the truck, the rattling bars, the bumpy surface of the street, and further characteristics of the scene, albeit we do not see the event and its bearers.8 We are directed to the causal events, the striking, the movements, and further properties such as the weight of the bearers of the event. The causal events also include the acoustic properties of the environment in which the event takes place. We can tell the types and approximate size of (enclosed) environments, surfaces, and so on from reverberance, spatiality, and other properties of “sounds.”

In a different mode, “sounds” become transparent; we are directed toward the meanings of “sounds,” while we block out the ecological dimension. This is the case primarily when listening to music. We seldom focus on the causal characteristics of “sound” production when listening to music; we are directed to the order of tones, the structure that emerges from them, their musical meaning, and emotions. Similarly, we listen to what our interlocutors are saying, we do not listen for the articulatory events that give rise to our interlocutors’ utterances (unless, as an example, you are a phonetician or speech therapist). Listening to speech, then, is a further mode of listening, in which we typically are directed to the meaning of what is said. Some linguists and psychologists still assume a special speech mode; that is, cognitive and neural mechanisms that are principally separated from perceiving nonspeech sounds. The phenomenological view of “modes” of hearing does not assume such a neurally based speech mode. I agree with Aniruddh Patel that, as in the case of sinewave speech,9 the same auditory signal can either activate the representations of these [phonemic] categories or not, depending on the listener’s expectations. Thus, there is no reason why the same mechanisms that helped form phonemic categories in language could not also serve the formation of pitch interval categories in music (cf. Patel 2008, 77).

Patel’s “expectations” seem broadly to correspond to the modes I refer to. The modes of hearing are not mutually exclusive, but they tend to be so in most situations. Probably, the reason for this is that we have difficulty in splitting our attention in a way to focus on, for example, musical and ecological contexts simultaneously.

Further, I can listen to “sounds” as detached from any of those contexts, grasping them as audibilia, mere auditory gestalts, or “phantoms” (Husserl 1989, §10). Typically, psychologists and phenomenologists are interested in the auditory percept qua perceptible attributes. In the meditative practice of deep listening, you focus on audibilia too. In a sense, audibilia are monophonic; we do not determine the number of bearers and their properties, just grasp an auditory percept as such. Figure 4.1 presents my phenomenological analysis of the perceptual structure of audibilia (for explanations of the terms, and exploratory details, see Schmicking 2003, 2013).

Conversely, causal-spatial listening reveals a kind of polyphony; there cannot be an auditory sign without at least two things that collide such as air that strikes the vocal folds and vocal tract, a stick or mallet that hits a drum, and so forth. Part of the polyphony is the acoustic environment that we also perceive in the auditory sign. For example, imagine the same voice as heard in a packed pub, in a park, or in a reverberant hall. Figure 4.2 sums up diagrammatically my analysis of the situation of perceiving auditorily and/or haptically the same sound event. (Again, for explanations of the terms, and exploratory details, see Schmicking 2003, 2013; the mereological symbolization follows Smith and Mulligan 1983.)



[image: image]
Figure 4.2 Essential constituents of situated listening (cf. also, Schmicking 2003; 2013).

A → B means: B is one-sidedly dependent on A. B is one-sidedly dependent on A if B is dependent on A but A is not dependent on B (Husserl 2001, Vol. 2, Ch. I. The difference between independent and non-independent objects). For example, the bearers of the environment can exist without movements and stroke taking place and hence without an emerging auditory sign. Vice versa, there are no strokes, vibration, or auditory sign without bearers, a medium, and so on





We tend to think of things as unified or homogeneous if we have one term to refer to them. This seems to be the case with “sounds” too. As I just tried to show, depending on the mode, we are directed to very different things: to communicative acts and linguistic or musical meanings, which are surveyed by auditory signs; to the objects and events that produce auditory signs, as in causal-spatial (ecological) listening; or to the auditory qualities per se, as in psychophysics. Moreover, while the events that produce “sounds” are perceived auditorily by most people, there are more ways to sense the kinetics; we see some bodies vibrating (e.g., the edge of a large cymbal, strings of a bass) but, more often, we feel the vibrations (think of the passing truck or loud music). For the sake of clarity, we should not use a single term to refer to these different phenomena.

Grimshaw and Garner characterize sound as “an emergent perception arising primarily in the auditory cortex and that is formed through spatio-temporal processes in an embodied system” (Grimshaw 2015, 93). I call this part of the situation of hearing the “auditory sign,” which I distinguish from the “sound event,” which comprises at least two objects and further ecological properties. When we abstract from the ecological and individual conditions, we focus on audibilia.10

The differentiation of hearing modes shows that people can focus auditorily on the same “sounds” in very different ways that depend on factors such as perceptual context, mood, emotion, biographical and cultural skills, habits, and preferences. For instance, it is much easier to listen for the causal production of speech we are not familiar with. Obviously, in imagination, we can focus on different dimensions of quasi-auditory contents in a very similar fashion.


Phenomenological Explorations of Auditory Imagination


According to Husserl, we can understand the essential structure of a type of consciousness such as imagination only as part of a framework of related types of consciousness and their intentionalities. The respective framework is that of intuitive experiences, which I will rough out in the next section. For the sake of simplicity, I start with what is called “pure imagination.” Thereafter, I will deal with related forms of “weak fantasy.”


An Analysis of Imagination as a Type of Intuitive Experience

As with most German philosophical terminologies, according to Husserl “intuitive” (anschaulich) refers to both perceptual and quasi-perceptual, that is, imaginary, contents and experiences. Imagination is quasi-perceptual. Imagined scenes or objects are constituted by means of the same perceptual attributes that define actual perception. Unlike David Hume’s “faint” images, they are not merely anemic sensory contents but nonoriginal forms of the respective sensory contents. The different types of intuitive experience are characterized on the basis of two pairs of distinctions: (1) intuitive experiences are either directed to present, originally (originär) given objects or to objects that are not present, not originally given but “re-presented”; and (2) this distinction intersects with two types of doxic modality: “real” and “irreal.” Intuitive experiencing can be associated with a doxic positing, the belief in something as real, as originally given—for example, your perceptual belief in the book or screen you are now reading—or it is associated with a “neutralization” of the belief; that is, the experience is nonpositing, for example, when you imagine objects and events that you know cannot be real (cf. Bernet et al. 1993, chap. 5; Husserl 1982). In the next step, these pairs are applied in order to characterize imagination vis-à-vis related experiences of the intentional framework.

It is the doxic mode that permits distinguishing imagining11 from perceiving, remembering, and expecting. In the latter three types, all contents are intended in the mode of reality; that is, we experience perceived, remembered, and expected events and objects as existing, we posit them as real in the present, past, or future. Even if expected events do not take place they are anticipated as real goings-on, not as imaginary ones. The doxic and intuitive modes are much more important for distinguishing imagining from other intuitive intentionalities than the contents themselves. For instance, perceptions, memories, and imaginations of the same melody can be equally articulated, detailed, and vivid experiences.

Husserl distinguishes still another type of intuitive experience that he calls “picture-consciousness.”12 This type seems to be similar to imagination at first glance. However, picture-consciousness is a three-phase process that involves symbolic representation; in picture-consciousness, we perceive a present physical object, such as a photograph, a painted canvas, or a computer screen. We apprehend the present, physical object as a picture-object, a portrait, painted landscape, or Google map, for instance. This is possibly due to what Husserl calls “neutrality modification” of experiencing the perceived physical object (Husserl 1982, §111). Finally, there is the picture-subject such as the represented or depicted, absent content.

In imagination, or pure fantasy, we neither perceive a physical object nor a picture-object, and hence also do not perceive a mental image. We simply imagine some x that does not represent or depict some y, which is not identical with the imagined x, as is the case in picture-consciousness (albeit that I can deliberately imagine representations, for example, a picture of Dorian Gray while reading Wilde’s novel or some music that depicts actions or a landscape and so on). But it should be immediately clear that this is a different kind of experience, one that combines imagining and two phases of picture-consciousness. The imagined picture replaces the physical one in such cases.

I have shown, so far, that pure imagination is an intuitive form of consciousness that posits its objects as irreal (hence “pure”), and involves no mental images in the sense of pictorial or symbolic representations.13 The most central distinctions of related types of intentionality are summarized in Table 4.1.
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Temporality is another intentional dimension that plays an important role in imagination. Every experience has its own lived temporality. When we relive a past experience the present act of remembering has its own temporality. The past temporality is “nested” in the present experiencing. The distinctiveness of the past experience and the present one is of vital importance, otherwise the past and the present would become indistinguishable and we could not be sure whether we perceive or remember but end up hallucinating (cf., Sokolowski 1974, 149). Following Sokolowski (1974), we can symbolize the “‘two-track’ structure of remembering” as E2{R2[E1(P1‹x›)]}, where P1 is the original act of perceiving x, of which I was aware in my (implicit, prereflective) experience E1. Later, I remember (R2) the experience of perceiving, of which I am presently aware (E2).14

Imagination also has a “two-track” structure. I imagine myself as perceiving and/or acting, such as when listening to Schopenhauer playing his flute. The intentional structure can be symbolized as E2{I2[E1(P1‹f›)]}, where I2 is my present act of imagining, of which I am aware (E2), and P1 is my neutralized listening to Schopenhauer’s playing (f). Obviously, the symbolization is not adequate. P1 is not an actual perceiving that takes place in the world. As is clear from above, in pure fantasy, I neither posit the act of listening nor the content listened to. We can introduce a diacritic element to indicate the different doxic modality. Let NPi represent the nonpositing character of quasi-perception, hence E2{I2[E1(NP1‹x›)]} is a more adequate symbolization of the constitutive structure of imagination (where PP1‹x› symbolizes a positing perception of x).

In imagination, there is intentional autonomy of the quasi-perceptual content, the attentional shifts I make, and the affective relief that correlates with the imagined contents; I produce and deliberately control the details of the imaginative objects, scenes, and experiences—contrary to perception, where I have control (for instance, over the perspectival selection of my visual field by kinesthetic movements and attention, though I have no control over goings-on in the field). Similarly, in listening, I have no control over the goings-on, since I am surrounded 360° by auditory signals; hence it is much more difficult to turn away from the goings-on compared to vision. Typically, surprising or sharp contrasts force my attention to shift to them, though I have a fair control over registering auditory signs by attentional blocking out. In auditory imagination, I shift voluntarily between elements of the imagined field, and the affective relief unfolds closely along the path that is predetermined by the deliberate contents. As a consequence, I can control “emotions” that are associated with certain imaginary contents, for example, when audializing music or speech.

Auditory imagination is never entirely disembodied. The robustly embodied nature of imagination has already been noted by classical phenomenology. I necessarily imagine any scene as viewed, heard, touched, felt, and so forth from the irreal location of my imagined body. This will be easily accepted for visual imagination. Whatever you picture is “viewed” from a certain angle and distance. Moreover, we cannot imagine any spatial object seen simultaneously from more than one perspective, or none, for that matter. Similarly, any auditory events that I imagine “happen” at a certain quasi-distance, in a certain quasi-direction from my imagined body (including the quasi-zero distance of imagined events in my body). Even if I imagine mere audibilia, there is a quasi-location I cannot repress. In what follows, the role of the body within imagining is not explicitly noted for the most part, but it is a necessary constituent of all imagining. (For more on embodied imagination, see Bailes, volume 2, chap. 22.) Typically the background or margin of audialized contents is indeterminate (cf., Casey 2000, 36). Often, the real auditory contents of my surroundings provide the background to the audialized contents, which is another indication of the temporal two-track structure of imagination in general.


Weak Auditory Imagination

So far, the structural properties of intentional modes allow a clear distinction between imagining and other forms of intentionality. Dieter Lohmar (2010, 2008) has argued that supplemental forms of what he calls “weak fantasy” play an important role in perception. When a sensory field empties—for example, it darkens—or when it is filled with rather uniform, vaguely patterned contents—such as a wall covered with roughcast (such as gravel)—weak phantasmata appear interlaced with perceptual contents, for instance, faces you “see” in the roughcast or in clouds.

My own explorations confirm Lohmar’s descriptions. For example, I listened to the soft, vaguely emerging auditory signs in a closed room on quiet mornings. There were only few distinct auditory signs, such as my breathing, and very soft ones from outside; my auditory field was comparatively empty. There were hardly any audible streams of humming and droning from outside. Weak fantasy suggested some perceptual types—cars, trucks, airplanes—but I was not sure whether these were correct. There were three short sounds from the neighboring apartment. The rhythmic gestalt was relatively distinct, but I was not sure whether it was coughing (suggested by weak fantasy) or whether it was produced in a very different way, involving no voice at all. I heard an intermittent droning as a voice (possibly from a radio), but the voice was imprinted by weak fantasy. I was not sure when a series of footsteps outside the house was no longer audible but “annexed” by weak fantasy, neither if some contents were real auditory gestalts nor whether weak phantasmata imprinted themselves as possible contours on the soft, rather indistinct wafts of sound. (Interestingly, no visual images emerged. I did not imagine my neighbors, who most probably were the producers of certain sound streams from the neighboring apartment. Nonetheless, many people are likely to have weak intersensory phantasmata in similar situations.) Importantly, in all cases, the doxic mode was not modified, since, even when I was not sure whether there were distinguishable sound streams, I actually grasped some audible content (“sensory data”) in doxic perception. This seems to be a general feature of weak fantasy.

Supportive weak phantasmata (Lohmar 2008) seem to be widespread in perception, some types of which have been studied in psychology before, not under Lohmar’s designation of course. For instance, the effects of rhythmic grouping are explored in the psychology of hearing. People strongly tend to perceive series of isochronous, identical auditory signals (synthesized or mechanical, e.g., metronome clicks) as structured into groups of two, three, or four. They hear the first signal as accented and the groups as temporally distanced from each other although their acoustic and temporal structure is identical (Handel 1989, 386–389). We can ascribe such grouping to weak fantasy. All the structural features Lohmar states can be identified; the originally given contents are comparatively uniform or vague (series of isochronous identical signals), they interlace with imaginary, automatically imprinted types (rhythmic groups), and the overall doxic mode is real. As long as no faculty or specialized neural mechanism (a module à la Fodor) is postulated, this just implies that the term is used to single out and combine certain supportive intuitive processes. Further examples can be found in the perceptual restoration of missing speech sounds (Warren 1999, chap. 6) and when listening to sinewave speech.15

Finally, consider memory. For example, remembering a person’s utterance a few seconds after speaking: the exact words; the tone of voice; and the timbre of the voice. Do you really remember every perceptual nuance? We seem to fill in details where retention or memory fades away. Next, try a silent recall of a music recording you know very well; you probably fill in some details that slip your memory. These elements may not be completely wrong since they do not contradict the elements (rhythms, chords, melodies, etc.) that you remember reliably. Yet, they are weakly imagined and not remembered in a strict sense. However, you do not enter into a form of nonpositing imagination because you know that that recording exists, and you do not imagine deliberately. Actually, most of our auditory memories may be saturated with weak imaginary elements.16 Obviously, the sphere of activity of weak phantasmata embraces perception and memory. I will speak of pure and weak forms of imagination in the following and thereby emphasize first that there is not only one form of imagination and, second, that there is no clear line between nondoxic intentionalities and doxic intentionalities, such as perception and memory. (This is, at least partly, in line with several of the other authors’ views in this handbook, see, e.g., Christensen, volume 2, chapter 1; Garner, this volume, chapter 39).


An Analysis of Audialization

Let us apply the analysis of imagination to the case of pure auditory imagination. Like imagining in general, audializing is quasi-perceptual and nonpositing; that is, audialized contents are taken as irreal and as intuitively characterized by quasi-auditory properties. When I audialize, for instance, the opening piano part of Tchaikovsky’s piano concerto No. 1 as played on a harp, the imagined, quasi-auditory content displays the very same attributes that characterize a doxic auditory perception of harp chords: pitch, timbre, loudness, duration, and also distance and direction. (See the mereological structure of audibilia in Figure 4.1.) Further, the imagined version is not a “picture” of chords played on a harp and further instruments. The harp chords are irreal but vividly experienced against the backdrop of the imagined orchestra, as if played in a concert hall, with a little reverberation and spaciousness (whose level is up to my imagining). My imaginary episode exists in actuality in my organism and stream of consciousness at a certain time. But even if I imagine the harp version to happen in a real concert hall on a given day, I know that I am just imagining the situation; hence: E2{I2[E1(NP1‹harp version›)]}. Again, imagining actually existing objects does not change the doxic mode of my audialization; it is still nonpositing. If I imagine rain pouring down outside my window, the audialized content is irreal, even though it appears as distinct and clear as real rain, nor is the imagined pattering some kind of picture. It is audialized irreal pattering of rain, period.

The modes of hearing that I carved out in the section on modes of hearing and their correlated objects (previously) are applicable mutatis mutandis to auditory imagination. We can audialize causal properties of sound events, the way sound events are produced, and the way the environment imprints itself on the audible sign. Equally, we can imagine audibilia as such; for example, as parts of musical structures as when training to audialize the reverse or retrograde motion of an audialized melody. We seem to deal with audibilia more often than we imagine causal events. The reasons probably are that in auditory perception we need to localize the events to navigate safely, we act on events around us and use auditory feedback and so on, while, in audialization, we are typically concerned with activities such as musical composing and arranging, for example. The most common form, though, seems to be the “inner voice” during contemplating and deliberate planning, to which we turn now.



Applications: Auditory Imagination, the Hidden Mind, and Intersubjectivity


The following considerations will touch issues that figure prominently in contemporary debates on social cognition and theories of mind. There is still much disagreement as to the way other minds are given. Most standard views of theory of mind (ToM) make the following assumptions: other persons’ mental states cannot be perceived, they are hidden from me; to understand others, I have to infer or simulate their mental states; I base my inferences or simulations on third-person observation of their behavior; and my individual, intrabrain cognitive processes make my understanding of others possible (cf., Gallagher and Zahavi 2012, 194). According to these assumptions, we have no immediate access to others’ minds at all. As a consequence, we cannot perceive their inner voice or their imagining. Recently, an increasing number of authors have challenged the standard assumptions of ToM and offered alternative views (e.g., De Jaegher and Di Paolo 2007; Froese and Fuchs 2012; Gallagher and Zahavi 2012; Hutto 2008). Without entering into the details of their arguments, I will try to contribute a few observations on the role of audialization in intersubjectivity.


The Inner Voice and the Illusion of the Hidden Mind

While reading these lines, you are most likely to audialize the words that compose my sentences as if they were spoken. There is an imaginary, so-called inner voice you cannot choke without interrupting your reading, that is, without disrupting the semantic understanding of the words and phrases you visually perceive. You can silence the inner voice, for example, by focusing on the visual appearance of the letters, but, in so doing, you are likely to disrupt the process of reading comprehension. (There are people trained in speed reading who silence the inner voice and do not interfere with their comprehension though.17 So a better example may be reading a text in a foreign language you do not speak; probably you still experience the inner voice trying to “pronounce” the strings of letters.) I assume that we all are largely prereflectively conscious of the inner voice. However, our intentional objects are the linguistic meanings and action plans we constitute in reading or pondering, not the “medium” (i.e., verbally articulated thought), which becomes transparent. Further, the inner voice is mostly involuntary, that is, the voice starts spontaneously whenever we start reading or reflecting, for example, though we can voluntarily modulate the properties of the voice (at least, intermittently). The prereflective, automatic, involuntary character of the inner voice indicates another supportive function of weak fantasy (cf., Lohmar 2008, 61–63).

When I cross-check my experiences of inner voice in the classroom, students agree that they experience a virtual, inner, or imaginary voice during reading and deliberative thought. However, they do not agree on how the voice sounds. Some students report that the voice varies, according to the type and origin of text. If they know the author, some people imagine the text (e.g., e-mails, written course materials) as spoken by the person (friend, teacher). Notwithstanding the varying individual or situational details of the inner voice, we can assume with reasonable certainty that every person experiences an inner voice during regular reading and deliberation (i.e., verbally articulated thinking). These observations imply several points.

First, according to the above analysis, we can explain the inner voice largely, but not completely, as a routine of weak fantasy; that is, where the voice emerges automatically. Further, a message that we read is the intentional object and is posited as real. The supporting phantasmata, such as a friend’s voice while reading her message, do not modify the doxic mode of grasping the real message—which is a defining feature of weak fantasy.

Second, the quasi-auditory qualities of the inner voice can be determined along the lines of my analysis of imagined audibilia (see the section “An Analysis of Audialization”). I have argued elsewhere (Schmicking 2005) that the inner voice is intuitively as rich as physical speech, including loudness and location.

Third, prima facie, our experiencing of an inner voice seems to confirm the inner, private character of the mental and the alleged privileged access to this inner realm. Nobody else can experience my inner voice but me. Imagination seems to fit into the standard picture of the private mind, which prevails in the modern philosophic tradition and contemporary ToM. Nonetheless, phenomenologists have argued that thought is not necessarily or entirely internal:

Thought is no “internal thing,” and does not exist independently of the world and of words. What misleads us in this connection, and causes us to believe in a thought which exists for itself prior to expression, is thought already constituted and expressed, which we can silently recall to ourselves, and through which we acquire the illusion of an inner life.  (Merleau-Ponty 2002, 213)

What initially seems to be a contradiction—given the indisputability of our inner voice—points to a more realistic understanding of the intersubjectivity from which private thought is derived.

Merleau-Ponty’s observation can be corroborated by further reflection. My silent thinking, remembering, anticipating, and imagining is hidden from all other people. This observation might have induced the basic assumption shared by common sense, science, and philosophy that the mind is something private, invisible, and hidden from others; accessible from the first-person perspective exclusively. Probably the imperceptibility of my inner voice still backs up the common belief of the internal nature of thought and the mental at large. The secrecy of the mind lies at the heart of individualism (methodological solipsism) that is still the predominant assumption in cognitive science.

The mind, however, is audible whenever we communicate vocally or musically. When we listen to the utterance of interlocutors or to the auditory results of the gestures of musicians, we perceive a facet of their minds. We need not “read” their minds and imagine a hidden dimension in order to understand them. Of course, at times we must actively imagine what others are thinking or feeling, what some authors call “high-level mindreading” (e.g., Goldman 2006). In such cases, we may infer or simulate others’ intentions or thoughts by explicit conceptual thinking, and attributing propositional attitudes to them, or by deliberate imagination. However, our default way of understanding others is not mindreading but immediate perception of their verbal, musical, and bodily gestures that are not hidden but are experienced in interpersonal perception. As with emotions, I perceive thoughts and intentions in the gestures of others. I consider the—audible, visible, palpable—behavior as part and parcel of emotions, thoughts, and motor gestures. Vocal and musical gestures are the aspects or facets of the mind-in-action that are audible. This view goes back to Scheler (1954) and Merleau-Ponty (2002, 209ff.) who explains that musical meaning is “inseparable from the sounds,” and, likewise, that “speech is not the ‘sign’ of thought,” it is thought.

As a consequence, not all thought is hidden. Conversely, only after I have acquired a language, developed a stock of thoughts in the course of interacting with others, during which we reciprocally modulate each other, can I engage in silent thought. Depending on our lifestyle, silent thought, and thus the voice “in our head,” can make up a considerable portion of the time we are conscious and awake. But that must not lead us into assuming thought is genuinely a private, silent, hidden activity. It is secondary to default immediate interaction and social perception.


Auditory Imagination in Making Music Together

Finally, I propose a phenomenological exploration of the role of imagination in “making music together.” I am using this term in a broad sense to comprehend as diverse activities as: composing and arranging for other musicians, that is, imagining other musicians playing what one is writing; rehearsing solitarily—while imagining other co-players; joint rehearsing; and joint performing of music, no matter whether the performance is a realization of a score or an improvisation.18 These activities are accordingly considered in the following. The major part of the remarks that follow is based on both descriptions and analyses of my own experience as an active musician rehearsing and performing with jazz and blues bands (3–5 persons), and studies in the phenomenology and ethnography of music such as Berliner (1994, based on jazz improvisation) and Salice, Høffding, and Gallagher (2017, based on Western classical music). The exploration is limited to static19 analyses, as expounded in the section on pure imagination earlier.

Concerning audialization, we should take an unbiased stance when we explore its scope and functions in making music together; it seems quite obvious that I can imagine others playing, and this enables me to prepare my own playing or to write music for them. However, is it possible to imagine others’ audializing or even to co-imagine (such as during joint improvisation)?



Auditory Imagination in Solitary Composing and Arranging

Whoever writes music for ensembles of diverse instruments, requiring performers to use certain playing techniques, will imagine mainly the music itself. However, it may also be useful or necessary to imagine the individual sound, the technical capabilities, and so on, of the instrumentalists or singers. Deliberate simulations serve to audialize certain sounds and playing techniques when you customize a score to an individual musician. So even if, at the beginning, there is the “pure” idea of the composition the composer’s experience both inspires and constrains the elaboration of the idea.20 (While “free” fantasy is subject to biomechanical and neurophysiological constraints, pushing back these boundaries has been an important aspect of some music traditions such as nineteenth-century virtuosity.)

Depending on your task and skills, you may use pure fantasy to audialize the intended, “complete” music. If you are sufficiently ear-trained, you can imagine entire pieces. When this is supported by an instrument, for example, a piano used in arranging, weak fantasy helps to imagine the current piano sounds as the instruments or voices of the intended instrumentation. Motor-kinesthetic and auditory perception provide the real musical gestures and auditory signs, fantasy adds an irreal voice or instrument.


Auditory Imagination in Solitary Practice and Joint Rehearsing

What has been said about imagination during composing and arranging can be applied mutatis mutandis to the solitary practicing of an instrument and of singing. When musicians practice a voice (as part of a full score, improvised accompaniment, or as a solo instrument), they might imagine complementary figures or voices they want their own voice to interlock with. For example, jazz musicians imagine “responses of rhythm section players to their own improvisations, even when practicing alone” (Berliner 1994, 360). When I prepare songs for a joint rehearsal, I often imagine the other instruments playing solos, accompaniments, and commentary phrases to my drumming and singing. I even tend to imagine complementary music during technical exercises. The more skilled musicians are, the more they will use auditory imagination to play or sing whole pieces “in their mind” without producing any sound events at all. This is deemed “a guarantee that a piece is properly learned” by experts (Sloboda 1985, 91).

An important part of musical activities in preparation for performing, though, is joint rehearsing. Typically, musicians discuss ideas about how they conceptualize and intend to play a piece; they try, interrupt their playing, exchange their impressions of how their approach has worked so far, try again, interrupt again, repeat certain parts of the piece, and so on. Imagination can be involved at all stages: before you start to play (interpret) a piece, you may imagine the whole piece or single parts and express your ideas verbally; during discussions of how to play the piece you use your imagination again; and even during playing, glimpses of imagination will support, when listening, whether everything sounds (approximately) as intended. As is well known, highly expert musicians can prepare a performance or recording session by jointly sifting through and discussing the score in advance, using their imagination (of course, in addition to the vast stock of knowledge that they share). Among other things, this may have led to the prevailing view of the preeminent importance of shared representations and goals in making music collectively.

Language, even the technical language formally trained musicians use, however, is not sufficient to represent all the nuances that give a figure, pattern, voice, or the whole piece its unique character. Musicians are lucky to have another means to hand, they can play what they imagine and hence have a way to project their (not entirely) “hidden” musical mind. For example, musician A plays, or writes down a score of, a novel piece x, and A says, A plays (notates) x exactly the way A hears x in his mind. A’s co-musicians can simulate A’s audializing x from their auditory perception of A’s playing x. Also, they can infer approximately A’s audializing from reading the score of x. Given the discrete characters of notation as opposed to the continuous dimensions of the auditory signs (pitch, loudness, etc.), the nuances of the imagined x are much better expressed by playing. (Yet, the categorical symbolizations of scores invite our weak auditory imagination to fill in the nuances of pitch, tempo and timbre variations, accentuation, etc.) Albeit that musicians are typically directed toward the music as played rather than toward the music as imagined—that is, toward the mental episodes of their co-performers—they can, in principle, simulate or infer the musical imagination of others. So far, this explanation coincides with models of ToM which hold that we use imaginary processes to simulate others’ mental states. Things become more intricate when we turn from simulating others’ musical thoughts to making music together. Studying individuals as mirroring the co-performers’ thoughts is insufficient to understand the intricate, intercorporeal interactions that take place when individual musicians synchronize their actions.


Auditory Imagination in Joint Performing

If we consider the creative production of musical gestures as based on imagination, we could claim that all (creative, vivid, authentic) collective performing requires, or even is, to a considerable extent, imagination. Given the phenomenological analysis of pure and weak imagination above, this would prove an unwarranted use of the term though. I have argued that imagination is a type of experiencing defined by intuitive and doxic categories. The structural characterization of audialization does not amount to anything like “artistic imagination.”

Imaginary acts within joint performances seem to be rare, extremely ephemeral, and difficult to detect. Typically, “[t]he artist becomes intensely focused on thoughts in the language of jazz, and as they come—one upon the other—they are articulated as instantly as conceived. No lead time separates conception from expression, and the gap between intention and realization disappears” (Berliner 1994, 217). Acts of genuine auditory imagination are taking place simultaneously, in addition to the sequence of instantly realized thoughts (in improvised music at large, not only in jazz). Moreover, we are facing a technical problem, since hardly anybody seems to have investigated this phenomenon as yet. As long as interbrain studies are in the fledgling stage, as long as we lack ethnographic data, and as long as we are still in the process of identifying the phenomena we intend to study, it is not clear how audialization in joint performing can be investigated empirically. As a starting point, we could try to broadly explain audialization in joint performing along the lines of what is said about solitary arranging and composing.

Even during performance, imagination does not cease entirely. In a—meaningful, successful—co-performance, every performer grasps the co-performers’ gestures as directed at themselves as well as being aware of their gestures as offerings and responses to the co-performers’ gestures. These reciprocal relationships require more than perceptual empathy; it takes some imaginary acts that cannot be done offline exclusively, that is, during rehearsal or review. Even though I take improvisation (prototypically performed in jazz and blues) as a basis, what is said here applies to many musical cultures, probably also to interpretations of full scores in the Western tradition, which involve more spontaneity than many listeners assume.

The activities during co-improvising are a mixture of automatic, prereflective, habituated, and deliberate, fully conscious gestures, routines, responses, and decisions. The latter ones can require, in addition to memory, routine, and maybe explicit goals, glimpses of imagining. While soloing, performers sometimes imagine the risk they and their co-performers are taking and how they can support the gestures that could follow. “[I]t’s like you’ve got this third ear that oversees the whole business—the craft part—and that’s what tells you what to do when you solo” (pianist Fred Hersch, quoted from Berliner 1994, 207). For instance, I imagine, intermittently, what I can do to intensify or bring down the music, how far I can take the ongoing improvisation to a climax, how the co-performers might respond, and what I can offer as a gesture to connect with an ongoing joint structure emerging from the other instruments. However, such deliberate acts are only very short episodes, glimpses nested in the continual basis of automatic, prereflective patterns and gestures. Again, genuine audialization is rare and hardly distinguishable from anticipations—particularly in the heat of a vivid improvisation.

Given these individual processes, we might finally ask whether it is possible that co-performers accomplish something like joint musical imagining. It seems obvious that two or more people cannot audialize as one single, melded mind. One of the few extensive phenomenological analyses of imagination confirms the private nature of imagining: “actual episodes of imagining are always first-person in character (there is no such thing as co-imagining in any strict sense)” (Casey 2000, 26). Is there co-imagining in a less strict sense? I am inclined to affirm so tentatively. As co-performers are united in joint perceptual attention to their collective action, say, an improvisation, they are not only directed to the joint acting via perception, planning, and understanding musical gestures but also grasp the others’ nascent gestures and, just as their gestures interlace, they jointly develop the emerging improvisation.

Salice, Høffding, and Gallagher (2017) argue that there is no plural self-knowledge involved in expert musicians’ interaction. Their analysis shows, however, that certain ways of interacting, particularly affective coupling and interkinesthetic joining of body schemas, can lead to an altered sense of agency, which lets the individual performers feel the co-performance “as the result of our collective and fused effort,” lets them experience “the we-action from within the we-action itself” (3.3.4, the authors’ italics). Even if most of their observations refer to what is phenomenologically classified as collective anticipations or protentions, it is not unlikely that there is also a coupling of imaginary acts in situations when the coupling lets performers sense “without knowing” what the others are doing, for example, shifting the bow in unison (cf. Salice et al. 2017, pt. 3.3, who refer to interviews with the Danish String Quartet).

How can glimpses of auditory imagination extend “into each other”? For example, when playing fours or trades in a jazz improvisation, I perceive the phrase a co-performer is beginning to play. My perception of the phrase is associated with audializing the possible continuation of the phrase or, rather, my possible response to it. Ideally, my co-performer not only perceives, but audializes, in turn, what I might play as a response. Jamming on a blues progression, to cite another example, requires no arrangements; but musicians still want to conclude jointly, for example, using a common property ending. In a closely interacting ensemble, co-performers can “feel” which pattern they will use. This feeling is better explained as participatory imagination, as there are cases where no individual decision to use a particular ending leads the co-performers but the pattern emerges from their joint imagination. In this manner, glimpses of imagination interlace with each other, since they are—just as with the musical mind at large—not entirely hidden. Co-performers grasp each other; as it were, by the coattails of their audialization.

Even though this description is still blurred by metaphors, the general direction seems to be supported by phenomenologists and cognitive scientists who argue that there are strong forms of empathy and we-intentionality that transgress the traditional ontological categories of the hidden mind. Research on shared musical experience, joint performance, and collectively extended emotions is of particular interest here. There is strong evidence from phenomenological and ethnography-related studies, infant cognition research, and interbrain studies on co-performing musicians that humans use interactive processes that are enactive, predominantly prereflective, and bodily and environmentally extended and that co-constitute a field of intersubjective temporality (Gratier and Apter-Danon 2009; Krueger 2013, 2014; Schiavio and Høffding 2015; Sänger et al. 2011, 2012, 2013; Schiavo and De Jaegher 2017).

Finally, for the sake of—not even approximate—completeness, let me hint at important other relationships between imagination and music that are at the center of debates in the philosophy and psychology of music. First, some authors espouse the view that listeners construct an imaginary musical persona, or “the person whom we imagine owns the emotions or emotional gestures we hear in the music” (Levinson 2011, 320). Furthermore, several traditional views explicate musical—compositional, improvisational, stylistic—creativity as “imagination,” which is tempting but requires a critical re-examination that takes other cognitive powers into consideration. Audialization serves as a display or medium to build the musical ideas, their relations, and finally the entire composition. Finally, at an even more reflective, social level, music can serve as a model to imagine social cooperation at large. The majority of music is characterized by a hierarchy of voices or parts. Unlike most social hierarchies, music “respects the individuality of each voice, which may not have the same rights but certainly has the same responsibility” and thereby creates “equality within hierarchy. … Through music it is possible to imagine an alternative social model, where Utopia and practicality join forces, allowing us to express ourselves freely and hear each other’s preoccupations” (Barenboim 2009, 62, 68).

The West-Eastern Divan project, founded by Edward Saïd and Daniel Barenboim, is living proof en miniature of musical cooperation in the social and political spheres, and it gives us an idea of how to imagine social relationships in terms of the musical ones.


Main Results of This Chapter



• We need to distinguish pure imagination from weak fantasy. Each has its own functions and intentionality. Furthermore, according to my exploration, a great deal of what, in the fields of psychology and musicology, is subsumed under “auditory imagination” turns out to be weak fantasy, memory, or picture consciousness. This may not conform to the bulk of mainstream research on auditory imagination, and, probably, most researchers will not be bothered about this discrepancy. Yet, these distinctions are substantiated by epistemic concepts (real/irreal, present/re-presented, symbolic/nonsymbolic) that, in other contexts, most are loath to abandon.


• Imagination, which has been deemed private par excellence by traditional Western thought, also corroborates the more recent picture of the mind as not exclusively private. The observations on the inner voice and imagination in joint rehearsing and performing are relevant examples here.




Notwithstanding the differences between my exploration and mainstream research, the analyses presented above show significant congruities with empirical research; for example, the extensive role of weak fantasy in perception and memory, the intermodal embodied nature of (pure and weak) auditory imagination, and the participatory character of imagination in joint music making. These considerations should have made clear that phenomenology can play a vital role in experimental design and theoretical interpretation and as a continual complement that helps to eschew the limiting effects of research routines and unexamined scientific assumptions. No less a figure than Albert Bregman, pioneer of auditory scene analysis and one of the most influential researchers in auditory perception, has stressed the central role of what he terms “phenomenology” and “intuition” for his research and for experimental psychology in general: “In my laboratory, the use of our ears—the philosopher’s name is phenomenology—has greatly speeded up the process of discovering the [auditory scene analysis] principles. Similarly, the use of demonstrations has strongly contributed to the acceptance of our theoretical claims. … In actual truth, the experiments done by all psychologists are built on a framework of intuition” (Bregman 2005, 39). Husserlian phenomenology is, to a considerable extent, the systematic study of this framework and can thus contribute substantially to providing more clarity in the conceptual, as well as experimental, access to the field of auditory imagination.




Notes

1. For more general and comprehensive introductions to phenomenology see Embree (2011), Gallagher and Zahavi (2012), Moran (2000), Sokolowski (1974), Spiegelberg (1994), Schmicking (2010), and Zahavi (2003, 2019).

2. Of course, it is possible, and desirable, to compare or cross-check “purely” phenomenological descriptions with experimental evidence in subsequent stages. The relation between phenomenology and empirical disciplines is one of reciprocity or “mutual enlightenment” (cf., Gallagher and Zahavi 2012, 33). The work of Gallagher, Lohmar, Zahavi, and many others demonstrates the cross-fertilization of ideas between phenomenologists and cognitive scientists.

3. Mereology is the study of parts and wholes, and the types of relations that hold between different parts and parts and wholes. Mereology finds applications in fields such as mathematics, computer science, and philosophy.

4. I will use Casey’s (2000) synonymous expression along with “auditory imagination.”

5. I have argued that in listening to electro-acoustically produced sounds (telephones, radios, etc.) we succumb to the most widespread perceptual illusion in our world today by taking the sound events of loudspeakers as the original events “transmitted” to our present situation (cf., Schmicking 2003, 2013).

6. See Pasnau (1999) for examples. Similarly, philosophers suggested “sounds” be private sentiments, secondary qualities of the vibrating objects, or individuals.

7. For more extensive critical explorations, see Casati and Dokic (2014), Grimshaw (2015), Grimshaw and Garner (2013), O’Callaghan (2007), Pasnau (1999), Schmicking (2003, 2013).

8. The example is taken from Schapp (1910, 28). Merleau-Ponty (2002, 265f.) refers to this passage when discussing the intermodal nature of perception.

9. Sinewave speech: synthesized signals that consist of three or four rapidly changing pure tones that correspond to the patterns of vocal resonances or formants, viz. the main bands of acoustic energy of a spoken speech signal (cf. Remez 2008). Here is a link to sinewave speech samples and the natural utterances they are replicas of (I suggest listening to the sinewaves first): http://www.haskins.yale.edu/featured/sws/swssentences/sentences.html#. Accessed September 26, 2016.

10. Grimshaw and Garner (2013), cf. also Grimshaw (2015) hold that the presence of sound waves is not necessary for a sound to be perceived. Their argument coincides with my analysis insofar as, in addition to listening, most sound events can, in principle, be perceived visually or tactiley. This is impressively demonstrated by people without hearing or with severely impaired hearing; for example, the renowned percussionist Evelyn Glennie (see Glennie 2015). We perceive the physical event, which involves at least two bodies, by one or more of our sense modalities, not necessarily by hearing.

11. I use the terms “imagination” and “imagining” synonymously; the gerund is more apt to stress the intentional activity.

12. This sketch conforms with Husserl’s later view. See also Jansen (2010) and Bernet and colleagues (1993, chap. 5).

13. For extensive analyses, see Marbach (1993, 2010), who offers arguments against standard views of mental imagery that confound perception, imagination, and picture-consciousness.

14. I slightly modified Sokolowski’s notation, which goes back to Husserl. It is important to distinguish En(An), where A is any mental act, from the “bare” act, An, because there are lots of prereflective, preintentional, or unconscious states and processes that slip our awareness. En(An) is close to what many authors today call “phenomenal consciousness.” See Marbach (1993, 2010) for more detailed analyses using his own notation.

15. I simply hear the signal and its similarity to the spoken sentence it was deduced from. Probably, other listeners will respond differently. Remez 2008 offers some samples. Have a try: http://www.scholarpedia.org/article/Sine-wave_speech. (Accessed November 29, 2018).

16. Seashore (1938) held that “[i]n vivid musical memory we relive the music,” and that this had to include musical imagination, of which he had developed a classification of basic types (quoted from Persson 2001, 279).

17. I thank Mark Grimshaw for pointing this out to me.

18. For a discussion of improvisation and its relation to composition see Hamilton, volume 2, chapter 26.

19. For a short explanation of “static,” see the earlier section “Essential Tools of Phenomenology.”

20. I thank Gerd Kühr (Graz) for discussion on this point.
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chapter 5

The Necessity of Vagueness and Ambiguity to the Imagining of Sound

Mark Grimshaw-Aagaard


as you look at finer and subtler things, as you leave the practical purpose for which the method exists, the element of error increases. Every species is vague, every term goes cloudy at its edges; and so in my way of thinking, relentless logic is only another name for a stupidity—for a sort of intellectual pigheadedness. If you push a philosophical or metaphysical inquiry through a series of valid syllogisms—never committing any generally recognised fallacy—you nevertheless leave behind you at each step a certain rubbing and marginal loss of objective truth, and you get deflections that are difficult to trace at each phase in the process. Every species waggles about in its definition, every tool is a little loose in its handle, every scale has its individual error.

—H. G. Wells, First and Last Things: A Confession of Faith and a Rule of Life





Introduction

In this chapter, I champion those twin bêtes noires of the natural sciences: vagueness and ambiguity. It is my contention that vagueness and ambiguity are necessary and motivating to the imagining of sound and, because the perception of sound (i.e., the formation of auditory imagery replete with function and meaning) plays a fundamental role in presence, vagueness and ambiguity, rather than being exorcised as the natural sciences would have it, should be welcomed as vital factors in the making sense of the sensory world and our place in it.

My own motivating factor for fighting what could be viewed as an already lost battle is the apparent triumph of scientific reason in the modern age, a triumph that has perversely led to the death of, indeed has been the root cause of the killing off of, imagination. The evidence for this is everywhere but is particularly apparent in the Western world’s educational sector, where the traditional humanities subjects—art, literature, music, and others that do yet care to imagine—are being sidelined and allowed to wither in favor of the short-term, utilitarian, and unimaginative subjects of the natural sciences.

Before I am accused of luddite tendencies, I will freely admit that there is a certain benefit to be had from the fruits of the industrial and digital revolutions if these are balanced against the multiple and long-term deleterious consequences that are quite apparent. Thus, I certainly do not intend this essay to be a luddite call to arms. I too enjoy what the natural sciences have given us, for example, in terms of improved health and longevity, the technology that allows me to write late into the night, and the unequal wealth distribution of the modern world that affords me greater leisure time than either my ancestors or those outside of the economic siloes of the West. But the development of this luxurious (for me and a small proportion of the world’s population) state of affairs has constructed a system in which there is little room for imagination and what is perhaps its most important product, the creativity that leads to the production of creative artifacts.

And this brings me to sound as the focal point of the chapter. Sound provides the perfect exemplar for my thesis regarding the tragedy of imagination in the West. Limiting oneself to sound, one may trace the start of the decline of imagination to the latter half of the nineteenth century with the beginnings of the serious quantification of the phenomenon of sound waves by the likes of von Helmholtz and Lord Rayleigh—although one could go further back to seventeenth-century attempts to find the speed of those waves in air (Marin Mersenne in 1630 and Pierre Gassendi in 1635, for example [Bohn 1988])—and the start of the commodification of audio by Edison in his phonograph of 1877. It might well be that the ideas contained in this essay can be applied to other areas but I have chosen to focus on sound as the exemplar.

Before I begin, I should explain that I have a conception of sound that was first extensively expressed in the book Sonic Virtuality (Grimshaw and Garner 2015) coauthored with Tom Garner. In this case, sound is an emergent perception that is formed multimodally and that does not necessary rely on the presence of sound waves: imagined sound is just as much sound as that perception instigated by any sound wave. Physicists and acousticians view sound waves themselves as sounds, although a strict cleaving to that definition all too easily founders and becomes lax and blurred in their literature (see, e.g., Grimshaw 2015).


Vagueness and Ambiguity


Both vagueness and ambiguity are generally pejorative concepts, as Sorensen (1997) points out, and, indeed, it is the aim of many technical languages, such as computer programming, to eliminate both of them. My aim here, though, is to both defend and point to the necessity of vagueness and ambiguity, in particular to the process of imagination and especially in the context of sound and the function and meaning we derive from it. The two terms are often mistakenly conflated. However, where vagueness resists resolution, ambiguity can be resolved.


Vagueness

The H. G. Wells quotation at the start of this chapter is a fractal-like argument in favor of vagueness and against the precision and all too easy pigeon-holing that the natural sciences attempt to impose on us (Wells [1908] 2016). Vagueness, as the property of an adjective or other form of descriptor, requires the possession of borderline cases that are resistant to enquiry. It can never be determined which side of a border a particular instance lies on, and, indeed, the border itself is a borderline case, as it is often arbitrary and subject to shifting conditions (for more on this, see Sorensen 1997). The question of whether a piece of string is long or short is an example of vagueness; it can never successfully be argued one way or the other. One could indeed compare the string in question to another piece of string, but is that second piece of string (which could certainly be successfully be argued to be longer or shorter than the first) itself long or short? The answer to this is consequential to the answer that might be proposed to the first question. Equally, it would be a Sisyphean task to attempt to find the average length of a piece of string from all the pieces of string in the world.

As another example, one could take human resting heart rates. In a number of online sources,1 this is generally given as (the suspiciously neat figure of) 100,000 beats per day. Would it be fair, or even worthwhile, to say, then, that a person whose heart beats at the rate of 100,001 beats per day has a speeding heart? Clearly not, as that decision depends on a number of other factors themselves subject to vagueness (e.g., human age) not to mention the arbitrariness of the setting of boundaries. Furthermore, “average” is not the same as that other vague adjective “normal.” 100,000 beats per day is 69.4 beats per minute, which is within the Mayo Clinic’s boundaries of a normal heart rate (60–100 beats per minute).2 What is “normal” is itself subject to a range of factors not least of which are politics and marketing and human susceptibility to fear: a website that just happens to sell heart rate apps and monitors informs us that “normal” in this case is 40–100 beats per minute while also claiming that a “poor” heart rate is one above around 80 beats per minute.3

Vagueness in sound is to be found in our quantifiers and descriptors for it regardless of the domains those terms belong to. For example, the American National Standards Institute (ANSI) acoustic definitions of “reverberation room” and “live room” are respectively: “Room having a long reverberation time, especially designed to make the sound field therein as diffuse as possible” and “Room characterized by a relatively small amount of sound absorption” (American National Standard 2013). There are a number of vague terms here characterized by borderline cases. For example, how long is “long,” what are the conditions required for the sound to be “as diffuse as possible,” to what reference level does “relatively” refer to, and how small is “small”? The ANSI standards are silent on this. Similarly, vagueness can be found in everyday descriptors of sound regardless of whether it is a modally direct descriptor such as “loud” or “soft” or whether it is a metaphorical descriptor borrowed from another perceptual modality: a sound might be described as “sharp” or “dull,” but at what point does a dull sound become a sharp sound, and might there be the sound that is neither too little nor too much dull-sharp but, being just right, is in the Goldilocks zone between the two (and how would we then describe this perfect sound)?

Vagueness could be viewed as an unfortunate condition of life despite the best efforts of the natural sciences to eradicate it through the introduction of standards, standardized responses (see what follows), and ever more precise measurement techniques. I would, however, argue that vagueness is fundamental and necessary to engaging with the world. For what is the relevance of the use of everyday metaphors (themselves vague) such as “warm,” “cold,” “soft,” “harsh,” and so forth to describe subjective qualities of sound other than as a demonstration of the natural and necessary human tendency to imagine (in this case, imagining the qualities of sound through another perceptual modality) and thereby bring the external world into experiential and utilitarian being? This form of imagination (for more on sound metaphors and imagination, see Walther-Hansen, this volume, chapter 23) is, I claim, fundamental to our relationship to, and sense-making of, the physical world not least when it comes to sound. I argue this further in what follows.

The importance of vagueness to the imagination of sounds described in graphic and written fiction should also be noted (for further accounts of the uses of sound descriptors in both forms of literature, see Pellitteri, this volume, chapter 26, and Yasar, this volume, chapter 22). In The Beasts of Tarzan can be found the following:

From the dense jungles upon either side came the weird night cries of the carnivora—the maniacal voice of the hyena, the coughing grunt of the panther, the deep and awful roar of the lion. And with them strange, uncanny notes that the girl could not ascribe to any particular night prowler—more terrible because of their mystery.  (Burroughs [1916] 2008, chap. 9)

The vagueness is apparent in the sound descriptors applied to the creatures’ sounds. The imprecision is important because the author’s imagination thus engages the reader’s imagination, forcing us to attempt to conjure up the sounds themselves with varying degrees of success. It might not be possible to judge what a “maniacal” sound is solely from the reading let alone to attempt to so anthropomorphize the hyena (but Disney successfully do this in, for example, The Lion King [Allers and Minkoff 1994]) but, from personal experience, “maniacal” is an apt description of the “laughter” of hyenas and so, for me, the hyenas become very present in the reading of the story. Here is an example where what might be vague given lack of experience, is actually ambiguous in allowing the resolution through experience of the words “maniacal voice” into a sound.

Burroughs seems very fond of the adjective “uncanny” when applied to sound, and it appears several times in the same book—“From the lips of the ape-man came a weird, uncanny sound” ([1916] 2008, chap. 8) and “He was afraid of the jungle; uncanny noises that were indeed frightful came forth from its recesses” (chap. 20)—as well as other publications such as Tarzan and the Jewels of Opar ([1918] 2008)—“Again came the uncanny sound from the thick verdure beyond the camp” (chap. 23). Those sounds that are strange and mysterious (possessing what Jentsch describes as a “psychical uncertainty” [Jentsch [1906] 1997]) have a further aura of vagueness about them because of their unfamiliarity and lack of referential anchor; the sound that is deep or loud, while vague, is less so than the uncanny sound because “uncanny” cannot be related by the reader directly to parameters of sound (however, for suggestions on how to design uncanny sound, see Grimshaw 2009).


Ambiguity

Fundamental to digitalization is the rooting out of ambiguity.4 In the context of music, Martin Knakkergaard has alluded to this when discussing the digital material that is the foundation of digitally produced music and sound. Digital bits, as either 1s or 0s, “are organized in arrays that consist solely of the simplest possible difference: something or nothing” (2016, 64). Thus, digital bits preclude ambiguity, and, in their on-off quantization, they are paradoxically unquantized; they can exist only as a 0 or a 1 and this state is not dependent on the conditions and contexts in which they are observed. They are entirely unambiguous and, strung together as nybbles, bytes, kilobytes, megabytes, and so on—ultimately as digital audio files—they retain that unambiguousness until they are sounded. The process of their sounding as sound waves, though, validates the laws of physics in a self-referential framework of thinking, because the sound waves are produced by a technology that is itself beholden to those same unambiguous laws. Thus, “the system’s description of reality becomes true” (Bowker and Leigh Star 2000, 49).

Knakkergaard references Heidegger by describing the uncovering of nature made possible by technology, this uncovering being a process created and driven by humans: the uncovering is ordered and, in its ordering, “is co-shaping our concept and understanding of what is uncovered and ordered [there is] a formatting that the exercise of any technique applies to what is uncovered and made available” (2016, 65). With digital technique, though, Knakkergaard suggests that the nature of the digital traps what could be uncovered and that only the formatting is made manifest (66). This mirrors H. G. Wells’s thinking in that what is there to be uncovered is never actually uncovered. What is hidden remains hidden and thus “[e]very species waggles about in its definition, every tool is loose in its handle, every scale has its individual error.” Examples of this are myriad and, indeed, crop up in this handbook. In their chapter on consumer sound, Bech and Francombe (volume 2, chapter 16) describe the constitution of an expert panel for the conducting of listening tests. The initial sixty applicants are whittled down to just ten through a process of selection based on the close parity (or not) of sound pressure level sensing between ears and the applicants’ abilities to perceive certain manipulations of standard audio material. (Other selection processes include those based on fluency and suitability to work in a team.) Furthermore, the final ten subjects so selected are trained in the precise use of a vocabulary for the description of audio parameters and changes in those parameters. Thus, the consumer is delivered audio technology designed within a framework that can neither be apprehended nor comprehended by, through extrapolation, five-sixths of the consuming public. This seems more than a little absurd but is perhaps perfectly understandable given the audio industry’s fetishization of audio quality (beyond that quality normally graspable in everyday consumer usage) and the requirements of the modern world for the mass production of one-size-fits-all artifacts. More interesting to my thinking here, though, is the design of the listening test specifications in order to eliminate the listener’s imagination through the objectification and quantification of that imagination (see Walther-Hansen, this volume, chapter 23, where these listening tests are discussed further). The purpose of the listening tests is to aid in the design of audio products by “the objectification and quantification of the consumer’s imagination with respect to the audio signal.”5 This is initially manifested in the requirement to straitjacket the panel subjects’ vocabularies when describing the quality of the audio and so to limit the use of descriptors and metaphors that, in themselves, precisely display each individual’s capacity to imagine different qualities to those required in the listening tests. My contention is that ambiguity provokes the imagination. The implicit result of the selection of subjects for the listening tests described above is not so much the objectification and quantification of the imagination—thereby neutering it—but to remove ambiguity from the imagination equation in order to ensure that subjects’ answers conform to a predetermined framework.

You are woken in the small hours of the night by a scraping and tapping sound from somewhere within your home. As you struggle to waking consciousness and pull the bedcovers closer under your chin, the use of imagination to make sense of the mysterious sound is an attempt to resolve several cases of ambiguity that are inherent in the initial apprehension of the sound. Does it presage a threat or not? If the sound is indeed a harbinger of some danger lurking a few rooms away, is it a thief or, worse, an axe-wielding murderer? Such ambiguity in the sounding of sound is, of course, beloved of sound designers working on horror films and survival horror computer games (while I have already mentioned their use in literary fiction). It is usually stimulated through one modality—the auditory modality in this case—because the use of further modalities leads to a speedier resolution of the ambiguities faced by the listener and thus little time is available for the imaginations of the spectator or player to delve deep into the darker recesses of their fears. Nevertheless, even in multimodal contexts, I would suggest that the resolution of ambiguity plays an important role in allowing the mind to imagine which of several possibilities might be the actuality. A car horn sounds as you stop walking and turn to cross the street. You imagine it could be the driver throwing a friendly greeting to an acquaintance strolling on the pavement beside you or it could be that the driver is warning you not to step onto the street at this present moment. The quick use of the visual modality confirms the former scenario, and so you continue safely on your way across the street. (For more on the essential ambiguity of sound, see Seán Street, this volume, chapter 20.)



The Necessity of Vagueness and Ambiguity to the Imagining of Sound

The resolution of ambiguity through a process of imagining what the external world might be and then selecting the best-case scenario plays a role in the experience of presence in that world and the conception of self as distinct from that world, no less so than it does in the perception of objects and events from which sound waves emanate. In my other chapter in this handbook, I have suggested that presence arises from an individuation of the self from nonself and that this is contingent on the creation of a perceptual environment that is selected from one of many perceptual hypotheses as to the provenance and relationship between stimuli sensed from the salient world. One can explain this in terms of the resolution of ambiguity. In this model, and using sound as the exemplar, a hypothesis that is an imagining of the salient world around our selves is assembled as a possible resolution to the ambiguity presented by individual sounds and collections of sounds. This is tested for its potential to aid in the differentiation of self from nonself (i.e., salient world); if found to be insufficient to form the environment (that would result from this differentiation) in which to be present (necessary to our functioning and survival in that world), an alternate hypothesis is assembled in an attempt to resolve the ambiguity in the context of continuing external stimuli. Vagueness comes into play as the unstable substrate that keeps us questing; testing and probing the external world in the quest for resolution and one’s place in that world.

And so on until the ambiguity is successfully resolved with the creation of a workable environment as a close and usable perceptual model of the salient world. It is important to note that the speedy resolution of ambiguous sounds is aided by input from other perceptual modalities. And this works for other sensory ambiguities too: the risk posed by the sight of a car moving toward the pedestrian on the street is assessed not only in the context of visual images but with the aid too of the car’s engine noise (e.g., speed, acceleration, and so on) and the sound of the tires (often heard above the sound of the engine and with a loudness and quality dependent on factors such as the surface of the road). Furthermore, it is important to note that the auditory modality is, with the visual modality, one of the means by which we locate objects in the world and hence our selves in relation to them. The process of localization of sound, that is, the process of fixing the sound we perceive onto likely sound wave sources, forms part of the disambiguation of sound that is necessary to our sense of presence in the world whether that be the actual world or the virtual world of a computer game.


Concluding Remarks

In 2017, I attended the Audio Mostly conference in London. One of the keynote speakers gave a presentation on her efforts to use artificial intelligence (AI) to produce music. When I asked why she thought this would be a worthwhile project to pursue, “well,” the answer came back, “then everyone can create music like Bach, Mozart, or Beethoven.” Leaving aside the obvious rejoinder (duly made to no further comment) that there would then be no value in being a Bach, a Mozart, or a Beethoven, the speaker makes the mistake—all too common to those attempting the production of artistic artifacts through AI—of confusing what it is to create and what it is to be creative. Producing a pastiche of the Große Fuge through the aid of AI is indeed an act of creation in the sense of making something that did not exist before, but it is not an act of creativity in that what is produced is not new in form and/or structure and therefore has no potential to be seminal for the future direction of composition. And it certainly does not make one a Beethoven. Computer languages, fundamental to the programming of AI software, are designed to remove vagueness and ambiguity. Indeed, as pointed out above, in being digital, there is an even more fundamental precision and unambiguity to them; they are incapable of being ambiguous, let alone vague, and are thus ultimately incapable of producing ambiguity in the end products they are designed for. A work of art needs a certain vagueness and inherent ambiguity to it in order to provoke the imagination and to resolve it into thoughts, ideas, and new beginnings.




Notes

1. For example, http://www.statisticbrain.com/human-body-statistics/. Accessed October 3, 2017.

2. http://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/fitness/expert-answers/heart-rate/faq-20057979. Accessed October 3, 2017.

3. http://www.topendsports.com/testing/heart-rate-resting-chart.htm. Accessed October 3, 2017.

4. Ambiguity is fundamental to many forms of humor (cf. Groucho Marx’s comment about shooting an elephant in his pajamas) and so one could make the remark that digitalization is not a particularly amusing topic. I trust the reader will indulge me here.

5. Here, “imagination” is used in the sense of to form an auditory image as in an auditory experience. Thus, imagination includes not only the auditory imaging of the original sound wave but also the imagining of, for example, the acoustic environment in which that sound wave was propagated. Bech and Francombe describe the quantitative descriptive analysis (QDA) method for experiential research: “QDA is one of the basic methods in sensory analysis of food or sound quality; it addresses and controls the complex influence of an individual listener’s expectations, mood, previous experiences, and so on in an experimental context.”
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chapter 6

Listening and/as Imagination

Marcel Cobussen



Introduction

The central theme of Frank Zappa’s album Joe’s Garage from 1979 is how authorities try to control music because it only leads people astray. And so the story unfolds with Joe, a teenager in a residential area who starts a band in an old garage, and his friends. Noise pollution and sexual debauchery involving (catholic) girls and cyborgs—encounters both directly linked to music making—bring them into contact with the police and other authorities. Joe is sent to a special prison where the government keeps all criminals involved in the music business. Upon release he enters a society that is completely controlled by secret state organizations, a society from which (most) music is banned. The only thing left for Joe to do is to dream imaginary guitar notes and vocal lines. The story ends with the urgent advice to pawn your imaginary guitar and get a good job. Of course, Zappa writes in the liner notes, although the story might seem “just a little bit preposterous,” we can easily call to mind countries in the world where music is either severely restricted or completely illegal.

It will not come as a surprise that my main interest, here and now, in this funny story with a serious overtone lies in the part in which Joe’s only contact with music takes place in his imagination. Not being able to listen to “real” music, he is condemned to listen to notes that resound in his mind. (Are they actually resounding? What does resounding mean in this context? Do imaginary notes [re]sound?) Joe is like the composer who creates works without access to a musical instrument or a computer and whose compositions will never be notated or performed; confined to her imagination, her works will always remain inaudible to everybody except herself.

The only place (Is it a place? Does imagination have a real place, a topos, clearly localizable?) where Joe can enjoy music in an unrestrained way is a place that cannot be accessed by anyone except himself: those areas of his brain where neurologists hypothesize that imagination is located and activated. In other words, mental musical “images” (unlike English,1 other Germanic languages do have a sonic equivalent of imagination: the German Einbildung, the Dutch verbeelding, or the Swedish inbillning can be transformed into Einklankung, verklanking, or inklangning) have two important components: they are inaudible to the ears; and they are strictly personal.

The aim of this chapter will be to focus on the role imagination plays when engaging with music. However, in contrast to the story about Joe and the fictive composer, I will not primarily focus on the creation of music within the mind of the maker; instead, my main interest lies in the connection between imagination and various “regimes of listening”—from “attentive listening” to all kinds of “distracted listening.” The hypothesis I will investigate is that imagination is inextricably connected to listening, that imagination is a necessary quality when listening. Indeed, as David Toop (2016) writes in Into the Maelstrom, listening has to do with “gathering, sensing, sharing, enhancement, calibration, invention, and imaginative resonation” (171). As a creative act, listening is always already somehow attached to the imaginary. However, this imagining-through-listening is to a certain extent determined—and perhaps even restricted—by the sonic input and, sometimes, by the sound sources. The various entrances, various examples, or various case studies that follow should be regarded as arguments to support the hypothesis.


Noise, Music, and Imagination

To continue with another fictional story, here is a short monologue of the actress Brit Marling in her role as Rhoda Williams in the movie Another Earth:

Have you heard the story of the Russian Cosmonaut, the first man ever to go into space? The first man to ever look at the planet he’s from. And he’s lost in that moment. And all of a sudden, this strange ticking … is coming out of the dashboard. Tik. Tik. Tik.

He rips out the control panel, takes out his tools, trying to find this sound—trying to stop this sound. But he can’t find it. He can’t stop it. It keeps going. A few hours into this, it begins to feel like torture. A few days go by with this sound and he knows that this … small … sound … will break him. He’ll lose his mind. But what’s he going to do? He’s up in space. Alone. In a space closet. He’s got 25 days left to go, with this sound. So the cosmonaut decides that the only way to save his sanity is to fall in love with this sound. So he closes his eyes, and he goes into his imagination, and then he opens them. He doesn’t hear ticking anymore. He hears music. And he spends the remainder of his time sailing through space in total bliss. In peace.

(Cahill 2011)

The story reminds me—is association also a kind of imagination?—of John Cage’s (1973) words “Wherever we are, what we hear is mostly noise. When we ignore it, it disturbs us. When we listen to it, we find it fascinating” (3). Cage, here, shifts the responsibility of emancipating ambient sounds (pitches other than the eighty-eight, durations that are not metered, timbres that are unmusical or distasteful—in short, noise)—and of integrating them into the sacred realm of Music from the composer to the listener; the “we” in the quote is definitely not referring to musicians (composers or performers) but to humans in general. He urges listeners to consider noise as music, to conceive of “non-musical” or “extra-musical” sounds as if they were music in order to finally turn them into music. To make this happen, Cage appeals to the listeners’ imaginations, to employ them just as the Russian cosmonaut did, willfully changing his aural attitude in order to transform the bothersome ticking into pleasurable music. Cage demands an open mind from the listener, a susceptible ear for all that sounds; better yet, for all that sounds and that is still excluded from music in the traditional sense. It is the mindset of the listener that helps to open the domain of Music to all possible sounds (which of course does not mean that all sounds are then by definition music). When Cage provocatively claims that Mozart and Beethoven’s music always sounds the same, whereas the traffic on Sixth Avenue varies at every moment, he challenges listeners not only to open their ears but also to conceive, to imagine the street noises as a musical composition.

Cage invokes the listener some fourteen years before Aaron Copland gives his Charles Eliot Norton Lectures at Harvard University in 1951 and 1952 on music and imagination. Although far more conservative in his composing and thinking, Copland, too, starts his lecture series with addressing the listener, his claim being that, in order to make music meaningful, the listener cannot not use her imagination, as music is the most abstract of all the arts. In other words, not only is a listener’s imagination required to turn extramusical sounds into musical ones but also making music meaningful in general requires a creative and sensitive approach, as its symbolic character is too imprecise to convey its true meaning (Copland 1980, 13): “It is the imagination and the imagination alone that has the power of balancing the combined impressions made by themes, rhythms, tone colors, harmonies, textures, dynamics, developments, contrasts” (15). And following Cage to a certain extent, Copland argues that a listener’s imagination should best be developed by exposure to nonfamiliar, new music.

Copland (1980) presents an interesting line of reasoning although, in his Preface, he quickly adds that his talks should not be considered as “closely reasoned arguments on a single subject” (vii). Following Copland’s thoughts, music has some severe deficits, and a listener’s imagination is therefore needed to fill the gaps. What are these deficits? Music is abstract; lacking clear meaning, it does not easily convey its own essence, and its development in time makes it hard to follow its structural organization—that is why a listener needs to deploy her imagination to the fullest (next to experiential knowledge and analytical understanding, Copland later adds). Music, incomplete in itself, depends on a specific human ability in order to achieve the powers that so many people attribute to it. And, conversely, imagination is needed to somehow complete particular auditory perceptions. From a different perspective, one could say that humankind’s most private domain, the mind, comes to the aid of the sense organs that are incapable of making complete sense of certain aural stimuli, as those stimuli contain insufficient information for the human ear.



Compression and Imagination

A moderately similar line of argumentation, although dealing with a very different subject, can be found in the cultural historian Jonathan Sterne’s (2006) MP3—The Meaning of a Format. Sterne’s work on the technological and cultural developments of mp3s also discusses certain deficiencies being inherent in the object itself, deficiencies that require a solution on the listener’s side.

The technique used to make an mp3 file smaller by removing unnecessary data is called compression. To reduce the size of data files, mp3 encoding draws on three specific psychoacoustic principles to get rid of sounds that most listeners supposedly do not hear anyway. The first is auditory masking, or the eradication of similar frequencies when one sound is much softer than the other; as people will only hear the louder sound, the quieter one can be removed. The second is called temporal masking and removes a quieter sound very close in time (less than about five milliseconds) to the louder one. The third principle is spatialization, based on the premise that it is almost impossible for people to locate very low or very high sounds. To save dataspace, the mp3 encoder saves sounds at either end of the frequency spectrum only once for both channels, rather than twice, and plays them back in mono. Additionally, to save even more space, some encoders also discard all the data from 16 to 20 kHz, as most adults do not hear anything above 16 kHz anyway.

Although it is quite obvious that these compression techniques decrease the overall quality of the sound files, Sterne offers a few reasons why most mp3 listeners seem not to be bothered by this. One is that mp3s are designed to be heard via headphones or lower quality (computer) speakers. Another reason is that they are often meant for casual, distracted listening, usually in environments that are already saturated with other sounds. A third reason, and perhaps the most important one in the current context, is that mp3s follow more or less the same technical principles as the telephone: only the upper partials of the signal are transmitted, and when certain higher frequencies are played together, they may effectively suggest or simulate a fundamental.

What is interesting is that mp3s, while only offering a fraction of the information, do often provide a listener the basis for the full experience of a recording. This is possible because the brain will simply fill in the information that is lacking (Sterne 2006, 835). Sometimes sounds or parts of the sounds are not external to the listener but are created through the process of perception.2 Put differently, perceptual processes shape or codetermine the sounds listeners experience, especially when a stimulus is lacking in the immediate environment. Whereas Sterne is emphasizing the role of compression techniques in its relation to the listener’s sensorium by stating that “masked media establish sympathy with the senses to move with them, around them, and between them,” I would like to put more stress on the roles someone’s body and mind play while listening to mp3s. If imagination can be described as “the ability to confront and deal with reality by using the creative power of the mind” (The Free Dictionary),3 especially in the absence of a stimulus, it should not (only) be regarded as being linked to a peculiar aspect of human aesthetics, but rather as the dynamic, creative, and embodied process by which humans (and actually all living organisms) negotiate and react to certain circumstances. Imagination is a constructive function and adaptive disposition of both body (ear) and mind (neurological processes); a necessary and connecting link between sensation and conception (Kaag 2009).


Musica Mobilis and Imagination

In the same year in which Zappa released Joe’s Garage (1979) and presented the threatening scenario of a society in which making music and listening to music in public spaces was severely restricted, the consumer electronics producer, Sony, introduced the Walkman.4 Unlike the radio, the car stereo, or the boombox, this device, as well as its successors the Discman, the minidisc, the iPod, and current smartphones, offered people the opportunity to listen to music without sonically occupying public and/or private spaces. Perhaps the authorities would have left Joe alone, perhaps he would not have been obliged to create music in his mind, had he possessed such a Walkman. Today, its successors have become all-too-normal in public spaces, in public transport, in the gym, and even at home, creating for their users what Michael Bull (2010) once described as an auditory bubble, aurally (but also, often, socially) separating them from their physical environment.

Of course, listening to music through these devices can be an attempt to overcome alienation and boredom; it can be a tool of solipsism and mood management; it can help pass the time; it can be a form of self-assertion against an indifferent world; or it can be a form of self-dissolution in a world that presses down on the subject (Sterne 2012, 236).

However, delimiting myself here to the use of portable audio players in urban spaces, they can also be understood as “a crucial digit in the organization of sense,” an “extension of the perceptive potential” as the cultural historian Iain Chambers (1994) writes in Migrancy, Culture, Identity. These devices might open up

the prospect of a passage in which we discover, as Deleuze reminds us in Logique du sens (1969), those other cities that exist inside the city. There we move along invisible grids where emotional energies and the imaginary flow, and where the continual slippage of sense maintains the promise of meaning. (50)

Although conveying an apparent refusal of social interaction, these appliances somehow do reaffirm participation in a shared environment, especially because they change the ways users can perceive their surroundings. These new ways shift toward instability, as a disconnection is established between the aural, visual, and physical inputs.5 By carefully constructing playlists, selecting songs, using the shuffle function, and/or frequently adapting the volume, each user selects and rearranges the surrounding soundscape and shapes the rhythms of individual movement through the urban space. Simultaneously, this private soundscape itself is constantly decontextualized and recontextualized as it interacts with the visual and physical space through which the user moves. Through spatio-phonic behavior, the user recomposes the static, geometrical structure of the city into a personal organization of space, conferring a different sense on the city (discovering other cities within the city, as Deleuze writes) as well as producing a different sense of space and time, thereby enabling new modes of experiencing the urban environment. To quote Chambers once more, this musica mobilis

offers the possibility of a micro-narrative, a customized story and soundtrack, not merely a space but a place, a site of dwelling. The ingression of such a privatized habitat in public spaces is a disturbing act. Its uncanny quality lies in its deliberate confusion of earlier boundaries, in its provocative appearance of “out of place.” (1994, 52)

I propose that this experience of being “out of place,” this “confusion of earlier boundaries,” this “uncanny quality” of schizophonia (see Schafer 1994) can be traced back to the dissociation between hearing on the one side and seeing and feeling on the other, leading to what the sociologist Jean-Paul Thibaud (2004) calls “a process of derealization of urban space” (330). Mobile listening can render the strange familiar and the familiar strange. By destabilizing and multiplying the relations between the aural, the visual, and the physical, it evokes new thoughts, associations, and fantasies; in short, derealization triggers the imagination. The music turns the urban environment into a theater stage, the passers-by into actors, and the mobile listener into an audience-of-one and a stage director at the same time, inventing, imagining, and experiencing various plots as well as orchestrating a temporary synthesis between several heterogeneous events. As the music psychologist Ruth Herbert (2011) remarks, “music emerges as an effective mediator between internal and external experience, affectively coloring and fusing together perceptual elements that could otherwise remain separated” (147). Following the psychologist Josephine Hilgard, Herbert calls this imaginative involvement, a “temporary absorption in satisfying experiences in which fantasy plays a large role” (69). Musica mobilis activates extramusical associations and thus contributes to an altered perception of one’s surroundings. While this imaginative involvement may seem like a complete turning inward of the listener, away from the music “itself” as well as a closing off to the external world and its concerns, Herbert stresses that music is often actively drawn into relationships with other things, interacting with elements of both the external environment as well as with internal concerns (187). If listening to music, and specifically listening to music while moving, is indeed a successful intermediary, linking internal thoughts and associations to external events, it is my proposition that this linking cannot take place at all without the human faculty of imagination.


The Inaudible and Imagination

So far I have been dealing with audible sounds, mostly musical sounds, and have argued how imagination always seems to play a role in the experience of those sounds. However, in some circumstances sounds, musical or otherwise, can only be assumed, surmised, presumed, hypothesized; the sounds are presented in one way or another but remain audibly absent, as is expressed, for example, in one of John Keats’s most well-known poems, “Ode on a Grecian Urn” (see Quiller-Couch 1919):


Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard

Are sweeter; therefore, ye soft pipes, play on;

Not to the sensual ear, but, more endear’d

Pipe to the spirit ditties of no tone



What Keats is worshipping here, music inaudible for the ear but experienced in one’s mind, has its dark sides as well, as described by Oliver Sacks (2008) in Part One of Musicophilia, “Haunted by Music.” Sacks collected many stories of people who “suddenly” started to hear music in their heads when specific, often dramatic, events changed their lives—triggers such as strokes, deafness, and certain types of medicine. Take deafness, for example. The filling-in effect of mental processing that enhances musical imagination in response to expectation, suggestion, and experience can be strengthened by deafness. Deafness, Sacks claims, might intensify musical imagery, for with the removal of normal auditory input, the auditory cortex may become hypersensitive (2008, 33). So it becomes possible to hear music in the mind that bears an impact comparable to music heard in the air of the external world. Imagining music can indeed activate the auditory cortex as strongly as listening to it “in reality.” However, and this is where Sacks’s book differs from Keats’s poem, this phenomenon sounds nicer than it actually is, as this musical imagery is often involuntary, is neither commanded nor summoned, but is apparently spontaneous and mostly unsolicited. Although it is known that this unwanted music also has its positive effects—it may alleviate boredom, reduce fatigue, and draw attention to otherwise overlooked or repressed thoughts—it often becomes pathological. Sacks provides two particular examples. First, earworms,6 the incessant, sometimes maddening, repetition of certain fragments of music or jingles (Sacks 2008, 44), the exact working of which is quite uncertain: “Is it some oddity of sound, of timbre or rhythm or melody? Is it repetition? Or is it the arousal of special emotional resonances or associations?” (47). Second, musical hallucinations that, unlike “normal” musical imagery, have the startling quality of actual perception, as if the music is really coming from outside the human body. Musical hallucinations activate the temporal lobes, the frontal lobes, the basal ganglia, and the cerebellum—all parts of the brain normally activated in the perception of “real” music, often occurring if the senses and the perceptual systems of the brain receive too little stimulation. Both cases, Sacks suggests, draw on musical experiences and memories; the significance of particular sorts of music for the individual surely plays a major role in what they hear during their hallucinations.

Let me take this role of memory and imagination in relation to the sounds one hears in one’s mind into a more generically historical direction. Whereas Keats stresses the positive aspects of inaudible sounds created by the mind—they may be more beautiful than the ones existing in our “real” world—and Sacks emphasizes the negative effects—being invaded by these inaudible sounds might drive someone crazy—I would like to investigate yet another situation in which a certain absence of sounds activates the imagination without specifically negative or positive consequences.7 “A certain absence of sounds,” as the situation I will write about is not silent at all; it is often full of sounds, (re)presenting the presence of humans: murmuring or soft talking, shuffling feet, rubbing clothes, leafing, sighing, and so forth. But all these sounds take place in the presence of what the sixteenth-century French Baroque painter Nicolas Poussin called “mute things”: paintings. Thus, what interests me here are the sounds of/in/on (silent) paintings. Contrary to Richard Leppert’s (1993) marvelous book The Sight of Sound, my focus will not primarily be on the deliberate depiction and visualization of music, musicians, instruments, or performances through paintings and drawings; my interest lies precisely in the sounds that are not intentionally depicted, sounds that are in fact not depicted at all but that are nevertheless present even though they cannot be heard. Leppert delineates how the painting of music, roughly between 1600 and 1900, can contribute to contemporary discourses on social order, class distinction, gender issues, power relations, tensions between public and private spaces, high versus low culture, and so on. His emphasis is on those works that try to bring music into life through a mute medium as they locate the significance of music within human events, discourses, specific places, and social circumstances. Of course, the music being depicted there can only be imagined by us, contemporary viewers; based on historical evidence we can attempt to create in our minds a “sonic picture” of what music might have sounded and how it might have sounded like back then, the sonic reality “behind” those paintings. However, as a kind of contrapuntal voice, I will try to go one step further by changing the “sight of sound” into the “sound of sight,” for without any direct reference to sound or music, many paintings inadvertently (re)present the existence of a sonic world. Or, as Leppert (1993) writes, “for the characters inside the painting sound accrues meaning as a sonoric phenomenon, whereas from outside the painting, for the viewer, who can see but cannot hear the events represented, [sound] means as a sight” (4).

Let us take one of Johannes Vermeer’s famous paintings, De Melkmeid from (approximately) 1658, precisely because there is no direct reference to sound depicted. The painting portrays a maid who is slowly pouring milk into a squat earthenware vessel commonly known as a Dutch oven. Dutch ovens were generally used for prolonged, slow cooking and were made of iron or, in the case of this painting, ceramic. Although not really visible, it is assumed that she trickles the milk over a mixture of bread and eggs to make a bread pudding. The kitchen is probably cold, given the foot warmer with its smoldering ember on the floor. The maid seems silent, modest, fully concentrated on her activity; actually the whole setting breathes calmness, stillness, contemplation, tranquility.

Of course, so much has already been written about Vermeer’s paintings, the specific (blue and yellow) colors he used, the way he painted light and shadows, the composition of his paintings, and the subjects and topics he chose with his genre painting; depicting aspects of everyday life, portraying ordinary people engaged in common activities, and, here, a maid in a kitchen of—most likely—a Dutch upper-class family.

However, as Leppert (1993) aptly remarks, the world the painting represents is made silent (29). The painting, as painting, silences everything that it depicts. In fact, one could state that paintings are silent recordings of events that (almost) always had an auditory component as well. Inspired by Leppert’s The Sight of Sound and Toop’s Sinister Resonance (see fn. 5), I went to the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam to … listen to De Melkmeid, that is, to imagine the sound world within the painting. As Toop (2010) writes,

A sound-world inhabits and emanates from certain paintings. Despite their actual silence, that sound-world accumulates as the scene, the space of the scene, the activity within the scene, and the world beyond the scene all gather force. (31)

I concentrate, I close my eyes, trying to teleport myself to seventeenth-century Delft. I am sitting in the kitchen, opposite the maid, quietly, hearing how she pours the milk over the soaked bread. Of course, had the oven been of iron instead of ceramic, it would have sounded completely different, with higher frequencies, louder perhaps, with fewer overtones. I also hear the crackling of the embers, very soft and soothing. And the maid? Silent as she may be within Vermeer’s painting, she has just been humming a popular folk tune “Ik zag Caecilia komen” (“I saw Caecilia coming”), sonically expressing her concentration on the preparation of the pudding. She has even closed the window, not only to keep the warmth of the foot warmer inside but also to drown out some of the outside noises: the nearby blacksmith making horseshoes, hula-hooping children, barking dogs, a stomping horse, someone screaming and shouting at irregular intervals, the last stages of a rain shower, and so forth. These potential noises on the outside, sounds produced by animals, weather conditions, and mostly lower-class people, raise my awareness of the soothing stillness and tranquility of this Dutch, upper-class, seventeenth-century interior. But even when apparently silent, the kitchen space, like all spaces, is always already filled with sounds that, even if inaudible, can still be felt.

Of course, these are only personal reflections, for the most part possible because the painting is silent, lacking but also leaking sonic information, providing me with the liberty to imagine the milkmaid’s sonic environment.8 How can we listen to sounds long vanished? The original sounds are an inaccessible source, so the perception of sound in this painting can, to a large extent, only be speculative. The only thing I do is attempt to hear some echoes, some distant sounds of an unverifiable past.9 And yet, sound is indisputable within the pictorial space; the sonic aspects are not literally silent, for the memory, historical knowledge, and imagination it activates in me do include sounds.10 Imagination can do its work of filling in whatever is absent. So, in a way, this is rather a tribute to the human brain than to the sounds themselves: imagination, based on knowledge; knowledge fed with imagination.11

Arriving home from the Rijksmuseum, I reread Jacques Attali’s (2003) remarks in Noise about Pieter Brueghel’s Carnival’s Quarrel with Lent: “Brueghel not only gives a vision of the world, he also makes it audible—perhaps for the first time in Western art” (21). The quarrel is full of sounds: music, laughs, complaints, murmurs, natural noises, noises of work and play. Most of them have virtually disappeared from our everyday life. Attali calls the painting an “archeology of resonances” and a “cartography of noises,” and he insists that we must use it to listen, to listen to music and to all noises in general (22–24). Listening to paintings—this cannot be accomplished without using our imagination.


The Audible and Imagination

As a counterpart to the previous section, listening to silent paintings, to the inaudible audible of a two-dimensional pictorial space, let us now concentrate on sounds that can actually be heard but whose sources and origins cannot be seen or otherwise detected.

Lying on the ground in complete darkness in a venue in Rotterdam, I once experienced Karlheinz Stockhausen’s Gesang der Jünglinge. Surrounded by speakers, the audience was completely immersed in the sound world, not always able to locate the sounds nor capable of reflecting on the origin or identity of the sounds they heard.

Sound artists sometimes ask the audience to close their eyes so as to be able to fully concentrate on what they hear. In 2007, the Dutch sound artist Cilia Erens created the soundwalk “Terug naar Oda, een geluidsrelict (2007-680)” (“Back to Oda, a sound relic (2007-680)”). Oda was a blind Scottish princess, born near the end of the seventh century, who ended up living in a small village in the south of The Netherlands, now called Sint-Oedenrode after Oda. She had healing powers and was therefore canonized. Erens’s sound artwork consists of recorded sounds from Scotland as Oda could have heard them (a gurgling stream, bleating sheep, crackling fire, breaking waves, flying oystercatchers) gradually transforming into the present-day soundscape of Sint-Oedenrode (a passing car, church bells, a motorbike). What made this soundwalk particularly special was the fact that the soundwalkers were blindfolded; like Oda, unable to see and relying on their ears by necessity.

“Terug naar Oda” is not the only soundwalk by Erens in which the participants are required to eliminate their reliance on sight. In 2010 she developed “SlowLloydSound,” in which she led blindfolded students of architecture, landscape, and urban planning through the Lloyd Hotel and Cultural Embassy in Amsterdam in order to gain insights (sic) into how space expresses itself through sound and how sound works as a spatial concept. And, in “Moving Soundspaces,” partially taking place on the Amsterdam Dam square, Erens investigated how blindfolded participants react to the sonic environment.

The concerts of the Spanish sound artist Francisco López are immersive sonic experiences taking place in the dark, with multichannel surround systems and blindfolds provided for the public. Created from a myriad of special sonic environments (both natural and artificial) collected from all over the world, his works do not simply present those original soundscapes but rather evoke virtual sound worlds where the listener experiences an environment in which the rules and the parameters are defined by sounds. As Seth Kim-Cohen (2009) remarks in In the Blink of an Ear, “López manipulates the recordings to arrive at sound works intended to be devoid of semiotic attachments to identifiable referents” (125). Nothing should distract the audience’s attention from the pure matter of sound: no referentiality, no visual input, no textual explanations. López himself writes in a short essay, “Against the Stage,” “I do not defend sonic matter as an aesthetic or conceptual category, but as a gate to different worlds of perception, experience, and creation [ … It is] a rich, transformative experience, with ungraspable specific content but imbued with the strongest presence and power of sound” (López 2004).

One of the main differences between Erens’s soundwalks and López’s compositions is of course this referentiality: whereas Erens does not try to cover and hide the sources, the referents, and the meaning of her recordings, López works in a more Schaefferian way by making an (almost) unrecognizable abstraction of concrete sounds collected from natural and artificial environments.12 When considered within the context of imagination, López’s pieces and the ensuing listening experiences might be more interesting than Erens’s soundwalks: while listening to more or less well-known sounds surely leads to a mental visualization of the sound sources and matching environment, sounds devoid of any referentiality might activate one’s imagination to an even wider expanse of associations, as the listener will perhaps try to connect those sounds to a sonic and visual world that is already known.13

In On Psychopathology, Sigmund Freud (1993) pens a few sentences on a child hearing some uncanny sounds from the parental bedroom. The parents have intercourse, but the child cannot see them, does not immediately recognize the sounds, and finds them difficult to identify. Freud writes that such noises are “an indispensable part of the fantasy of listening [Belauschungsphantasien],” triggering “primal fantasies,” that is, unconscious fantasies stemming from having perceived one’s parents having sex (Freud 1993, 154; Dolar 2006, 133; Toop 2010, 89). Within the context of this essay’s topic, I think it is possible to read in Freud’s short observation the concept that a child’s imagination can be activated on the basis of sounds that are unfamiliar to her and that cannot be clarified and verified through visual information. In other words, while a clear origin, meaning, and context of sonic phenomena might hamper or diminish the motivation to use one’s imagination, a more ambiguous provenance, abstraction, and semantic absence might lead to generative compensation in the listener’s mind, through imagination, for example.

Of course this is a well-known effect used in almost every horror story or movie. In The Blair Witch Project (Myrick 1999), three film students set out to produce a documentary about the fabled Blair Witch. They explore some woods to research the legend, filming everything, but get lost and need to set up camp in the forest. In the nights that follow, they find themselves surrounded by eerie sounds while failing to find their sources: first they think they are coming from locals, later from deer, but the problem is that these sounds surround and encompass them. Later they seem to hear the sounds of laughing and screaming children. On the sixth morning in the forest, one student has disappeared. After trying in vain to find him, the other two think they hear him screaming for help in the darkness. Following his presumed cries, they arrive at a derelict, abandoned house. While searching for their friend, something unseen causes them to drop the cameras while still filming. There the footage ends.

One could state that the whole movie hinges on sounds—eerie, uncanny, scary, and hardly identifiable; it is not even clear whether the sounds are real or not. As one of the friends remarks after being asked, “What do you think that was last night?,” “Personally, I think it was someone fucking with your head.” A trick of the mind, imagined sounds, or real sounds whose sources and referentiality are manipulated by the mind? Because it is dark, because the sounds’ origins cannot be traced, the imagination takes over.

The audience is also left in ignorance: the movie ends without clarifying anything. The camera position—most often from a first-person perspective—and the blurry, granular, and shaky film images—as if the audience is observing through the lens of a cheap camera—make them experience the same uncertainties as the main characters: did we (the audience) hear what they (the characters) heard? Did we hear what we think we have heard? Could we detect where the sounds were coming from? As The Blair Witch Project does not visually divulge anything, the sounds—imagined or real—lead us to imagine what might have happened.

The soundscape composition during the closing credits only prolongs or reinforces this: as with the sound works of Francisco López, the sounds are devoid of clear referentialities: do we hear rattling chains, echoes of subterranean cellars, closing steel doors, moving concrete blocks, or is that “just” our imagination?


Conclusion—Sonic Imagination

In this chapter, I have reflected on the question of what role imagination plays in the experience of listening to music. Regarding the concept of imagination, my starting point has simply been the common understanding that imagination is the ability to use the creative powers of the mind in an engagement with reality and the perception of this reality. It has not been my aim to rethink this concept through sound, music, or listening. Frank Zappa’s musical character Joe, producing imaginary guitar solos; Aaron Copland and John Cage’s thoughts on how we experience music; Jonathan Sterne’s explanations of how we perceive music rendered through mp3s; Iain Chambers and Ruth Herbert’s investigations into portable audio devices; Oliver Sacks’s, Richard Leppert’s, and David Toop’s incentives to think about the absent presence of sounds in paintings; and the works of Cilia Erens, Francisco López, and Daniel Myrick that somehow deal with the presence of sound in connection with the absence of the visual—this journey through music, sound art, psychology, art history, philosophy, neurology, technology, and cultural studies has provided me with arguments to substantiate the hypothesis that listening is always to some extent connected to imagination because listening not only encompasses the aural perception of a reality, the outside world, but also a creative interplay with that perception in the mind. I have coined this process as an imagining-through-listening. Just to be clear, it has not been my intention here to present a new theory on listening or on imagination; my contribution should only be read as a modest exploration of the idea that listening somehow cannot occur without imagination, that imagination is needed to fill in certain gaps. Therefore, let me end with a final example underpinning my hypothesis.

Some years ago I attended a concert of the band I loved so much in the 1970s: YES. Three of the most popular albums from the heyday of this British band were performed in their entireties.14 Unfortunately, two main original band members, the singer Jon Anderson and keyboard player Rick Wakeman, were replaced due to personal reasons; however, the experience was still a trip down memory lane, not the least because I was there with some old high school friends.

So, how was I listening that evening? Of course that is difficult to recall, but I can be pretty sure regarding some aspects of my listening experience back then. We were all standing for some three hours, so after a while my arthritis directly influenced my concentration on the show. Second, my listening experiences were also affected by my other senses; the light show and the musicians interacting and playing their instruments made clear that (live) music is not only for listening, but also for looking, while the smells of beer and sweat contributed in another way to the overall experience. Then there were my extramusical memories, taking me back to the time I was a teenager, the sense of my high school, how we listened and exchanged records, the excitement when a new LP was released and finally available in the local music store—those memories, combined with certain nostalgic emotions, also played a role in what Ruth Herbert (2012) has labeled as “heteronomous” or “ecological” listening, a listening that is inevitably personal, relational, and situational, an activity in which thoughts, associations, fantasies, and memories interact with current moods and prior knowledge about the music as well as, for example, the environmental sounds and acquired patterns of response. However, most relevant to this context, is that besides my “extramusical” imagination, mostly formed by reminiscences, I was using my “sonic imagination.” Besides listening to the actual music played on stage by the three remaining YES members and the two stand-ins, I simultaneously heard the original records, the songs and sounds as they were imprinted in my mind. One could say that I was hearing double; an oscillating, divided listening during which I was torn between the actual sounds and the imaginary ones that kept superimposing themselves like shadows of a memory (Szendy 2008, 36). My listening was a fascinating form of oscillation between a sonic reality and a sonic imagination, the one critically reflecting on the other, the latter not less real than the former, the latter not less attentive than the former, the latter not less respectful than the former.

To listen to oneself listening, to think about the oscillations of different listenings that inhabit our inner ear, means to include an audible, inaudible sonic imagination.




Notes

1. Psychoacoustics and neuroaudiology use the words “auditory imagery” or “aural imagery.” Daniel Schmicking (this volume, chapter 4) suggests the word “audialization” as a substitute for auditory imagination. Presumably this concept was first used by Edward Casey in his book Imagining: A Phenomenological Study from 2000.

2. A more or less similar example is known as the continuity illusion. Pure tone “beeps” are produced repeatedly and unaltered at short, regular intervals. As the beeping continues, added noise pulses falling in the gaps between the beeps slowly grow in amplitude. At a certain moment, the noise becomes loud enough to mask the gaps between the beeps, and the beeps are perceived as a continuous tone. It is the auditory cortex of the listener that generates the illusion of a continuous tone, making a different sonic experience possible.

3. The Free Dictionary, http://www.thefreedictionary.com/imagination.

4. I discovered the term musica mobilis first in Jean-Paul Thibaud’s article “The Sonic Composition of the City” from 2004, but it had already been used by Shuhei Hosokawa in the early 1980s, when describing the “Walkman effect”: “I define musica mobilis as music whose source voluntarily or involuntarily moves from one point to another, coordinated by the corporeal transportation of the source owner(s)” (Hosokawa 2012, 105). This definition for the greater part covers the way it is used by Thibaud and myself.

5. This disconnection between aural, visual, and physical experiences also often takes place in soundwalks in which headphones are used. The aural information does not correspond with the information picked up by the other senses, causing confusion.

6. Sacks uses the term “brainworms” and restricts himself to their purely neuropsychological effects. Conversely, Steve Goodman in Sonic Warfare stresses the sociopolitical sides of this “audio virology,” mostly catalyzing the motivation to consume, as it intervenes in the affective sensorium’s mnemonic system. Hence, Goodman maintains, earworms can be a sonic illustration of what Deleuze described as the shift from disciplinary societies to societies of control (Goodman 2010, 144–147). Whereas disciplinary societies execute power through a diffuse network of institutions that regulate customs, habits, and productive practices, control societies execute this on a more immanent plane, distributing norms and values throughout brains and bodies.

7. What follows is to a large extent inspired by David Toop’s beautiful book Sinister Resonance. In other words, these passages would not have been possible had I not read his book first.

8. According to John Dewey, imagination also includes “the capacity to concretely perceive what is before us in the light of what could be” (Fesmire 2003, 65).

9. “I imagine these paintings not only as notation, but as records (in all senses of that word), ethnomusicological recordings that will play back, if only the phantom frequency can be tuned” (Toop 2010, 103).

10. As a kind of parallel, Peter Greenaway’s film Nightwatching, of course after Rembrandt’s most famous painting, begins with an exegesis of the sounds circulating within the painting (Toop 2010, 85).

11. The Dutch sound artist Angela de Weijer talks in similar terms about her work on infinite sound. The installation/performance “Earwitness” invites the audience to listen to objects that have absorbed sound. De Weijer claims that the objects themselves send out sounds on the verge of audibility. In reality this means that listeners perceive sounds in their minds on the basis of what they see and the precognition they have of the object (De Weijer 2014). De Weijer’s work and description remind me of Gaston Bachelard’s ideas about the reception of the “poetic image” in the subjective consciousness, a reception that demands great openness and a not-knowing that is not ignorance but a difficult transcendence of knowledge.

12. Pierre Schaeffer (1910–1995) used the term “musique concrète” for his compositions, meaning that the sources of the recorded sounds that he integrated in his works were (often) intentionally obscured or disconnected.

13. I am making here almost the reverse argument of Toop when he relates sounds to imagination. Toop writes that when we listen closely to “the constant burble of water we hear a murmuring of phantom voices—imagined choirs, conversations in language that eludes meaning, tantalizingly incomprehensible monologues and inner voices that seem to live with both the imagination and air” (2010, 94). Whereas Toop notices that our imagination begins working when listening to concrete sounds, the idea I propose here takes as its premise that it is the abstract sounds that trigger one’s imagination. Perhaps the burbling water only makes us hear those voices when it is deprived of its meaning and referentiality first.

14. Therefore, the tour was called “The Three Album 45th Anniversary Tour.”
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chapter 7

Imagination, Multimodality, and Sound

Joaquim Braga



Introduction

Today, with increasing occurrence, we have two sets of strong empirical facts from the media world: the first concerns the development of new multimodal surfaces (for instance, multitouch devices [like smartphones], digital computer games, smart televisions) and new multimodal environments (for instance, multimedia art performances [like digital theater and digital opera] and interactive art installations); the second, being directly related to the previous one, shows us the exponentially increased relevance of the sonic modalities in the construction and reception of these surfaces and environments, that is to say, briefly, of the multimodal relations themselves. But if one tries to link these two facts to the question of imagination this poses several theoretical challenges. One of the most important of them concerns how to conceive of the role of imagination outside the boundaries of a single mediation form. In its relation to the issue of mediation, imagination appears, in several philosophical approaches, to be involved with the idea of how a symbolic medium may suggest the implication of sensory modalities that are structurally not their own. The sensory dimensions missing—for instance, on a pictorial surface—are expressed by the evocative power of imagination. Thus, it becomes possible to theoretically think and sustain the aesthetic bond between music and image present, for example, in Wassily Kandinsky’s paintings. This perspective, however, only takes into account the “effects of absence” that imagination is able to bridge. But how, on a single surface of mediation (multimodal surface) or in a setting comprising various surfaces (multimodal environment), can different semiotic forms such as audio signs and visual signs be articulated?

The main argument that I will try to develop concerns the way imagination is central to this “relationship of presence” among different mediation modes. “Presence” here means both the empirical connection of different sensory modalities and the empirical materiality of their mediation surfaces. In this case, there is the question of how sound, combined with other modalities, can develop relations while, at the same time preserving its modal entity, it is able, therefore, to articulate distinct sensuous data. Such scope presupposes a threefold analysis of the core correlation between imagination and perception: the connective dimension; the relational dimension; and the individuating dimension. Consequently, in a multimodal surface or in a multimodal environment, the passage from connection to relation among mediation modes implies a certain modal differentiation that in some cases is enhanced and, in others, weakened. In the case of sound, such differentiation will here be termed sonic individuation.


Perception and Imagination

The theoretical inclusion of imagination in the activities of perception does not always follow clear principles and assumptions. One of the first major obstacles to such inclusion was overcome, in philosophical thought, through the idea of a split among sensory modalities. Seeing, hearing, touching, smelling, and tasting are, in this concept, autonomous modalities and therefore neither depend on each other nor are by nature relational. When the contrary happens, when two or more modalities are connected, as Denis Diderot (1829, 140) argued, it is an unnecessary cognitive redundancy. An example of this tendency is the way the various mediums are theoretically conceived: seeing is related with pictures; listening with music, for instance. If we start from a mere ontology of the sensible objects, focusing only on their perceptual recognition through, in this case, their sonorous properties, then we will hardly be able to conceive of a field for the multimodal relations. Similarly, we would be compromising the fact that the same object can be apprehended through other sensory modalities.

On the other hand, another major theoretical obstacle to the relation of imagination with perception is the reduction of the former to a mere visualization function.1 We may suppose that, when we imagine the sonority of a cello and mentally contrast it with that of a violin, we are only representing a set of particular sounds, as will also occur with the mental visualization of certain visual properties if we imagine the material forms of both musical instruments. Based on these supposed mental events, we can also arrive at the peremptory conclusion that the fact that we represent only the sound properties of each instrument—and not, for example, its visual properties—is symptomatic of the unshakable psychic and physiological fission among sensory modalities. The concept of “representation” sometimes obscures more than enlightens. The problem, in this particular case, lies not in the imagined audition of sound or visualization of visual forms, but in the deduction we make of it. The deduction leads us first to admit that the mental representation of something is devoid of the way we experience it—for instance, of the feelings it awakens in us—and, second, to transpose this form of visualizing (in a unimodal way) into the form in which we empirically perceive the sensory informations of phenomena. If, on the contrary, we include in the representation of something its expression too (here, a generic term for the way of experiencing it), then it is not valid to theoretically claim a reduction of the instrument’s sonority to its sonorous properties. The purely mental identification and differentiation of sound information is far from being able to eliminate all the different sensory data (tactile, proprioceptive, visual, etc.) associated with its sensible expressiveness. The emotions aroused by the sonority of a cello imply, simultaneously and without exception, the involvement of the various sensory modalities. We are fully aware of this when we put into words the differences that contrast a cello to a violin; very rarely do the adjectives we use in these descriptions have as their sensory reference only one sensory modality.

As far as Western philosophical thought is concerned, the preponderant inclusion of music in Plato’s (2006) “ideal state” is one of the greatest examples of the separation of perception and imagination. Because it is radically different from other sensory modalities, hearing, trained by musical rhythm and melody, supports the logos. That is, imagination has no active role here, since it is confined only to the world of figuration, that is, according to mimetic theory, the world of illusion. Largely as a consequence of this idea, the traditional philosophical conceptions about media—mainly those of the artistic forms—almost always started from a physiological differentiation presupposition; just like each sensory modality, each medium also has a matching autonomy. There are several theoretical descriptions that oppose, for example, painting to poetry, or music to painting. I call this assumption the “anatomical fallacy of the medium,” since it presupposes, ab initio, a straight symmetry between sensory modality and mediation form. The same fallacy can be found in the philosophy of technique and in media theory, namely in the idea that each technological artifact substantializes a physiological projection (in some cases, even psychic)—or, in the designation of Marshall McLuhan, an “extension”2—of a corresponding sensory organ.

Another misconception, moreover, is to confuse the hearing of sound with the perception of sound. The sense of hearing is not the only perceptual sound channel, since it is often possible to visually observe the vibration of certain sonic events in the environment and in the objects of it. As Don Ihde (2007) rightly points out in this regard:

I do not merely hear with my ears, I hear with my whole body. My ears are at best the focal organs of hearing. This may be detected quite dramatically in listening to loud rock music. The bass notes reverberate in my stomach, and even my feet ‘hear’ the sound of the auditory orgy. (44)

Even those infrasonic frequencies, which are not immediately audible, are capable of generating vibrations and thereby awakening somatic stimuli. Here, the maxim is that the nonaudible sound is converted as felt sound. This sensory peculiarity of sound can now be seen as a kind of implicit multimodality, as a source of innumerable sensible connection possibilities with extrasonic mediation forms. In this sense, the perception of sound, having a broader cognitive horizon, also tends to imply to a greater extent the role of imagination in the articulation of sonic events.

In modern philosophical thought, imagination often occupies a significant place in the relationship among different sensory modalities. However, as in the cases of George Berkeley (1709) and Étienne Bonnot de Condillac (1798), relevance was given to the visual modality and the senses that underpin its empirical objects. Touch thus appears as that sensory modality that best supports and integrates visual information; the tangible would be the cognitive domain that provides the superlative articulation model of the sensory modalities among themselves. In studies of pictorial art, the connection between visuality and tangibility—leveraged, in part, by the illusionistic paradigm of the perspective technique—was a theme well developed by art history.3 Alois Riegl (1901) and Heinrich Wölfflin (1915) developed several conceptual notions on the influence of tactile sensoriality in the creation and reception of pictorial works. For the first author, visuality has both an optical link (Fernsicht) and a haptic link (Nahsicht) with tangibility, both expressed in the relations of distance and proximity suggested by visual depth (Riegl 1901). Wölfflin (1915, 175), on the other hand, tends to polarize the two dimensions, inasmuch as he divides the typology of artistic pictures into “optical image” (Sehbild) and “haptic image” (Tastbild). The latter, unlike the first—which is completely unimodal—configures vision with touch, to the point that the observer has the illusion of being able to touch it, thus, to conceive it as if it were a sculpture.

In the sphere of the reception of artistic objects and events, Susanne Langer (1953) for instance, conceives a seminal articulation between imagination and perception that, in turn, will determine the aesthetic conversion of the actuality of the material medium into a sensible virtuality, into a nondeceptive “illusion.”4 In the case of music—which, for Langer, is the artistic form that best exemplifies the nonrepresentative link of imagination to sensory perception (1959, 209)—virtuality is nurtured by time and, in this sense, its own primary illusions are always expressed by a “virtual time.” The opposite happens in the plastic arts—their structuring elements imply the creation of a “virtual space.” Although the primary illusions initially support the aesthetic autonomy of each artistic form, there are virtual elements—derived from the articulation of perception with imagination—that, not being inherent in all these forms, can penetrate them. In this regard, as Langer reiterates, there is the interposition of a secondary illusion when, for example, the colors of a painting arouse musical sensations. In addition to generating a subjective aura around the aesthetic experience, secondary illusions increase the virtual autonomy of each artistic form, adding to its objects a certain life of their own (Langer 1975, 206).5

Given the complexity of the liaison between imagination and perception, we can then find in the question of multimodality a theoretical conflict that explicitly or implicitly accompanies its analysis. It can be described in the words of Lars Elleström (2010) when he asserts, “If all media were fundamentally different, it would be hard to find any interrelations at all; if they were fundamentally similar, it would be equally hard to find something that is not already interrelated” (12). The resolution of this dilemma, then, according to Elleström, is based on the theoretical recognition of the paradoxical relation that links media to each other, since they all “are both different and similar, and intermediality must be understood as a bridge between medial differences that is founded on medial similarities” (12). Nicholas Cook (1998), on the other hand, goes against the tendency to consider music as an isolated medium; it has always been connected with other mediation forms. Cook argues, however, that the analysis of multimediality must be reversed, that is, one must try to scrutinize the differences that are imposed among the connected media and not so much their conformity or correspondence. What a medium cannot fill, can be filled by another medium (104).


Sensory Vacuum and Evocative Power

The act of imagining is commonly linked to the idea of absence, whether it refers to existing objects or to fictitious objects. Contrary to perception, human imagination thus has an evocative power, capable of bringing to mind all that cannot be immediately and directly perceived. In traditional aesthetic conceptions, plastic arts were associated with an illusion regime because imagination was conceived as a deceptive faculty that, in turn, overlapped with perception. In a painting, for example, the signifier did not distinguish himself or herself from the signified but, rather, showed it, made it visible, as if it were the very appearance of the object that was in question. The relation of imagination to fiction tended to have a positive character, that was not, however verified in its relation to perception. Of course, at the expense of this, art has managed to claim for itself a symbolic autonomy over other cultural expression forms.

What, then, can renew the interpenetration of imagination in perception? An answer to this question is not straightforward or easy at all. However, one can rightly affirm that it is from the moment that the sensible data acquire a wider epistemic status and are less subjugated to the concepts of “representation” and “visualization” that a positive view is generated of the relational potentialities of imagination with perception. In this respect, Riegl’s considerations on the tactile dimensions of pictorial forms are also a paradigmatic example.

In an evocative multimodal relation, imagination fills the sensory vacuums of certain objects, certain represented forms, bringing to perception all those data of the senses that cannot be transmitted and articulated directly and immediately by themselves. Nevertheless, in such cases the relation between imagination and perception is given by the projected absence in the processes of the second (perception) and by the evocative power of the first (imagination) to overcome it. The viewer of a silent film will sometimes have the feeling of listening, although he cannot empirically locate the source of the sound.6 Already in our daily experience we make use of our imagination’s evocative power to represent, in its entirety, parts and elements of objects and events that are hidden. For instance, we know, though not having sensory information from it, that the sound of a songbird comes from the tree we see, though we cannot see the bird itself. In the case of artistic visual signs, the abstract painting—such as René Magritte’s—made much use of pictorial ellipses, that is, it reduced the shape of the objects to certain sensible configurations and omitted others.

Although with other implications, in a movie, the sound of a door being opened, but that is not visible, allows us to imagine that same object being manipulated. The sound effect, in this special case, anticipates the image, in order to actually suggest and create its spectrum, its own latency. Whether in a movie or a video game, what one hears without being able to see it allows the generation, in a very effective way, of the virtuality of the imagined. That is to say, the sound contributes here so that the visual is reinforced by the invisible. This sui generis fact—which is also called “acousmatic sound”7—is very current in audiovisual multimodality, but at the same time it makes plain the cognitive discrepancy between visuality and visibility. And, if one considers this idea positively, it is also thinkable that certain cinematographic atmospheres of suspense have, in their structural basis, an aesthetic mechanism of the reentry of the invisible in the visual. Due to such a reentry, an endless set of narrative possibilities opens up, while the role of emotions in the apprehension of the story is emphasized. With this multimodal articulation of sound and image, imagination is then made dynamic, brought to a kind of ontological tension between what is and what is not; which, in fact, brings it even closer to its own internal motion, when compared with that of other human faculties.

Other relationships, however, were suggested before the large-scale appearance of cinema. This has happened, for instance, in modern painting. Why is sound substantial for the plastic renewing of art pictures? The most usual response to this question is as follows: to produce empathic effects on the viewer that are not connected to pure figuration. “Vibration” is, according to Kandinsky (1963, 63), the main source of such effects. Therefore, he defends a sensory overlap between music and image. Sound is here, of course, the vehicle of color, capable of generating psychic and somatic resonances in the viewer themselves. Because, unlike the visual, it presents a greater power of abstraction, sound is, for Kandinsky, the medium of color and, simultaneously, of the abstract potentialities of the picture itself. The intersensory articulation, in this case, arises linked to a transformation of the structural nature of the two modalities involved.

Accordingly, the imagination has an intermodal profile; it is able to relate a present to an absent, it brings, for example, to Kandinsky’s paintings, the sound vibrations of music. Sound is, therefore, projected in color. The viewer sees and hears, but not in the same way that he sees and hears a character in a cinematographic plot. In Kandinsky’s paintings, the aesthetic projection has an eminently suggestive character, close to that of the metaphor. Metaphorical sound projections display cognitive entities that exemplify, so to speak, the unbroken bond between perception and imagination. Art has always had this proficiency. One of the many questions that arise from here is that of why we project sounds on sensible surfaces that apparently do not emit any kind of sound wave.

Extrasomatic entities are, in fact, only conceived from the strict point of view of perception. Human imagination prevents such a rigid and definitive detachment between subject and object because, first of all, the subject wants to place himself in a locus of experience, with all the cognitive potentialities as a psychic and physical being. The subject first projects itself as bodily being in the phenomena of their environment. The idea of object is, therefore, the result of an abstraction of all these potentialities. An example of this is the relationship between viewer and screen. Audiovisual media, unlike many theoretical interpretations, do not place observers only on the screen. Quite the contrary; the fact that they are multimodal surfaces leads to greater somatic involvement, to the point that the body generates relationships off the screen, often perceived by other observers. This effect of second-order observation—the observer who observes how the other observes—inevitably reverberates in the very apprehension of the information given by the media. It seems to be an undeniable fact that audio signs, rather than visual signs, have a strong capacity to enlarge the space of the medium to that of its environment.

To summarize, in such cases in which imagination has a pivotal function in the sensory fulfillment of the modalities that are not explicit in the medium, in which its evocative power is affirmed and accentuated, there is a kind of epistemological continuity between the medium itself and the sensory modalities. Thus, this also contributes to the weakening of the demarcation lines between the structures of the medium and the structures of our daily perceptions—the former act as symmetrically as if they were the latter. Now, this idea mirrors well the cognitive strategies inherent to advertising and propagandistic devices. In them, the continuity, the symmetry between medium and perception is indispensable in order, precisely, to obtain the reality effect of the proposed phenomenon, be it a mere product of consumption or even an ideological claim.


Mediality and Multimodal Articulation

In its relation to multimodality, the evocative power of imagination tends to acquire substantial relevance in the creation of explicit correspondences between the information suggested by a medium and the exemplification given by another medium. Such is the typical case of classical ballet. In it, the inclusion of music simultaneously operates as an effective way of emphasizing and expressing the subtlety of the body in motion: namely its balance during the successive elevations and the geometrically designed steps. The musical sounds evoke what is suggested by movement and repose, change and stasis, thus doubling the aesthetic stimuli of the dance itself. Therefore, in this specific case, the evocation does not refer to something absent, but rather to something suggested; it makes present this “something” as if, indeed, it was not already present. It is obvious that, due to the temporal immanence degree of sonic processes, music, articulated with dance, seems to express something that is in itself incapable of fully revealing itself in the moving body. To say that “music brings” means, at least on a metaphorical level, to imply the resolution of an absence.

All this, of course, implies a very close link between perception and imagination. Both can no longer have a stable degree of differentiation and, in this respect, imagination is closer to a capacity of visualization, of the reproduction of the sensible, than a purely creative capacity. The critique of the role of music in avant-garde modern dance is already one of the great symptoms of this aesthetic osmosis. The reinforcement of this visualizing tendency of imagination takes place, even more, outside the artistic sphere. In a significant part of multimodal environments and extra-artistic multimodal surfaces, sound tends to hold the typical aesthetic profile of the soundtrack. To awaken and accentuate certain emotions seems to be its pivotal cognitive function; in primary semiotic terms, sound works here as carrier of something that, initially, requires our imagination’s task of decoding.

However, this concept should be extended. Normally one tends to consider the soundtrack of a movie or video game, the music of a dance or a play, as aesthetic forms capable of generating a greater sensory involvement in the spectators and arousing, also, certain emotions. There is, here, a kind of theoretical prejudice that developed at the expense of Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s (1766) classical division between arts of space and arts of time—music being, of course, included in the latter. The expression of emotions—cathartic or even not exclusively therapeutic—has always served to overcome and obscure the issue of the sonic spatiotemporal articulation. Hence, when one speaks of musical atmospheres, one usually has as its main corollary the feelings that are capable of being produced Although not entirely resolved, the issue of space is set aside, leaving the sound articulation reduced only to temporal sequentiality. It is obvious that, as far as this question is concerned, the sonic atmospheres in general not only arouse feelings but also have the capacity to carry spatial relationships and stimulate spatial orientations. (The plastic musicality inherent in Kandinsky’s Der Blaue Reiter suggests precisely the act of the observer imagining himself or herself going through the same space—the pictorial atmosphere thus seeks to bring the observer into the screen, into the picture—it is only, in this sense, that the observer can, according to Kandinsky’s mimetic theory, experience the same emotions felt by the artist in the creative act.)

The weight of these sonic atmospheric phenomena is rarely valued for the formation and articulation of the type of multimodality involved. In fact, the sensible effects of atmospheres created by sound hide the true causes of multimodal connections to the point where the observers’ perception is immersed in a convergence interplay among different media. Although mediated by artifacts, artistic or extra-artistic, an integrated sensoriality tends to induce in the perception a quasi-organic apprehension of the phenomena and the sensible events. In short, this means that the structuring differences that underlie media and their respective modalities are, in most cases, suppressed by the sonority atmospheric effects.

Nevertheless, such psychological consequences are far from erasing all the implications—particularly the structural ones—brought about by the sonic atmospheres. One of them, perhaps the most relevant one, is the one that concerns the sensible (and therefore sensory) convergence of the media involved in a multimodal environment or the sensory modalities articulated in a single multimodal surface. Just as music has the potential to converge the physical movements of two bodies dancing, so also the sonic atmospheres provide an aesthetic convergence among media and distinct modalities. In this sense, it is an atmospheric bond provided by the continuous intervention of sound. Long before engaging the observer on the surface or in the multimodal environment, sound helps connect and relate the diverse and scattered elements that manifest in them, carrying perception and imagination into a common sensible space. This atmospheric coupling function can be considered doubly negative, since, due to the convergence, it presupposes and tends to promote a high reduction of the multimodal differences, as well as a deep submission of the imagination itself to a uniformed perceptual locus. Whether by simply abolishing musical accompaniment or by sharply contrasting sound sequences with those given by other media, there are several artists who attempt to reverse such double denial caused by the atmospheric coupling.

From what has been previously said, one may keep the idea that imagination plays a pivotal role in the articulation of sensory modalities among themselves. This is evidenced when we cannot have enough empirical data for all of them. Now, what happens in situations where imagination is addressed by several sensory stimuli, that is, when all modalities have matching empirical data? What is the function of imagination in a relation of presence? Or, if you prefer, what, in this respect, distinguishes a spoken movie from a silent movie? A summary answer to all these questions may be the following: imagination confers a unity between the senses and the perceived phenomenon itself. As far as sound is concerned, the possibility that it does not always have an explicit referential source allows it to be used, as in the case of cinema, in the creation of meaning sequences among different mediation modes. Even though a large part of sound effects has a diegetic nature—that is, it can be connected, for instance, with an explicit visual source—and music has, on the contrary, at many times a purely nondiegetic nature, there are sound effects that can also have an identical function to that of music and evoke extravisual information.

In purely sensory terms, the interrelationships between two distinct media power the role of imagination. If both media do not converge with each other in the same way that the sensory modalities can converge, there is, first of all, the need to create points of convergence. The imagination intervenes here in the creation of these interaction requirements of media, and the results of such processes can exceed diametrically the effects coming from a narrow interrelation of the senses. Since imagination is centered on the medium and in the information derived from it, the activities of the sensory modalities themselves are intensified. Contrary to what can be sustained by a visual theory of imagination, the human mind has not only the ability to imagine and visualize nonexistent objects. Imagination’s active role begins at once—even in cases where it is a matter of imagining something that does not exist or is simply absent—in the conception of relations among the elements that determine the mental configuration of the phenomenon in question. As we are more accustomed to see the final outcome of these conceptions, we neglect the relations that are properly involved in them. But, for example, fantastic beings and metamorphoses created by myth or art show us precisely our imagination’s ability to relate completely different and opposite elements in a purely perceptual level. Therefore, for perception, such cognitive discontinuities and discrepancies will result in an intensification of the apprehension processes of sensible phenomena, as happens, moreover, with the apprehension of art objects.

This one intensification, somehow, tends to increase the sensible information levels. The phenomenon of multimodality carries, in itself, a potentiation of the selection information possibilities. Here, however, is the maxim that the more possibilities of selection, the greater the need to articulate the various modalities among them. The example of video games can be used to illustrate this maxim. In attempting to encompass many modalities, and arousing different sensory stimuli, video game designers often find in the sonic modalities (music, sound effects, noises, voices, etc.) the true mediators of the medium’s sensory unity. Mediation events involving a high degree of interactivity, as in the case of video games, are, to a large extent, dependent on the articulation power of sonic modalities. These allow designers to add, for instance, in the visual modalities, a responsive dimension that, normally, games do not have.8 The sound displays the player’s interaction with the game surface, helping to make it a kind of quasi-organism that reacts to the multiple operations of the player itself.

The notions of “sound source” and “sound wave” often prevent the consideration of sonic events according to the materiality of the medium or media involved in multimodality. “Source” and “wave” are, in fact, words quite favorable to mental imagery, to metaphorical meaning-making processes related to the sound dimensions. But, on the other hand, as much as a scientific conceptual language may be found, everything seems to indicate that such discursive descriptions are ekphrastic signs of the expressive nature of sound. Put another way, the images we make of a sound perception are translated into a very suggestive lexicon of themselves, as if—why not say it?—the sonic events did not allow themselves to be truly abstracted from their perceptual sphere. Of course, doing so through words is already to be immersed (and not only phonetically) in a wide sonic spectrum of structures, elements, and atmospheres, which further provides a narrow epistemological continuity between sensible perception and linguistic expression, between listening and talking.

Due, in part, to this imagery mediated by language signs, the belief that sound itself is a purely dematerialized source of the sensible tends to prevail. Transposed to the world of music, this view comes implicitly associated with the alleged transcendence (Zuckerkandl 1973, 4) of musical sound, present in allusive metaphorical descriptions, for instance, of the ethereal character of classic music and the celestial nature of bel canto. Here, the following rule, however, dictated by the artistic aesthetic itself, may be valid: the enlargement of the expression of the sensible results, in certain aesthetic experiences, in the suggestion of its overcoming; this fact, moreover, is well evidenced by the link of avant-garde art with oriental mysticism.


Sonic Individuation and Interaction Disposition

Because of the idealistic theses of art autonomy and the phenomenology of perception, several misconceptions about the sound universe have been engendered. The influence of Kant’s aesthetic theory on the philosophy of music—and of sound in general—along with Edmund Husserl’s phenomenological philosophy is manifest in the conception of “acousmatic experience,” outlined, with expression in the so-called musique concrète, by Pierre Schaeffer (1966). Applied to musical art, the Kantian concept of “disinterest” and the Husserlian concept of “epoché” led to a reduction of the sonic event’s perception to a purely aesthetic causality; nonrelational, devoid of any fundamental link with the empirical contexts of sound’s appearance and the performative achievement of the same events. Of course, the acousmatic thesis has, in turn, an implicit unimodal presupposition, as can be grasped from the following words of Roger Scruton (1997): “in day-to-day matters, we leap rapidly in thought from the sound to its cause, and speak quite accurately of hearing the car, just as we speak of seeing it. But the phenomenal distinctness of sounds makes it possible to imagine a situation in which a sound is separated entirely from its cause, and heard acousmatically, as a pure process” (11–12). But to what extent does the idea of sonic differentiation imply pure processes and, under these circumstances, unimodality?

I argue that, at a level of multimodal mediation, the connection and the relation established among the various modalities involved are dependent—and therefore do not exclude them—from differentiation processes. As far as sound is concerned, such process may be termed sonic individuation. Accordingly, the theoretical maxim that supports these three dimensions can be stated as follows: the cognitive acts of connecting and relating different modalities presuppose an individuation of each one of them. From the relation between two distinct modalities, it follows that there are, too, several transformations at the core of their sensible qualities. In this sense, a multimodal sound acquires, for example, intensity degrees that are eminently suggestive of the relations between sound and the other implied modalities.

In a multimodal artistic environment, such as those of Merce Cunningham, John Cage, and Robert Rauschenberg, imagination seems to nurture a greater aesthetic freedom solely because the media in interaction do not have an explicit and settled convergence code. Probably, it can generate free interactions between music, dance, and painting and establish continuities and disruptions. No medium takes precedence over another.9 And it is in this sense that Cunningham (1985) can assert the autonomy of each artistic form since, in his words, these three forms “don’t come from a single idea which the dance demonstrates, the music supports and the decor illustrates, but rather they are three separate elements each central to itself” (137). In addition, the idea that each form (dance, music, and decor) should preserve its self-referentiality favors, in turn, in the common viewpoint of the three artists (Cunningham, Cage, and Rauschenberg), the imagination and the intuitive spontaneity both of the spectators and of the performers themselves.

In fact, there is a great theoretical misunderstanding in the analysis of the question of multimodality: that of conceiving the relationship among different symbolic media from the same assumptions of the sensory organization of our environment. The interaction among media is very distinct from the interaction among sensory modalities. Therefore, in a multimodal constellation, in order for a medium to constitute itself as a source of autonomous sensory information, it must, first and foremost, individuate itself from the other media involved. This does not always happen and, in the case of art, neither was it always a suitable purpose, as is manifest in the Wagnerian conception of Gesamtkunstwerk.

Some media theorists, based on Michel Chion’s concept of synchresis, find that film sound is devoid of any “autonomy” (Connor 2013, 118). Although it may seem to be prima facie valid, this thesis should be queried. Hence, the following question: Do sonic mediation forms, unlike all other possible ones, sustain a greater potentiality to individuate in multimodal contexts? And, if the answer is positive, is it this medial strength that makes them, more than ever, needful for the conception, construction, and reception of the same contexts? To answer these questions, we must redefine imagination’s role regarding the media in general.

Before any information can be generated by different media and the expressive pregnancy of imagination can be found in it—as with the recurrent example of the expressive suggestiveness of sound effects in cinema—there must be an interaction disposition, whether it be tenuous or unswerving, among the medial forms involved. In a movie, the music does not appear merely overlaid on the picture. The interaction between both forms is updated and reupdated during the information reception that results from them. From this we take a negative view when we have the feeling that, between sound and image, no meaningful information is conceived; when we simply say “one thing does not match the other.”

Imagination has a preponderant role in creating such an “interaction disposition.” A basic example of this is the case when listening to the sound of a movie through headphones. Although distinct, the sonic medium is as if it were projected in the visual medium. What is actually projected is not properly the sound—which apparently will continue to come out of the headphones—but rather the interplay of the two sensory modalities. Audiovisual synchresis, proposed by Chion (1994), is, to this exact extent, one of the most visible effects of the interaction disposition. “Projection” is already one of the most immediate multimodal effects of the interaction between audio signs and visual signs. We can be aware of this when a high time delay occurs in the correspondence of sound with the image, whether it is caused by technical problems or is intentionally created for aesthetic purposes. However, there is not always a literal correspondence between the synchretic effect and the sensible information given by the two modalities involved. In this respect, as Chion reiterates, some cinematographic and videographic forms “demonstrate that synchresis can even work out of thin air—that is, with images and sounds that strictly speaking have nothing to do with each other, forming monstrous yet inevitable and irresistible agglomerations in our perception” (63).

Conversely, if the so-called ventriloquist effect—the equivalent psychophysiological expression of audiovisual synchresis—is conceived as a mere illusion caused by the primacy of the visual over the sound, by the primacy of the sound source over the sound itself, then, in this particular case, the phenomenon is only confined to a pure sensory dimension. Strictly speaking, the effect is just the prompt corollary of this connection that occurs between both sensory modalities; it just puts the modalities into play. But in a liaison between two distinct media—a visual medium and an audio medium—both cannot be bracketed into the same sensory level. The structural nature of a medium does not have a mimetic equivalence with that of a sensory modality, nor can the relationship between two media be equated with the mere crossing and coupling of two sensory modalities. In this second case, the projection of sound in the picture does not come solely and exclusively from the sensory suggestion given by what is visible; that is to say, each movie picture has not in itself a “ventriloquist,” an illusion device. The projection effect can also have a wide number of causes, ranging from the most emotive to purely aesthetic factors and, in this sense, the projection transcends any deceptive primacy of one sensory modality over another.

The fact that, in the making of many cinematographic works, the picture recording is independent of the sound recording, does not, per se, justify the foundations of synchresis. Additionally, this fact further supports the thesis that, due to the technological independence of both, it becomes necessary to articulate them. The cinema transcends the theatrical medium; the sequences generated through the movie pictures are not comparable to the sequences formed by the dramatic scenes. By “sequence,” in this case, I mean an aesthetic link between pictures and sounds, capable of giving continuity to the total order of the story—that is, because it contributes to the whole narrative process, each sequence has a generative power. Now, as far as the cinema is concerned, every picture-sound articulation, no matter how subtle, presupposes, at first, an imaginative anticipation of the sequential horizon of the narrative and its structuring elements.

Thus, contrary to what Chion thinks, the synchresis effect does not result from a mere association mechanism, similar to that of the Pavlovian “conditioned reflex” (Chion 1994, 63). It also implies the active role of imagination. Although different from that of the filmmaker, the spectator also redefines, at each moment, the picture-sound articulation. Therefore, the projection of sound in the picture simultaneously comprises a protention. As an example, a moving picture (that of a character) becomes audible, acquires voice and silence, words and pauses, timbre and expression. Hearing the projected sound on the screen and identifying its sender are acts that demand more intervention of our imagination than what happens with the sound emitted by a physical human body. Thanks to the suggestive degree of this intervention, the sound itself causes multiple aesthetic resonances in the picture’s configuration and, at the same time, in the other sounds that are being projected. Thus, the acquisition of voice by the movie character is already symptomatic of the power of our imagination in carrying a sensible given of the present to a possible given in the future. Without this protention, without this generative power of audiovisual sequences, synchresis would only be a contingent phenomenon.

Because perception and imagination plays a selective rather than passive role, there are sounds that, while being heard, never get projected onto the screen, never contribute to the multimodality of synchresis. Nevertheless, such sounds have a multimodal pregnancy, they carry pictorial connections and determine the apprehension of sensible information. We can say, then, that the excluded sounds, not projected, create a virtual sonic spectrum that, among other things, matches the reinforcement and reproduction of our selection perceptual mechanisms. But more than that, it may also be added that such virtuality may, in this particular case, contain a principle of individuation of sound toward pictures. For instance, in a movie, the relevance that we may claim to the soundtrack rather than to the narrative storyline also depends on the fact that there is no integral projective accordance between audio signs and visual signs. Excluded and virtualized sounds are provided with multimodality since, to our imagination, they suggest other pictures than those given by the movie in question.

Indeed, sound seems to disclose, in contrast to other sensory data, a greater interaction disposition. This occurs first because, due to the specificity of its sensory nature, it provides more expansive cognitive connections between perception and imagination. (“Expansive,” of course, is not synonymous with “convergent.”) It is therefore not surprising the aesthetic impact that sonic elements have today in the design of new technologies, even those with an immeasurable pictorial anchorage, where vision and touch prevail. In touchscreen devices, the inclusion of sound seems to create an unparalleled sensory involvement, capable of putting together what the main operations of the technological artifact tend to fragment. Notwithstanding this, it is paradoxical—at least at a strictly theoretical level—that, given the individuating potentiality of sound, given all its structural freedom, it is precisely one of the greatest enablers of the interaction among different modalities.

That a proprioceptive stimulus influences the interaction among sensory modalities in the apprehension of certain objects or empirical events seems to be an unmistakable fact, perfectly verified in our daily perceptions. That the sound, in turn, in certain multimodal environments and multimodal surfaces can be the connection link and that it renews the “interaction disposition” among modalities raises a more complex issue. I give the example of proprioception because, at the level of multimodal mediation artifacts, sound often seems to fulfill an identical task—to instill dynamics, movements, and breaks, as if in some way it is also able to represent the proprioceptive stimuli inherent to our sensible experiences. The viewpoint, formulated earlier with Don Ihde, that sound brings an expansive expression of the human body helps precisely to support this hypothesis. Of course, one thing at least is certain, the link between sound and proprioception arises, with great effectiveness, in the multimodal bond of dance with music; to the point that we feel that their sensible intimacy is the inevitable outcome of sharing the same connection to movement.


Final Remarks

Many theories of sound attempt to make it a phenomenon that, unlike those mediated by other sensory modalities, has an extremely independent nature, both of the empirical world and of the modalities in general. But in reality, when a theory of sound is articulated with a theory of imagination, there is the weight of a major subject: that of the multimodal traces incorporated socially and culturally by human perception. This means, above all, that sound can be seen as a relational phenomenon par excellence. In its multiple connections with mediation forms, whether these are new technologies or art objects, there occurs simultaneously the development of new imagination potentialities that will be inscribed in sound. Accordingly, imagination is not immune to the way perception is shaped by media. Such potentialities transport both the sound’s relational disposition and its own individuating dimensions. Through the study of mediation forms we can somehow theoretically rebuild the link between relation and individuation showing, according to the differences that these forms reveal among themselves, how they both condition one another. The analysis of artistic forms is a great example of this, especially as regards individuation.

As in the case of pictures, the techniques of sound reproduction match many of the conceptual changes regarding sound. In particular, many conceptions tend more and more to presuppose a dematerialization of sensible information and, with it, a disembodiment of human experience itself. Reproduction therefore serves as an archetype for a specialization of perception and, at the same time, helps to corroborate theoretically the ontologies of unimodality and pure sonic events. In this respect, however, even the seemingly solipsistic experiences in which there is only a subject who hears and only a song that is heard—as with the new portable audio technologies—seem to denote the opposite: the sonic fascination expressed by the subject, in his or her irreducible solipsismus, can be understood as a manifestation of the sound’s relational potentialities. In spite of the impressions of sensory enclosure and of moving out of the environment, it will not be at all wrong to suppose that, in fact, this intense experience mediated by sound brings the subject closer to himself and to the world which he belongs.




Notes


1. For a theoretical conception of the reduction of imagination to a mere “visualizing” function and the connection of the latter to a unimodal representationalist paradigm, see, for instance, Pylyshyn (2003, 127–130, 464–474).

2. Despite his prosthetic media conception, McLuhan does not deny the existence of intersensory relationships developed by each medium. In his view, TV image reverses the fragmentation process of sensory modalities, initiated, above all, by phonetic writing. Much because of its “mosaic form,” the TV image demands, on the part of the spectator, a high participation level, namely, it “requires each instant that we ‘close’ the spaces in the mesh by a convulsive sensuous participation that is profoundly kinetic and tactile, because tactility is the interplay of the senses, rather than the isolated contact of skin and object.” So, McLuhan concludes, the TV image has a “unifying synesthetic force,” able to integrate distinct sensory modalities (2001, 342–343).

3. With the development of media theory, some of the theoretical inadequacies related to the world of the senses present in art history have been somewhat overcome. For example, Edmund Carpenter and McLuhan (1960) associate the sonic dynamics of acoustic space with the creation of the visual dynamics of perspective painting. In the words of the two authors: “Perspective translated into visual terms the depths of acoustic space” (70); an attempt that began with the acoustic exploration carried out in medieval times by the Gregorian and liturgical chants. It should also be noted that, for Carpenter and McLuhan, the depth of visual space is not exclusively visual in origin. Both locomotion and kinesthesis are two relevant information sources to the experience of depth (67).

4. Langer’s theory is, in many ways, supported by Ernst Cassirer’s Philosophie der symbolischen Formen. The most important sign of such influence is given by the notion of “symbolic articulation” that, in Cassirer, predicates an essential connection between meaning (Sinn) and sensibility (Sinnlichkeit). All cultural mediation forms, artistic and extra-artistic, make use of sensible signs—pictures, sounds, words, and so forth—and, as such, meaning-making processes always imply the articulation of sensibility itself. It is relevant here to note that, for Cassirer, the “mind-body” relation is the archetype of symbolic forms in general, since both form an unshakable and irreducible unity (Cassirer 1994, 117).

5. Although, in Feeling and Form, she has devoted a short chapter to the issue of the virtuality of cinema, Langer does not, however, make mention of the sensory interaction of audiovisual signs. It remains, therefore, to answer the question how the difference between “primary illusions” and “secondary illusions” would, in this case, be articulated and understood.

6. In Michel Chion’s (1999) opinion, the viewer of a silent film “cannot avoid hearing voices—voices that resonate in his or her own imagination. As the radio listener gives a face to her favorite announcers, especially if she has never seen them (which allows her all the more freely to imagine them), likewise the silent-film spectator—rather, the deaf-film spectator—imagined the film’s voices, in his or her individual way. Voices in silent film, because they are implied, are dreamed voices.” Accordingly, the author deduces from this fact that “it’s not so much the absence of voices that the talking film came to disrupt, as the spectator’s freedom to imagine them in her own way (in the same way that a filmed adaptation objectifies the features of a character in the novel). We’re no longer allowed to dream the voices—in fact, to dream period: according to Marguerite Duras, the cinema has ‘closed off’ the imaginary” (8–9).

7. On the main implications of this concept for cinematic multimodality, see especially Chion (1994, 72–73).

8. Playing a video game implies, necessarily, not being able to see everything. The player must be able to react to various stimuli given by the device. Nonseeing is, therefore, a conditio sine qua non inherent to the playing itself. Sounds and music contribute decisively to making this possible; so that the player achieves time of reaction and does not get lost in the simple contemplation of pictures and signs that appear. There is, in this respect, regardless of the violent content that certain video games exhibit, a suggestive similarity between the function played by martial sounds (such as those of war drums) and the function played by sounds in video games: in both, the rhythm is connected with the reaction time.

9. In this regard, John Cage (2015) asserts, precisely, that while some choreographers have included percussion elements in their compositions and abandoned the intricate arrangements of classical melodies, “they have not given the sound its own and special part in the whole composition. They have made the music identical with the dance but not cooperative with it” (88).
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chapter 8

Some Anticipatory, Kinesthetic, and Dynamic Aspects of Auditory Imagery

Timothy L. Hubbard



Introduction

Auditory imagery is ubiquitous in everyday life, and it encompasses a variety of experiences such as verbally rehearsing a phone number or other information one needs to remember, imagined conversations with one’s self or with other people, or having a song that is difficult to get out of one’s head. The past few years have seen a rapid increase in scientific interest in auditory imagery. Much of the earlier research on auditory imagery was reviewed in Hubbard (2010, 2013a, 2013b), and that research generally focused on the extent to which auditory images (1) preserved structural and temporal properties of the referent stimulus, (2) facilitated or interfered with auditory perception, and (3) involved the same neural structures as auditory perception. Since those reviews, a number of more recent investigations have been reported, and these generally addressed (1) whether auditory imagery is voluntary or involuntary, (2) a hypothesized distinction between the inner ear and the inner voice, and (3) effects of auditory imagery in musical practice and performance. This chapter presents a discussion of these recent findings and suggests that auditory imagery (1) can be voluntary or involuntarily, (2) can be anticipatory and contribute to subsequent perception and action, (3) involves subvocalization and other nonauditory information, and (4) reflects dynamic representation.



Involuntary Auditory Imagery


One of the more important distinctions within recent auditory imagery literature is between voluntary auditory imagery and involuntary auditory imagery: voluntary auditory imagery is deliberately created and is under conscious control of the individual, whereas involuntary auditory imagery occurs spontaneously or automatically and without deliberate or conscious control. Although previous research addressed the extent to which auditory imagery in general (e.g., Kraemer et al. 2005; Wu et al. 2006), or a specific component of auditory imagery such as loudness (e.g., Intons-Peterson 1980) or phonology (Alexander and Nygaard 2008), might be considered “obligatory,” research on auditory imagery usually involved imagery voluntarily created during a specific experimental task. Different types of involuntary auditory imagery can be distinguished, and these include anticipatory musical imagery, notational audiation, earworms, auditory verbal hallucinations, and synesthesia.


Anticipatory Musical Imagery

Although involuntary musical imagery is not deliberately created by an individual, such imagery might occur as a consequence of that individual voluntarily engaging in a particular type of activity. In such a case, the content of auditory imagery often reflects anticipation of a subsequent auditory stimulus. The majority of studies on anticipatory auditory imagery have focused on musical imagery. Kraemer and colleagues (2005) had participants listen to familiar or unfamiliar musical excerpts, and brief durations of the music were replaced with silent gaps. When the excerpt was familiar, participants reported hearing a continuation of the music in imagery during the silent gaps, but when the excerpt was not familiar, no such imagery was reported (see also Weir et al. 2015). Leaver et al. (2009) had participants listen to the final portion of a music track from a familiar or unfamiliar compact disc (CD). When the track was from a familiar CD, participants reported auditory imagery of the upcoming track occurred during the subsequent silence, but when the track was from an unfamiliar CD, no such imagery was reported. Janata (2001) found that experimental participants exhibited emitted potentials, when an auditory stimulus was expected but not presented, that were similar to evoked potentials when an auditory stimulus was presented. The idea that imagery anticipates a subsequent stimulus is consistent with Neisser’s (1976) notion that voluntary imagery is a template detached from the perceptual cycle and with Tian and Poeppel’s (2012) suggestion that imagery is an internal predictive process.


Notational Audiation

Involuntary auditory imagery of music can be evoked when a musically trained person reads a visual score. In such a case, a reader often reports auditory imagery of what the notated music would sound like if it were performed, and such imagery is referred to as notational audiation (e.g., Gordon 1975). Several findings are consistent with the existence of notational audiation. Musicians can judge whether a perceived auditory sequence matched a visually presented musical score (Waters et al. 1998; Wöllner et al. 2003), and this has been suggested to reflect musicians’ experience of auditory imagery (Kalakoski 2007). Simoens and Tervaniemi (2013) found that event-related potentials (ERPs) in highly trained musicians during visual note reading were indistinguishable from ERPs during auditory note perception (cf., emitted potentials in Janata 2001), and this is consistent with the hypothesis that visual presentation of a musical score evokes auditory imagery of the notated music. Simoens and Tervaniemi suggest that performing music while reading a score requires an initial translation of the visual material into auditory information. Such a translation has been speculated to involve a tonal loop in working memory for pitch (e.g., Berz 1995; Pechmann and Mohr 1992) or might involve the articulatory loop (via humming). Simoens and Tervaniemi suggest such translation to auditory imagery might also be related to motor preparation to perform the notated music (cf., Keller et al. 2010).

Schön and Besson (2005) had musicians compare whether the final note in a novel, five-note auditorily presented melody was the same as the final note in a previously viewed five-note musical score. The content of the visual notation influenced judgments of auditory sequences, leading Schön and Besson to conclude that participants created auditory representations based on the visual notation. Hoppe and colleagues (2014) reported that when a subsequent auditory sequence was compared to a previously viewed musical score, the locus of activation shifted from the visual cortex to the auditory cortex, and they suggested that this reflected auditory imagery was evoked by reading the visual score. Brodsky and colleagues (2003) incorporated a well-known musical theme into the visual notation of a larger phrase. This theme was visually indiscernible as a separate entity within the score, but Brodsky and colleagues suggested it might be available to the “mind’s ear” if participants formed auditory images while reading the score. Participants then judged whether a subsequently heard excerpt contained the melody embedded in the visual score. Participants could recognize the embedded melodies upon hearing a performance of the score, but recognition was decreased when phonatory interference was also present (see also Brodsky et al. 2008). Brodsky and colleagues suggested that reading the score evoked notational audiation and that notational audiation involves kinesthetic-like, covert phonatory information.


Earworms

A visual stimulus such as a musical score or an auditory stimulus such as a musical performance (or recording) is not necessary for involuntary musical imagery to occur. Involuntary musical imagery can also occur as a result of previous musical exposure, idiosyncratic memory triggers, affective states, and attentional states (Williamson et al. 2011), and the most common form of such imagery is referred to as an earworm (also referred to as involuntary musical imagery [Williamson et al. 2011], stuck-song syndrome [Beaman and Williams 2010; Levitin 2007], brain worms or sticky music [Sacks 2007], intrusive musical imagery [Taylor et al. 2014], and a perpetual music track [Brown 2006]; see Williams 2015, for a discussion of terminology). Earworms involve a song or melody that repeatedly and involuntarily occupies an individual’s awareness, and usually only a fragment of the song (often a chorus) or melody is experienced in an earworm (Beaman and Williams 2010; Liikkanen, 2012). Earworms are distinguished from more pathological musical hallucinosis and musical hallucinations in that earworms are generally not distressing and are reported by a large percentage of people, although differences between pathological and nonpathological forms of involuntary musical imagery reflect more of a continuum than a dichotomy (Hemming and Merrill 2015; Taylor et al. 2014).

A number of individual differences have been linked to earworms. Musicians and people who listen to music more frequently tend to experience earworms more often (Beaty et al. 2013; Hyman et al. 2013), and an increased prevalence of earworms is linked to repeated exposure to musical stimuli (Williamson et al. 2011). The presence of earworms correlates with musical sophistication but not with years of musical training (Floridou et al. 2012). The frequency of occurrence of earworms increases with age (Bailes 2015), and earworms are more prevalent in music students (Bailes 2007) and others who engage in musical activities (Liikkanen 2012). Along these lines, musically experienced participants report that concurrent visual imagery or motor imagery often accompanies earworms (Williamson and Jilka 2014). The earworm is typically from a liked piece of music and experienced as pleasant (Beaman and Williams 2010; Beaty et al. 2013; Halpern and Bartlett 2011), but earworms can involve disliked music, and in the latter case, earworms feel more intrusive (Hyman et al. 2015). Earworms are generally well-known musical pieces, although they can be original compositions (Bailes 2006, 2007, 2015). Earworms are more likely to involve repeated or recently heard musical pieces (e.g., Byron and Fowles 2015) and to reflect a person’s current mood (Bailes 2015; Williamson et al. 2011). Interestingly, increased involuntary musical imagery is not associated with more accurate voluntary musical imagery (Weir et al. 2015).


Auditory Verbal Hallucinations

A review of literature on auditory verbal hallucinations is beyond the scope of this chapter (for general reviews, see Diederen et al. 2012; Larøi et al. 2012; McCarthy-Jones et al. 2014; for brief reviews focused on implications for auditory imagery, see Hubbard 2010, 2013a, in press-a, in press-b). Auditory verbal hallucinations are associated with schizophrenia (e.g., Hugdahl 2009; Sartorius et al. 1986) and other pathologies, but can occur in as much as 10–15 percent of the general population (Sommer et al. 2010). One theory suggests auditory verbal hallucinations result from misattribution of inner speech to an outer source (e.g., Bentall 1990; Hugdahl 2009), and this is consistent with findings that individuals who experience auditory verbal hallucinations are more likely to have problems with source-monitoring (Brookwell et al. 2013; Waters et al. 2012). Another theory suggests auditory verbal hallucinations result from decreases in cerebral dominance for language (e.g., Sommer and Diederan 2009), but although such decreases are observed in psychotic patients who experience auditory verbal hallucinations, they are not observed in nonpatients who experience auditory verbal hallucinations (Diederen et al. 2010). Neuroimaging during auditory verbal hallucinations shows activation of cortical language networks (e.g., Allen et al. 2012; Hugdahl 2009); interestingly, such activation exhibits a different time course in auditory verbal hallucination than in nonhallucinatory speech imagery (e.g., Linden et al. 2011). Also, the right ear advantage typical of perceived speech does not occur in auditory verbal hallucinations (e.g., Hugdahl et al. 2008, 2012).


Synesthesia

Synesthesia occurs when presentation of a stimulus in one modality simultaneously results in a sensation in a different modality or in a different dimension of the presented modality (e.g., presentation of different auditory frequencies or different visual letters or numerals results in sensations of different visual colors; for reviews, see Baron-Cohen and Harrison 1997; Cytowic 2002; Robertson and Sagiv 2004). Curiously, auditory imagery is rarely evoked by a nonauditory stimulus; indeed, the only example in the synesthesia literature in which a nonauditory stimulus elicited auditory imagery was a report that the composer Jean Sibelius reported experiencing musical chords in response to viewing colors (see Pearce 2007).1 Although visual imagery can evoke synesthesia (Spiller and Jansari 2008), there is not yet any evidence that auditory imagery can evoke synesthesia. Spiller and colleagues (2015) reported that, in a sample of 103 synesthetes, auditory stimuli evoked synesthesia in 29 percent of synesthetes (second only to visual stimuli, which evoked synesthesia in 66 percent of synesthetes), but that auditory qualities were evoked in only 4 percent of synesthetes. Also, synesthetes (regardless of whether auditory experience could be induced by a nonauditory stimulus or whether auditory stimuli could induce a nonauditory experience) typically reported higher ratings (greater clarity) than did nonsynesthetes on the Clarity of Auditory Imagery Scale. Spiller and colleagues concluded that synesthetes might have enhanced mental imagery in the domain of their synesthesia.


Inner Ear and Inner Voice


One way that audition differs from vision and other senses is that individuals can with their bodies both perceive (with their ears) and produce (with their voices) a stimulus in that modality. Consistent with this, previous discussions of auditory imagery suggested a distinction between the inner ear and the inner voice (for review, see Hubbard in press-b). In the former, imagery of auditory stimuli is primarily related to perceptual mechanisms, whereas in the latter, imagery of auditory stimuli is related to production mechanisms as well as perceptual mechanisms. Evidence consistent with this distinction is usually based on dissociations within working memory, in which the inner ear is mapped onto a phonological store, and the inner voice is mapped onto an articulatory rehearsal loop (see discussion in Hubbard 2010, 2013b, in press-b). Aspects of auditory imagery related to the distinction between the inner ear and the inner voice include properties of inner speech, imagery during silent reading of written text, possible contributions of subvocalization to auditory imagery, and representation of nonvocal timbre.


Inner Speech

It could be suggested that auditory imagery of speech involves the inner voice. Indeed, such imagery has been referred to as inner speech, that is, as a “subjective experience of language in the absence of overt and audible articulation” (Alderson-Day and Fernyhough 2015, 931). Inner speech has been referred to by other names, including inner talk, self-talk, subvocal speech, covert speech, verbal thinking, internal monologue, internal dialogue, and mental verbalization (see Alderson-Day and Fernyhough 2015; Hubbard in press-b; Morin 2005). It has been estimated that people spend at least 25 percent (Heavey and Hurlburt 2008) and as much as 73 percent (Klinger and Cox 1987–1988) of waking experience engaged in inner speech, and there have been several recent surveys of the phenomenology of inner speech in normal (e.g., Alderson-Day and Fernyhough 2015; Hurlburt et al. 2013), schizophrenic (e.g., McCarthy-Jones et al. 2014), and other psychopathological (e.g., Larøi et al. 2012) populations. Inner speech generally involves a person’s own voice, with the same rhythms, pacing, expressivity, and tone as that person’s natural voice, and can convey a range of emotions and nuanced feelings (Hurlburt et al. 2013). This is consistent with a recent hypothesis that the sensory content of inner speech reflects a corollary discharge (Scott 2013).

Alderson-Day and Fernyhough (2015) suggest that subsuming inner speech as a subtype of auditory imagery would underestimate the articulatory component of inner speech and that it is not clear whether inner speech is imaged in the same way that nonspeech sounds are imaged. However, the first part of this suggestion overlooks the possibility that motor components contribute to auditory imagery (see Hubbard 2013b, in press-a, in press-b), and the second part of this suggestion overlooks the possibility that the articulatory loop can rehearse (i.e., retain a trace of) a nonvocal stimulus (e.g., Baddeley and Logie 1992). Alderson-Day and Fernyhough suggest inner speech is much more flexible than auditory imagery and can be used as “planner, regulator, reminder, and commentator across many different contexts” (954). However, auditory imagery can be used in many of these ways, as well. Although they admit that visual imagery, like inner speech, has propositional capabilities, they deny that auditory imagery per se has propositional capabilities. This seems rather curious, given the presence of the verbal transformation effect in auditory imagery (Reisberg et al. 1989) and that auditory imagery of speech (and auditory imagery evoked by reading written text) clearly involves semantic content. Hurlburt and colleagues (2013) suggest inner speaking is apprehended as produced rather than as heard, and this would involve the inner voice and the inner ear (and Hurlburt and colleagues explicitly stated that inner speaking is not the same as inner hearing).

Although many studies of inner speech appear to encourage or assume that inner speech occurs in one’s own voice (e.g., Shergill et al. 2002; Tian and Poeppel 2010, 2013), other studies suggest inner speech could occur in a voice other than one’s own (e.g., Kurby et al. 2009; McGuire et al. 1996; Shergill et al. 2001). Surprisingly, this literature does not mention that the latter possibility is consistent with the common observation that in reading statements attributed to another person, one often experiences auditory imagery of that person’s voice (e.g., Alexander and Nygaard, 2008). Similarly, it seems straightforward to image a dialogue between one’s self and another person, but to suggest that imagery of one’s own voice is inner speech and imagery of the other person’s voice is not inner speech seems curious. Relatedly, in descriptive experience sampling reports involving auditory imagery, some participants distinguish between episodes in which they feel themselves to be the producers of speech and episodes in which speech is passively perceived (e.g., Hurlburt et al. 2013). Although it seems intuitive that imagery for one’s own speech might involve the inner ear and the inner voice, it is less clear whether auditory imagery involving a voice other than one’s own involves just the inner ear or involves the inner ear and the inner voice.


Reading Text

Gunraj and colleagues (2014) pointed out that, despite a widespread belief that people image an inner voice while reading, there is relatively little known about the perceptual features of that voice. Several findings are suggestive, however. Reading times are longer for “tongue-twister” sentences, and this suggests phonological representations are activated during visual reading and are similar to spoken representations (McCutchen and Perfetti 1982). Lexical decision times are slower for phonetically longer stimuli (Abramson and Goldinger 1997). Written passages attributed to a slow talker are read aloud more slowly than are passages attributed to a fast talker, but are silently read (i.e., in imagery) more slowly only when passage difficulty was high (Alexander and Nygaard 2008). Gunraj and colleagues (2014; see also Gunraj and Klin 2012) presented readers with passages in which a character was described as silently reading or as speaking, and the participants read the passages silently or aloud (i.e., speaking). Reading times were faster when actions of the character and of the participants matched (both speaking, both reading silently) than when actions did not match (one speaking, one reading silently). They argued in favor of an action-sentence compatibility effect in which a match between actions of the participants and actions attributed to the character described in the text facilitated processing, and Gunraj and colleagues further argued that this supported an embodied view of cognition. Such a view is also consistent with a separation of inner ear and inner voice.

Articulatory suppression of the stimulus (e.g., by counting aloud) interferes with judgment of stress patterns in silently read syllables (Aleman and van’t Wout 2004), and this suggests auditory imagery reflects an enacted phonology involving motor information regarding pronunciation of word stimuli. Consistent with this, the presence of imaged speech seems to attenuate the processing of external speech (Scott 2013), although this latter finding might reflect a more general attentional capacity. The effects of articulatory suppression on auditory imagery and of auditory imagery on processing of speech stimuli suggest the same (possibly motor) resources are involved in each type of processing. If participants are presented with a visual word and asked to form an image of what that word would sound like when pronounced or the sound typically made by the object the word referred to, auditory imagery of how words sounded primed recognition of those words, and auditory imagery of how objects sounded primed recognition of those environmental sounds (Dudschig et al. 2016; Stuart and Jones 1996). It might also be the case that notational audiation involves activation of motor information via subvocalization of notated pitch (cf., Simoens and Tervaniemi 2013). However, based on findings of a lexical bias effect, but not a phonemic similarity effect in inner speech, Oppenheim and Dell (2008, 2010) suggested that inner speech contains lexical information but not phonological information, and this appears inconsistent with an enacted phonology during reading and with findings that speech imagery can shift phonemic boundaries (e.g., Scott 2016).


Subvocalization

A major aspect of the distinction between the inner ear and the inner voice involves whether auditory imagery involves subvocalization (i.e., imperceptible movements of the larynx, lips, and other structures in speech articulation). Reisberg and colleagues (1989) and Smith and colleagues (1995) reported some tasks involving auditory imagery could be disrupted by blocking subvocalization (e.g., by having participants continuously repeat aloud an unrelated syllable or clinch their jaws) or by presenting irrelevant concurrent auditory input. The different effects of inhibiting subvocalization or adding irrelevant auditory input on different tasks involving auditory imagery support a distinction between the inner ear and the inner voice. Motor theories of speech perception suggest speech perception is accompanied by activation of mechanisms used in generating speech (e.g., Galantucci et al. 2006), and, given similarities between auditory perception and auditory imagery, creation of an auditory image might involve motor activation similar to that which occurs during creation of the referent sound (cf., Godøy 2001). Thus, to the extent that speech perception and speech imagery involve motor information relevant to speech production, subvocalization would accompany speech imagery. However, as Hubbard (2010, 2013b, in press-a, in press-b) discussed, a motor theory of perception blurs the distinction between inner ear and inner voice, as such a theory suggests that mechanisms of production (i.e., inner voice) are activated when an individual experiences auditory imagery of someone else’s voice (i.e., inner ear). Even so, motor output is generally inhibited with inner speech, although it is possible that some motor activation might “leak” into physical subvocalization.

Related to subvocalization is the question of whether inner speech must always be in one’s own voice. Although early studies of auditory verbal hallucinations considered auditory imagery of one’s own voice and auditory imagery of another person’s voice to be similar (e.g., Shergill et al. 2001), more recent studies suggest inner speech and auditory imagery reflect different processes or substrates. Langdon and colleagues (2009) reported first-person inner speech lacks acoustical phenomenology that often accompanies second- or third-person inner speech (cf., Oppenheim and Dell 2008, 2010). Such differences have led some researchers to suggest that inner speech of one’s own voice and inner speech of another person’s voice involve different substrates (e.g., Cho and Wu 2013 suggest auditory imagery of another person’s voice involves auditory imagination, whereas inner speech of one’s own voice does not involve auditory imagination), whereas other researchers suggest a separate type of imagery is not necessary and that inner speech recruits at least some elements of auditory imagery (e.g., Moseley and Wilkinson 2014). Tian, Zarate, and Poeppel (2016) reported different patterns of cortical activation for “articulatory imagery” and “hearing imagery,” and this suggests different loci for the inner voice and inner ear, respectively. At one level, separate substrates for auditory imagery of one’s own voice and auditory imagery of another person’s voice seem consistent with a separation of the inner ear (another person’s voice) and the inner voice (one’s own voice). However, principled limitations regarding how closely subvocalization can approximate auditory properties of another person’s voice (or a nonvoice stimulus) are not clear.


Nonvocal Timbre

A more extreme version of the question of whether the inner voice can involve a voice other than one’s own is whether the inner voice can represent a nonvocal timbre. Crowder (1989) and Pitt and Crowder (1992) suggested that a study of instrumental timbre in auditory imagery would allow a purer measurement of sensory aspects of auditory imagery, and this was based on the idea that because different instrumental timbres could not be produced by a human vocal tract, motor aspects of imagery would not be present in auditory imagery of instrumental timbres. Such an approach rejects the possibility that nonvocal or nonhuman sounds could be rehearsed by an articulatory rehearsal mechanism (i.e., the inner voice). Although this notion has considerable intuitive appeal, it has been challenged. Baddeley and Logie (1992) suggested that the articulatory loop is useful for rehearsing nonvocal timbres (whether such structures can generate imagery of nonvocal timbres is less clear), and involvement of the articulatory loop in processing nonvocal timbres is consistent with findings that instrumental music is disruptive of a verbal task (Salamé and Baddeley 1989) and activates supplementary motor cortex (Halpern et al. 2004; Lima et al. 2016; Zatorre et al. 1996). Interestingly, use of the articulatory loop to rehearse nonvocal timbres appears inconsistent with the hypothesis of Gunraj and colleagues (2014) that aspects of auditory imagery when reading written text reflect embodied cognition, as embodiment would seemingly prohibit production of timbres other than that of the person’s own voice (e.g., such as the sound of a slamming door).


Musical Practice and Performance


Another area of increasing interest in auditory imagery literature is the use of imagery in musical practice and performance (e.g., Davidson-Kelly et al. 2015; Halpern and Overy, volume 2, chapter 19). The role of auditory imagery in music perception and cognition more generally is beyond the scope of this chapter (see Hubbard 2010, 2013a, 2013b, in press-a, in press-b; Zatorre and Halpern 2005), but even so, just as the idea of a separation of the inner ear and the inner voice suggests a relationship between auditory and motor components in auditory imagery, respectively, so too does a consideration of the role of imagery in musical practice and performance suggest a separation of auditory and motor components of auditory imagery.


Practice

Driskell, Copper, and Moran (1994) defined mental practice as cognitive rehearsal of a task in the absence of overt physical movement (i.e., in the absence of physical rehearsal). In the case of musical practice, such a definition includes not just auditory imagery, but also motor imagery (e.g., of hand and finger or vocal movements). Many studies have considered possible effects of mental practice on musical performance. For example, Ross (1985) had trombonists use physical practice, imagery, or a combination of physical practice and imagery. Subsequent performance was best when participants used a combination of physical practice and imagery. Cahn (2008) and Theiler and Lippman (1995) reported mental practice could facilitate subsequent performance, especially for easier pieces. In a meta-analysis of mental practice literature, Driskell and colleagues reported that mental practice often had a positive effect on subsequent physical performance, although such improvements were modulated by the length of the retention interval between mental practice and performance, the duration of mental practice, and the specific tasks involved in mental practice. Even so, effects of mental practice are often smaller than effects of physical practice (e.g., Bernardi, de Buglio, et al. 2013). Also, mental practice is considered by musicians to be more useful than a more abstract score analysis (Fine et al. 2015).

Highben and Palmer (2004) had musicians practice a novel melody, and they received both auditory and motor feedback, motor but not auditory feedback, auditory but not motor feedback, or neither auditory nor motor feedback. Subsequent performance of participants with higher auditory imagery ability (indexed by memory for melodies) was less affected by a lack of auditory feedback during practice. Brown and Palmer (2013) had pianists learn novel melodies by listening (i.e., auditory learning, no motor feedback) or by practicing on a soundless keyboard (i.e., motor learning, no auditory feedback) and then perform the melodies with auditory feedback. Auditory, motor, or no interference was presented during learning or during performance. Higher auditory imagery ability (indexed by a better ability to detect differences between notated and sounded melodies) correlated with higher pitch accuracy and greater temporal regularity in the presence of auditory interference (see also Brown and Palmer 2012). Bernardi, de Buglio, and colleagues (2013) found motor imagery in mental practice was associated with greater changes in movement velocity, whereas auditory imagery in mental practice was associated with greater changes in movement anticipation. Johnson (2011) found no differences between motor and nonmotor (auditory) imagery in temporal accuracy, but nonmotor imagery exhibited more variance. Relatedly, estimates of tempo in imaged music by musically trained individuals correspond more closely to veridical performance tempo if those individuals can tap along with the imaged beat (Jakubowski et al. 2016).

Although the majority of research on imagery in musical practice and performance focused on auditory imagery and motor imagery, there is evidence that visual imagery might improve musical practice and performance. Wright and colleagues (2014) suggested a first-person perspective (e.g., a pianist’s viewpoint of his hands on a keyboard) might be more useful than a third-person perspective (e.g., an audience’s view of a pianist) when the hands are normally visible to the musician (e.g., when playing a piano), but that a third-person perspective in visual imagery might be more useful when the hands are normally not visible to the musician (e.g., when playing a saxophone or flute).2 Bernardi, Schories, and colleagues (2013) compared different forms of mental practice with physical practice in pianists, and they found auditory imagery of the correct pitch was associated with better subsequent performance than was visual imagery or motor imagery. Davidson-Kelly and colleagues (2015) reported imagery strategies in musical practice were challenging to implement but usually associated with more positive outcomes. Clark and colleagues (2011) recommend imagery during music practice include aural, visual, and motor components, and Wright and colleagues (2014) provided a number of guidelines and discussion regarding how imagery might be used most effectively in musical practice.


Performance

Keller and colleagues (2010; see also Keller and Koch 2006) suggested anticipatory auditory imagery could influence timing accuracy and kinematics of movement. Participants tapped a specific sequence along a vertical column of keys in time with a metronome. In some cases, tapping triggered concurrent tones of varying pitch. The presence of tones decreased the accuracy, amplitude, and force of tapping, especially when tone-response key mapping did not correspond to a higher tone–higher response key mapping. Keller and colleagues attributed this pattern to anticipatory auditory imagery modulating the timing and kinematics of tapping, but it is not clear that imagery (rather than some other form of representation of auditory or temporal information) actually influenced their results. In a complementary study, Bishop, Bailes, and Dean (2013) examined how imagery might influence dynamics and articulation of musical performance. Participants learned simple melodies without any expressive markings, and those melodies were subsequently performed with different sets of expressive markings. Participants indicated whether the expressive markings matched their initial interpretation and expressive intentions, and this was done under varying feedback conditions designed to encourage more or less reliance on imagery. Bishop et al. suggested imagery could occur concurrently with performance, was strongest when auditory feedback was absent, and increased with increasing musical expertise.

Many studies on imagery and music performance focus on solo performance; however, music is often performed within an ensemble, and imagery could potentially influence ensemble performance. Keller and Appel (2010) reported that performers in piano duets who exhibited better coordination of keystrokes and body sway with their partners also reported better auditory imagery, and auditory imagery was suggested to enhance operation of internal models that simulated one’s own actions and one’s partner’s actions. This suggestion is consistent with the possibility that auditory imagery includes information regarding motor planning (cf., discussion of auditory imagery and dance in Hubbard 2013b, in press-a). Consistent with this, pitch acuity in auditory imagery and ability to synchronize in a tapping task are positively correlated (Pecenka and Keller 2009). In general, auditory imagery of one’s own performance and of one’s partners’ performances might contribute to sensorimotor synchronization in musical performance (Keller 2012). Ragert and colleagues (2013) had skilled pianists play duets with different partners, and there was no joint rehearsal or visual contact between pianists. When pianists had previously practiced their own part and the part of their partner, there were more asynchronies in keystroke timing but more synchronies in head and torso movement, than when pianists had previously practiced only their own part.

There have been several studies on neural bases of music performance that bear on auditory imagery (for a review of neural bases of musical imagery in general, see Halpern 2001, 2003; Hubbard in press-a; Lima et al. 2015; Zatorre and Halpern 2005). Activation of somatosensory cortex in professional or amateur musicians occurred in violin performance and when musicians imaged making finger movements appropriate to violin performance (Lotze et al. 2003), and it was speculated that musical training strengthened connections between auditory and movement areas of the cortex (see also Hoppe et al. 2014). Meister and colleagues (2004) had pianists play a musical score on a silent keyboard or image playing that score. Participants reported “clear” and “reasonably vivid” imagery, and there was activation in primary sensorimotor cortex and premotor cortex in both conditions. Kristeva and colleagues (2003) found bilateral frontal opercular regions are crucial in both preparation for and during music execution and imagining. In general, overlap of cortical activation patterns of imagery and performance is consistent with the overlap of cortical activation patterns in imagery and auditory perception, and would also be consistent with the idea of motor theories of perception and the activation of motor information in image production. Interestingly, the supplementary motor cortex is activated during auditory imagery even if participants are not imaging themselves in a performance (Halpern et al. 2004; Lima et al. 2016; Kristeva et al. 2003; Zatorre et al. 1996).

Composers such as Schumann, Mozart, Berlioz, Tchaikovsky, and Wagner are reported to have used imagery during composition (e.g., see Agnew 1922; Bennett 1976). The most impressive example of auditory imagery by a composer is Beethoven, who presumably relied on auditory imagery in composing his ninth symphony after having gone deaf. Gregg and colleagues (2008) reported that classical musicians use imagery for limiting distractions, recovery from error, maintaining mental toughness, and overcoming mental and physical fatigue (see also Trusheim 1991); additionally, performance majors reported using imagery more often than did nonmajors, and vocalists reported using imagery more often than did instrumentalists. Clark and Williamon (2012) compared physical and imagery performances, and they found that imagery vividness and time engaged in auditory imagery both correlated with timing in a live performance. Also, individuals with more musical training are better able to identify which of two written lyrics is typically sung on a higher pitch (Aleman et al. 2000), exhibit better pitch acuity and temporal acuity in auditory imagery (Janata and Paroo 2006), and experience notational audiation when reading a visual score (Brodsky et al. 2008). However, and as noted in Hubbard (2010), it is not clear whether differences in auditory imagery result from differences in musical ability or if differences in musical ability result from differences in auditory imagery.


Auditory Imagery and Dynamic Representation


In a colloquial sense, “dynamic” refers to movement or change, and to the extent that the content of an auditory image changes over time, such imagery might be said to involve dynamic representation. In a more technical sense, “dynamic” refers to the presence of (information regarding) forces. Music has been suggested to embody several different types of force (e.g., Hubbard 2017; Larson 2012), and to the extent that auditory imagery can depict musical performance, auditory imagery might be said to involve dynamic representation. How dynamic representation relates to an emphasis on activity and functional continuity, and the consistency between findings in auditory imagery and properties of dynamic representation, are considered.


Activity and Functional Continuity

Martinez-Manrique and Vicente (2015) note that much of the study of inner speech has focused on format, and they suggest a focus on activity might be more useful. Their argument regarding inner speech could be applied to auditory imagery more generally. Many investigators examining auditory imagery have focused on the format of auditory imagery (see Hubbard 2010, 2013a, 2013b, in press-b), although there have been studies focused on the use of auditory imagery (e.g., as a mnemonic, Sharps and Pollitt 1998; Sharps and Price 1992; Tinti et al. 1997; Winnick and Brody 1984). Martinez-Manrique and Vicente claim that an activity view suggests that inner speech is functionally continuous with overt speech and serves many of the same purposes as overt speech. The idea of functional continuity suggests a connection between properties of the image and properties of the represented stimulus, and such continuity is consistent with similarities of auditory imagery and auditory perception, motor theories of perception, and findings that auditory imagery can anticipate subsequent perception and action. As auditory stimuli can involve various dynamics (in colloquial and technical senses), it is possible that auditory imagery might involve dynamic representation. Indeed, individuals are often sensitive to dynamic information in a stimulus (e.g., Jones and Boltz 1989), but such sensitivity would presumably not occur if the representation of the stimulus did not afford the possibility of representing dynamic information.


Properties of Dynamic Representation

Given that an auditory stimulus unfolds over time, it could be argued that auditory images are necessarily temporally extended in time and that temporal information is a necessary part of the representation (see Halpern 2012). Given that dynamics involve change over time, suggesting that temporal information is a necessary part of an auditory image is consistent with the hypothesis that auditory imagery involves dynamic representation. Dynamic representations normally require that temporal information be represented intrinsically and necessarily (see Freyd 1987; Hubbard 2015a). For time to be an intrinsic aspect of the representation, temporal information must be directional (i.e., moving in only one direction) and continuous (i.e., between any two points in time, a third point can be identified). The intrinsic aspect of dynamic representation is demonstrated in auditory imagery generally appearing to move in one temporal direction (forward),3 and the continuous dimension is demonstrated in the filling-in of any gaps (e.g., Janata 2001; Kraemer et al. 2005). The necessary aspect of dynamic representation is demonstrated in auditory imagery in the temporal separation of elements (e.g., words, notes) in auditory images. Indeed, if such separation were not present, then all phonemes (in inner speech) or all notes (in musical imagery) would be present simultaneously, and linguistic or musical meaning (e.g., use of word order in specifying meaning, deviation, and return to a tonal center) would not be possible.

The idea that auditory imagery involves dynamic representation is consistent with both colloquial and technical senses of “dynamic” and with findings reviewed here and in Hubbard (2010, 2013a, 2013b, in press-a, in press-b). Auditory imagery can anticipate an upcoming perception or action; consistent with this, other cognitive and behavioral processes that involve anticipation on a variety of time scales are considered dynamic (see Hubbard 2015b). Even when not anticipatory (e.g., earworms), contents of an auditory image usually exhibit lawful changes over time (e.g., involuntary musical imagery does not involve a single sustained note, but rather a meaningful sequence of notes or phrases). Motor information related to the inner voice or to musical performance specifies information regarding force (e.g., how much to emphasize a word, how much to contract the vocal cords to produce a given pitch, how hard to press a key on an instrument, etc.), and specification of force information is an essential element of dynamics. Relatedly, Larson (2012) suggested Western tonal music contains information regarding three musical forces (that he paralleled with physical forces of inertia, magnetism, and gravity) that influence experience and understanding of such music (see also Hubbard 2017). To the extent that representations involved in auditory imagery of music resemble representations involved in perception of music, then auditory imagery of music could be considered a type of dynamic representation. Unless auditory imagery of music is postulated to involve different processes than do other types of auditory imagery, this suggests auditory imagery in general involves dynamic representation.


Conclusions

Many of the properties and roles of auditory imagery in everyday experience are attracting contemporary interest. Recent investigations have examined a number of specific issues, and several conclusions can be drawn. First, auditory imagery can be automatic and involuntary, as well as deliberate and voluntary. This is clearly illustrated by findings regarding earworms, notational audiation, and silent reading of text. Second, auditory imagery can be anticipatory. By serving as a template in allowing anticipation of subsequent perception, auditory imagery provides an adaptive capability that allows more efficient interaction with stimuli. Third, auditory imagery appears to involve multiple components. One possibility is that auditory imagery involves processes or mechanisms analogous to an inner voice and an inner ear. Some but not all auditory imagery can be influenced by the presence or absence of subvocalization, although the extent to which subvocalization influences auditory imagery of timbres other than the person’s own voice remains an open question. However, recent findings and theories involving motor theories of perception (and forward models more generally) question the separation of the inner ear and the inner voice. Fourth, auditory imagery can be a useful component of musical practice and performance. Imaged practice is usually better than no practice at all, although it is often not as useful as physical practice. Such a finding is consistent with the idea of structural and temporal similarities noted in earlier reviews, as imaged practice appears to activate many of the same mechanisms as physical practice.

Studies reported in previous reviews of auditory imagery suggested a number of important principles regarding auditory imagery (e.g., auditory imagery preserves structural and temporal properties of referent stimuli, auditory imagery often involves the same cortical areas involved in auditory perception, etc.). The studies reviewed here suggest four more wide-ranging and important new principles, each of which bears further investigation. One principle is that auditory imagery can be either voluntary or involuntary, and both types appear to be relatively common. A second principle is that auditory imagery is highly adaptive in allowing anticipation of future actions or perceptions. Auditory imagery could form an important part of forward models and contribute to linkages between perception and action. A third principle suggested by the contributions of subvocalization and other nonauditory information is that auditory imagery is not simply auditory, but contains motor and perhaps visual information regarding how a sound is produced (see also Hubbard 2013b, in press-b). A fourth, and perhaps the most novel and far-reaching, new principle is that auditory imagery involves a dynamic form of representation. Auditory images intrinsically and necessarily represent temporal information, and this suggests such imagery involves dynamic processes. These principles suggest a potentially wider role of auditory imagery in our cognition and experience than was previously suspected. Rather than being divorced from other cognitive activity or simply an epiphenomenal process, auditory imagery might play an important but previously unappreciated causal role in many cognitive processes.




Notes

1. It is not clear whether the paucity of reports of auditory imagery induced in synesthesia is due to a limitation of synesthesia or to a bias in reporting. It is not clear why there might be a bias in reporting auditory imagery, although Hubbard (2013b) speculated that (1) because auditory hallucinations are often linked to psychopathology (e.g., schizophrenia), this creates a stigma against reporting induced auditory imagery, and (2) induced auditory imagery might interfere more with daily functioning, and so cases of synesthesia in which auditory imagery is induced by nonauditory stimuli are diagnosed as psychopathology rather than as synesthesia.

2. Godøy (2001) suggested motor theories of perception imply that music imagery involves information about the actions involved in making a sound as well as information about the sound. This type of multisensory information might include visual imagery of the object that emitted the sound (e.g., drum) and kinesthetic imagery regarding how the sound was produced (e.g., the sight or feel of striking the drum).

3. Even though auditory images typically unfold in a forward direction in time, both natural speech stimuli (Rudner et al. 2005) and melodies (Zatorre et al. 2010) can be scanned in the opposite direction (backward), although such a task is quite effortful. Interesting, such studies typically revealed activation of the parietal lobes, suggesting that the dynamic manipulation of auditory imagery involved in mental reversal engages processes or mechanisms similar to those involved in visuospatial working memory and mental rotation. Thus, temporal manipulations of auditory imagery might involve the same processes or mechanisms involved in spatial manipulations of visual imagery.
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chapter 9

Into the Sounds of War

Imagination, Media, and Experience

Michael Bull


You can’t possibly imagine this horror. Nobody can, who has not gone through this.

—German trooper at the Battle of Verdun (in Kershaw 2015, 62)





Introduction

Experience has fallen in value. And it looks as if it may fall into bottomlessness. Every glance at a newspaper shows how it has reached a new low—that our image not only of the external world but also of the moral world has undergone changes overnight, changes which were previously thought impossible. Beginning with the First World War, a process became apparent which continues to this day. Wasn’t it noticeable at the end of the war that men who returned from the battlefield had grown silent—not richer but poorer in communicable experience? What poured out in the flood of war books ten years later was anything but experience that can be shared orally. And there was nothing remarkable about that. For never has experience been more thoroughly belied than strategic experience was belied by tactical warfare, economic experience by inflation, bodily experience by mechanical warfare, moral experience by those in power. A generation that had gone to school on horse-drawn streetcars now stood under the open sky in a landscape where nothing remained unchanged but the clouds and, beneath those clouds, in a force field of destructive torrents and explosions, the tiny, fragile human body.

—Benjamin (2002, 143–144)

Adorno once claimed that progress in the West could be defined as progress from the slingshot to the atomic bomb—a fatal dialectical embrace between reason and destructiveness—of vulnerable human flesh and overwhelming technologies of destruction (Adorno 2006, 12). The slingshot, relatively quiet yet singularly lethal, while the atomic bomb, indiscriminately lethal yet both silent and loud—silent at its epicenter, it kills its victims before they hear it (beyond 300 meters)—is the loudest sound imaginable, between 240 dB and 280 dB.1 I find it hard to imagine what 280 dB of sound is, just as it is hard to imagine what being in a war zone would be like; I, like many of the readers of this chapter, have never been to war, have never heard a gunshot—and neither would I want to.

This morning, while listening to the Today Programme on BBC Radio Four, I heard a lengthy interview with a young Yazidi women who graphically described how all the men in her village in Northern Iraq had been executed by ISIL fighters—she had lost her six brothers—and described how she and the other women of the village were kidnapped and enslaved by her captors—after trying to escape she was raped by all of the men. After she had successfully escaped, she had spoken at the United Nations, to anybody who would listen. People listened, she said, but had done nothing.2 The harrowing testimony was immediately followed by the sports bulletin—Manchester City won the Capital One Cup and Arsenal fell behind Leicester City in the Championship race after losing to Manchester United.

The distance between the testimony and its mediated reception is but a microcosm of much experience in the twenty-first century, to witness, to imagine, to listen and to be entertained. Our Yazidi witness has learned how to listen to the sounds of conflict in order to survive, from the sounds in the street, to the cries of her neighbors, to the tone of voice of her captors, to the sounds of gunfire distant and approaching. She has trained herself in a manner unnecessary for the radio listener, the television viewer, and the Internet scanner. In the repeated telling of her tale, the voice, both internal and externalized, is perhaps therapeutic. The story becomes more fluid, the voice more regulated—it becomes a dominant narrative of the traumatized mind and traumatized flesh—it is lived. Audiences have different preoccupations—we listen, we might try to imagine, or we might not listen at all. The intimate testimony is sandwiched between the everyday, the desires and preoccupations of the moment. The narrative contains a sense of the “real,” yet how can it be “recognized”? It appears beyond “imagination,” to use the phrase of our German trooper at the Battle of Verdun in World War I. What then is the relationship between the testimony of something so far removed from the everyday world of the recipient and the recipient’s ability and perhaps desire to bridge the gap through acts of empathy and imagination? Are we consigned to the epistemological graveyard embodied in a leap from subject to object—to remain in a form of collective cultural solipsism; to be convinced in the myth of the epistemological leap while remaining in the “moral incoherence” of a fully mediated culture (Crary 2013; Nagel 1986; Sennett 1999)?

The desire for mediated proximity has been understood since the writings of Benjamin and Heidegger, from the supposed abolition of distance embodied in media proximity to Benjamin’s understanding of film where he noted “the desire of present day masses to get closer to things through film and other forms of mechanical reproduction. … The alignment of reality with the masses and the masses with reality is a process of immeasurable importance for both thinking and perception” (Benjamin 2002, 105). Benjamin appears to abolish the need for “imagination” while simultaneously demanding it—if the viewer can indeed see past the “blue flower” of technology that masks the nature of mediation in its very presentation with a false transparency. This is what Virilio meant by the apparent “loss of the phenomenological dimension that privileges lived experience” (Virilio 1989, 63). The demand for “realism,” empathy, and the imaginary leap of audiences into the “unimaginable” world of war experiences is the subject of this chapter, a story of the blurred relationships between subject and object, between the nature of experiencing and observing, between war, technology, and the sensory subject in a world that appears to demand both veracity and realism together with the imaginary and entertainment in equal measure.

The following pages interrogate these issues primarily through an analysis of accounts from World War I, located at the beginnings of the mature media age that we now inhabit—an age that joined the traditional media of print, music halls, and reviews with the sonic technologies of the telegraph, telephone, and gramophone coupled with the popularity of silent cinema. The account juxtaposes “testimony” and its mediation through text and film with the reception of such testimony through a variety of “direct” and mediated experience. The desire for sonic veracity will be located in a range of media (the rise of sound movies and the witness novel) as a counterpoint to the noise of state propaganda so dominant during the conflict between 1914 and 1918 producing a “heterophonia” of competing sonic streams that continues to live on in contemporary mediated experiences of war (St. Clair 2013, 3). It was to this phenomenon that Walter Benjamin alluded to in the second quote that begins the chapter. Benjamin was writing in the early 1930s during the rise of the Nazi State in Germany, but locates the profound shift in experience and mediated imagination to the trauma of World War I.

The demand for a specifically sonic readdressing of the experiences of war has gained in volume recently beginning with Suzanne Cusick’s (2006) analysis of the role of music in torture techniques in America and elsewhere, followed by more philosophically inspired works on sound and war (Goodman 2010), historical accounts (Birdsall 2012; Klimczyk and Swierzowska 2015), and accounts that situate soldiers use of sound and music in the recent wars in Iraq (Gilman 2016; Pieslak 2009; Daughtry 2015).

The experiences of World War I provide a template for a more general understanding of war: “In our reality, here at the century’s end, the First World War remains a powerful imaginative force, perhaps the most powerful force in shaping not only our perceptions of what war is, but of the world we live in—a world in which that war, and all the wars that have followed it, were possible human acts” (Hynes 1992, 469). There is no shortage of accounts of World War I, it is the most written about of all wars in terms of its history, cultural legacy, military history, film, and representational significance and as literature and form. While this chapter touches on these subject areas, it does so largely from a position of sound and media studies. What constitutes “war sounds” remains problematic. While World War I was the loudest and most technologically sophisticated war at the time, in between Adorno’s slingshot and atomic bomb, the sound of shelling has, understandably, tended to predominate in wartime narratives. In the following pages, I broaden the understanding of wartime sounds to encompass a wider range than the existing “stereotype.” War creates a spectrum of sounds that are not so easily distinguished from the “normal” sounds of everyday life, yet are inflected by the situation that people confront in war. Daughtry usefully terms these as “belliphonic” sounds in his analysis of the sounds of the Iraq war to include all sounds that derive from war explicitly.3 From this perspective, the sound of the postman knocking on the door to deliver the traumatic and feared telegram of the death or injury of a loved one is every bit as much a “war” sound as that of the myriad sounds of the Western Front. While sounds are by their very nature transitory and sometimes ephemeral, they frequently persist in memory, trauma, and nightmare (Leese 2014). This point is recognized by Birdsall, who has also referred to the status of the sonic nature of World War I in regard to its lasting trauma, “the overpowering sounds of modern warfare—with shells, guns and artillery—were produced at an intensity unlike anything experienced or imagined before. This soundscape, dominated by the “technologized sonority” of warfare was the basis for distress, and often lasting trauma” (Birdsall 2012, 15).

While the following pages reinterpret sonic accounts of war, they acknowledge the implicit distortion embodied in this approach, as demonstrated in the war artist John Nash’s demand for a multisensory, and embodied, leap of the “imagination” demanded by him of the recipient of his wartime correspondence:

The rain drives on, the stinking mud becomes more evilly yellow, the shell holes fill with green-white water, the roads and tracks are covered in inches of slime, the black dying trees ooze and sweat and the shells never cease. They alone plunge overhead, tearing away the rotting tree stumps, breaking the plank roads, striking down horses and mules, annihilating, maiming, maddeningly, they plunge into the grave which is this land; one huge grave, and cast up on it the poor dead.

(John Nash, in a letter dated November 16, 1917, from Passchendaele: Blythe 1997, 126–127)

The complex issues that arise from the relationship between sonic veracity, mediation, and imagination are equally mirrored through a multisensory understanding of war and experience (Bull 2014).


The Sounds of World War I: Distance and Mediation

We began this chapter with the quote from a German soldier concerning the “impossibility” of imagining what the war was “really” like. In World War I, the distinction between participants and audiences was still fairly clearly defined, as Amy Bell has acknowledged: “The knowledge gap between those at home and those who experienced the Front was a central theme of post-Great War writing” (Bell, in Trotter 2013, 13). Normal life continued for many, with life in Paris or the French Riviera continuing as before, where the population read, watched, and listened to the propaganda put out by their government—a largely fictionalized and “unreal” account of war. While London was, for example, periodically subject to Zeppelin raids, for the most part the war in the United Kingdom was never experienced as anything more than the dull rumblings of shell-fire heard two hundred miles away on the South-East coast of Great Britain. Troops became disorientated by the relative ease with which they could return home on leave by train or steamer within hours of fighting on the Front. Early war testimonies emphasized the cognitive and moral distance between the civilian and the trooper first articulated during the war by the 1917 novel Under Fire: The Story of a Squad, written by Barbusse, which set the tone and author veracity for “truth” telling: “The only acceptable attitude, in our view, to bring to their tombs, as one comrade put it, is ‘impeccable silence’. At least, if we do not speak in their name, no one else should dare to do so” (in Winter 2014, 182). This accusatory tone was also evident in the 1919 film J’Accuse (Gance 1919), where the dead troops of battle are resurrected in order to admonish noncombatants for their profligate postwar “forgetting,” a theme revisited both in the writings and films of the war and typified by the remark made by a combatant in the 1932 French film Les Croix de Bois (Wooden Crosses) on returning from leave in Paris that “the war could last for seven years and the cinemas would still be full.” The perceived distance between witnessing and watching, a strong trope of much of the cultural output of World War I, is not so very far away from much subsequent media thinking on the subject. This is not a linear history by any means, “Total War” has woven in and out of the historical narrative—fully embodied in the destruction of World War II, in which the term “civilian” ceased to have any meaning in the bombing of cities such as London, Dresden, and Tokyo and in the targeting of subject populations for extermination—to be largely replaced by the perception of war at a distance in subsequent wars (Crary 2013; Virilio 1989).

The conditioning of the imagination is both historical and cultural, both in the desire and the available “tools” that might, if so desired, enable the imagination to make its attempt to “connect” to its “imaginary” object. To understand this, it is necessary to analyze the reception in 1916 of the first “realistic” representation of World War I through the film The Battle of the Somme, which demonstrates that an understanding of the multisensory nature of war, as described earlier in Nash’s letter, did not appear to be widespread in 1916. Realism—or the “fiction” of realism is itself culturally and historically situated; what felt “realistic” to a cinemagoer in 1916, for example, differs from those visitors to multiplexes today—even though the fiction of “realism” remains. The impulse for something to appear “real” persists as much today as during World War I.4

The Battle of the Somme (1916) was the first battlefield documentary to be based exclusively on film footage from the Front. As more and more troops enlisted, and as the false promise of the “quick war” propaganda messages evaporated, and as more sons, husbands, and brothers went, and were injured or killed in battle, so was there intermittent interest from those at home in what the war was “really like” for those at the Front. Up until that time the populace’s knowledge of the war was limited largely to newspaper accounts, photographs, and patriotic popular songs with perhaps some personal testimony from troops back from the Front, if indeed they spoke about the war at all. As Chambers and Culbert have noted:

Widespread accessibility of photographic images gave World War 1 a mass audience, but it was an audience whose understanding of the “reality” of war was in fact mediated through images, just as much as it was interpreted by the printed word.

(Chambers and Culbert 1996, 25)

This reliance on the printed word or static image helps to explain the enormous popularity of The Battle of the Somme with around twenty million people paying to see it in the cinemas across the country in the months following its release. The film, entirely filmed on the front, portrayed the haunting, if distant images of a ravaged countryside, spartan and flat with the occasional plume of smoke from an exploding shell. The troops were filmed marching, eating, and moving through the trenches—the everyday life of a trooper. The views of cannon firing were a dominant presence in the film—these were shots that the technology of early cameras could capture well. When it came to injury and death, the audience was privy to the sight of wounded British soldiers and the remains of dead German soldiers. Controversially, the film also portrayed troops “going over the top” and falling to their deaths. While audiences at the time thought that these scenes were “real,” they were in fact simulations. None of the film was shot directly on the Front but some miles behind it. The realism of the film merely represented “realism” for the audiences and critics. The editor of Bioscope (the cinema trade journal) was effusive in praise for the film:

No written description by an eye witness, however graphic his pen; no illustration by any artist, no matter how facile his pencil; no verbal description by the most interested participator in the event, could hope to convey to the man at home the reality of modern warfare with the force and conviction shown in this marvelous series of pictures.  (in Reeves 1997, 18)

It is perhaps unsurprising that the editor of a cinema journal should praise the realism of film over all other forms of representation, but the reviewer of the Anglican Guardian was just as taken by the realism of the film, commenting that it was “highly desirable that the realities of war should be made clear to those who stay at home” (Reeves 1997, 18). There were some dissenting voices, believing that the simulated deaths were in fact “real” and therefore could be disturbing to those with relatives at the Front, but, in the main, the public reception was overwhelmingly positive. Observing the troops in their field of battle was all that could be expected by the audience—this was their “realism” devoid of smell and sound—recordings of the sound of battle would only arrive in 1918 and then only on record. The deficit “realism” of The Battle of the Somme was apparent to a trooper on leave from the Front who, when asked about the film’s realism, answered, “Yes … about as like as a silhouette is like a real person, or as a dream is like a waking experience. There is so much left out—the stupefying din, the stinks, the excitement, the fighting at close quarters” (Reeves 1997, 16).

Both our German trooper at Verdun who spoke of the impossibility of imagining the reality of the war and our British veteran of the Somme who understands the filmic representation as a mere “silhouette” or “dream” cast doubt on the ability of representation to provide sufficient grounds for the “imagination” to marry up with the “reality” of the experience of war. Another veteran of Verdun questions how the meanings embedded in just one word of text can be comprehended, “How can they (the reader) imagine what that simple word ‘held’ means?” in describing the holding of a trench at the cost of thousands of lives (Reeves 1997, 27). These voices question the relationship between forms of representation and what is being represented, reasserting the problematic claim to experience articulated by Walter Benjamin—of the “being there” of the sensory body over the “silhouette” of media fictions.


Voices of War: Intimate, Recreative, and Ideological

Perennial suffering has as much right to expression as a tortured man has to scream.

—Adorno (1966, 362)5

The human voice and the “inhuman” shell, one destroys the other—war voices populate space, inside and out—they are everywhere—propagandist voices, singing voices, suffering voices, intimate voices, the rasping voice of orders, and the voice silenced in death and commemoration. Voices are grasped and lost through time, resurrected as memory, real, half heard—imagined—persistent. Daughtry observes in relation to the Iraq War that “sound lives on in human memory far after its physical vibrations die away. The sound of bombing and gun battles, the screams of victims and the wailing of the bereaved continue to haunt” (Daughtry 2015, 40); the voice as metaphor for both experience and suffering. The ambiguity of sound, and its wartime recollection and significance, is illustrated in a passage from Frederic Manning’s World War I novel, The Middle Parts of Fortune: Somme and Ancre, 1916, based largely on his own experiences. The central character, Bourne, on hearing of the death of a trooper called Bates, “tried to remember who Bates was; and, at the effort of memory to recover him, he seemed to hear a high, excited voice suddenly cry out, as though audible to the whole dugout: ‘What’s ’e want to drag me into ’t for?’ And it was as though Bates were bodily present there … He knew no more of Bill Bates than that one phrase, passionately innocent: ‘What’s ’e want to drag me into ’t for?’” (Manning 2012, xiii).

The sound of Bates’s voice is dragged out of Bourne’s memory bank amid all of the myriad sounds and experiences of the war. A singular sonic memory of identity erased. The attempt to capture the ephemeral and the erased voice exists also in much Holocaust writing (Kulka 2013).

For the most part, the purpose of testimony, the giving of a “voice” is to demonstrate to an audience what the experience was like. The inherent ambiguity in this aim is demonstrated in a subsequent testimony, not from World War I, but from the Holocaust, which is used to illustrate the point, not to digress. The significance of the thrown-away phrase in auditory memory and testimony is articulated in the memoirs of the filmmaker and Holocaust survivor Marcelline Loridan-Ivens, who, after many years of silence, describes her experience of revisiting Birkenau Concentration Camp for the first time, in the 1990s, after having survived enslavement there in World War II:

I remembered it in great detail. … I picked up a music stand the camp orchestra had used, and a spoon, so precious in the past—they were both rusted and half buried in the ground. The place was empty. Then everything came back to me in a rush: the smell, the cries, the dogs, Francoise, Mala, the sky, red and black because of the flames. Then I found my bed and lay down on it. Ten years later, I made a movie about that moment, I wanted to walk through the mirror, clear a pathway, and touch the imagination of everyone who hadn’t been there. I’m not sure I succeeded. How can we hand down something we have so much difficulty in explaining to ourselves? I asked Anouk Aimee to take my place, to stretch out on the prison bed and speak the words I’d said to you: [her father was deported with her and died in Auschwitz] “I loved you so much that I was happy to have been deported with you.”

(Loridan-Ivens 2016, 94)

The words, though simple, embody the trauma of Loridan-Ivens’s experience of the war, and much of her subsequent life informed by those experiences that she barely understands herself, and questions how she might convey this sentiment to a cinema audience. She decides to do it by proxy through the image and voice of an actress in an attempt to bridge the solipsism embedded in her own trauma.

Unlike the previous examples, the reclaiming of and presentation of the wartime voice in World War I was for the most part more direct, even though many of these novelists had, as Benjamin had noted, remained silent for some years after the war. With the exception of the Manning example, the novelistic accounts of the experience of war by Blunden, Sassoon, and others speak a common, less complicated language of wartime experience that itself has been accused of perpetuating a myth of the experiences of troops in World War I, at least among audiences (Fussell 2013; Hynes 1992; Winter 2014).6 Yet these accounts in “fiction” bear remarkable resemblances to a number of unpublished diaries kept during the war by combatants. One such document is the wartime diary of Edward Campion Vaughan, a detailed daily account of his wartime experiences leading up to his first action at the Battle of Ypres in 1917. Vaughan was a nineteen-year-old captain in 1917; the diary, discovered in 1940 by his family after his untimely death in 1925, was first published in 1981, some sixty-four years after it was written. There are many issues of note in this diary: primarily, the language used to describe Vaughan’s experience is in keeping with the tropes of war that were to become commonplace in the 1930s. Vaughan describes the mundane and matter of fact nature of waiting for battle, the excitement of being there—the diary for the most part unreflectively embodies many of the propagandist myths of the day until they are shattered when confronted by the brutality of actual battle. The last thirty pages, written between August 15 and August 28, 1917, are a harrowing testimony of the brutality of war experienced by a combatant. I restrict myself to just two entries. In the first, Vaughan is leading his company toward the German trenches; his company is being decimated by shell and machine gun fire, yet he continues to move forward:

Up the road we staggered, shells bursting around us. A man stopped dead in front of me, and exasperated I cursed him and butted him with my knee. Very gently he said “I’m blind sir,” and he turned to show me his eyes and nose torn away by a piece of shell.  (Vaughan 1981, 224)

Vaughan points him on his way back in the direction of his trench. Later that night Vaughan, back in his trench with those that remain of his troop describes his sense of helplessness as he hears the sounds of those wounded lying in no-man-land, some of whom are members of his own troop, slowly drowning in the shell holes they are hiding in as they fill with rainwater:

From the darkness on all sides came the groans and wails of wounded men; faint, long, sobbing moans of agony, and despairing shrieks. It was too horribly obvious that dozens of men with serious wounds must have crawled for safety into new shell holes, and now the water was rising about them and, powerless to move, they were slowly drowning. (228)

Vaughan’s sonic visions of Hell are simultaneously quiet and loud, singularly embodied and distantly collective—“imaginatively,” culturally, and sensorally they resonate with Dante’s Inferno or the paintings of Bosch. Vaughan’s subsequent silence signifies the inability or impossibility of words to describe his experience. This is in contrast to the propagandist voices of war embodied in the public speeches of politicians back “home” at the time and the patriotic voices that resonated in street and home coupled with the bludgeoning commercial music industry that packaged hundreds of songs for the consumption of both troops and their families (Morat 2014).

Those at home could revel in the same music as the soldier on the front; some officers at the Front used portable record players to while away the time while not fighting (Roy 2016). In World War I, troops imagined, sang, and reminisced through propagandist, yet utopian music. The 1915 song “Pack Up Your Troubles,” for example, was a great hit with both troops and those at home:


Pack up your troubles in your old kit-bag,

And smile, smile, smile,

While you’ve a Lucifer to light your fag, Smile, boys, that’s the style.

What’s the use of worrying? It never was worthwhile,

So pack up your troubles in your old kit-bag,

And smile, smile, smile.



The writer of this popular song, Felix Powell, also entertained the troops on the Front, performing his songs. Powell, however, was deeply disturbed by his role in what he perceived as encouraging troops to die fighting while he made large sums of money from selling and performing his songs. The proximity of wartime experience appears to have shattered his own propagandist illusions: “By all accounts he had a kind of nervous breakdown in the trenches” (Gilbert 2010). Powell later shot himself, dying in much the same way as those to whom he had sung. Wilfred Owen had used Powell’s refrain “Smile, Smile, Smile” as the title of his antipropagandist wartime poem published after his death:


Head to limp head, the sunk-eyed wounded scanned

Yesterday’s Mail; the casualties (typed small)

And (large) Vast Booty from our Latest Haul.

Also, they read of Cheap Homes, not yet planned;

“For,” said the paper, “when this war is done

The men’s first instinct will be making homes.

Meanwhile their foremost need is aerodromes,

It being certain war has just begun.

Peace would do wrong to our undying dead,—

The sons we offered might regret they died

If we got nothing lasting in their stead.

… Pictures of these broad smiles appear each week,

And people in whose voice real feeling rings

Say: How they smile! They’re happy now, poor things.

(Owen 1994)



The dystopian sonorities of the wartime serving poets were in stark contrast to the songs of World War I, which were upbeat, cheery, or sentimentally cloying. The ballad Keep the Home Fires Burning typically portrayed the warmth of the home for troops to come home to, a metaphor for both domestic life and nation written by the American lyricist Lena Gilbert Ford, who, ironically was one of the few Londoners killed at home in an air raid on London in 1918, not widely reported at the time.

Song remains an ever-present “we” in theaters of war—dystopian and utopian—and troops would frequently subvert the lyrics of popular wartime songs, replacing them with their own dystopian or sexually explicit lyrics (Sweeney 2001). Early films also portrayed the role of song in ironic tones. In the 1932 movie Wooden Crosses, the troops sing, “they tell us we’ll be getting bronze crosses (medals) but all we get are wooden crosses” to be placed on their graves. No commercial discs were made of these sonic transgressions at the time. The utopian voices of propaganda had to continue to drown out the voices of wartime experience with their simple and unambiguous, dulcet yet patriotic tones.



Wooden Crosses: Sound Testimony and Sonic Fidelity in Early Film

There was a sound like the roar of an express train, coming nearer at tremendous speed with a loud singing, wailing noise. It kept on coming and I wondered when it would ever burst. Then when it seemed right on top of us, it did, with a shattering crash that made the earth tremble. It was terrible. The concussion felt like a blow in the face, the stomach and all over; it was like being struck unexpectedly by a huge wave in the ocean.

—Alexander (2010, 2)

Sound as physical force was not well understood during World War I. The description just quoted, by an American Red Cross Volunteer in 1916, describes a large shell landing 200 meters distant. In 1918, the recording engineer Will Gaisberg traveled to France to record the sounds of shellfire on behalf of the British War Savings Committee. His recording was later issued as an HMV recording, bought by those eager to hear what the sounds of war really sounded like. Gaisberg recorded the sounds of shells being fired—not the sounds of them landing and exploding, as troops in the trenches would have experienced them (Goddard 2015). The early attempted efforts at fidelity fell short sonically and experientially—not that the record buyers would realize this. Goddard argues that it was these recorded sounds that contributed toward a misunderstanding of what war should sound like in the making of films such as All Quiet on the Western Front. Nevertheless, the desire to represent “authentic” war sounds in film had its origins at the very beginning of sound film. Howard Hughes’s Hell’s Angels (1930), originally made as a silent movie, was subsequently dubbed with the supposedly lifelike sounds of air battles. When it comes to the “realistic” portrayal of war, much, perhaps undue, attention has been given to the 1930 movie All Quiet on the Western Front, adapted from Remarque’s novel of the same name. The film is noted for its gritty and powerful realism. The New York Times reviewer of 1930 describes the film as:

a trenchant and imaginative audible picture, in which producers adhere with remarkable fidelity to the spirit and events of the original stirring novel. … Often the scenes are of such excellence that if they were not audible one might believe that they were actual motion pictures of activities behind the lines.  (Hall 1930)

The realism of the film works on multiple levels, visual and auditory—yet it is to the auditory that the film claimed and has been received as breaking new ground:

Sound made action films such as All Quiet on the Western Front so powerful—the impact of music, the realism produced by the sound of rifle fire, the staccato rhythm of machine guns, and the deafening roar of artillery shells. Milestone [the director] jolted his audience right onto the battlefield by simultaneously bombarding their senses and their emotions.  (Chambers and Culbert 1996, 19)

This realism was contested: lauded in the United Kingdom and America but subsequently banned in Nazi Germany as anti-German propaganda. Beyond the cultural relativity of its reception, the film’s claim to “realism,” sonic or otherwise, requires qualification. The film was made exclusively in California by a director who relied on documentary photographic representation as the basis for the verity of the film. These photographic representations were themselves representations of war after the fighting had taken place. Cameras were rarely permitted on the Front, as has already been noted with the making of The Battle of the Somme. While the film portrays the terror and futility of war and gives a generalized sonic soundscape to war, it also enables the audience to imagine what “being there” might sound like. In this sense, the film replicates some of the novel’s portrayal of shellfire; for example, that of troops experiencing shelling while underground:

Kas suggests a game of cards; what else can we do, perhaps it will make things easier? But it is no good, we are listening to every impact that sounds close, we lose count and we lead wrong suits. We have to give it up. It’s as if we were sitting inside a massive echoing boiler that is being pounded on every side.  (Remarque 2011, 81)

The novel embraces the physicality of the sound, as if “sitting inside a massive echoing boiler that is being pounded on every side.” This scene is also visualized in the film. Both the reader and the film viewers need to exercise their imaginative capacity to intuit what this might be like. In World War I, exploding grenades were loud and physical with impulses of 164 dB, while mortars were louder, at 185 dB. Even in contemporary cinemas loudness levels are not meant to exceed 80 dB. No one ever left a cinema with “shell-shock.” Sonic realism remains a “shadow”—with audiences not knowing whether the soundscape of the film war was accurate or not—indeed, the intensity of sound might have very little effect on how the film is read by audiences. A sense of realism as understood by audiences is all that is required. Perhaps this represents the fiction of sonic “realism” embodied in the history of war films to the present day?

Remarque supposedly gave the film his blessing, yet the title of the book All Quiet on the Western Front is derived from the last page of the novel, where the central character is killed off. In the book, we are not told how he dies, merely that “he fell in October 1918, on a day that was so still and quiet along the entire front that the army dispatches restricted themselves to the single sentence: that there was nothing new to report on the western front” (Remarque 2011, 201). The death is impersonal and inconsequential, whereas, in the film, the central character famously stretches out from the security of his trench to touch a butterfly nestling nearby, and in doing so is killed by a single shot from a French sniper. The ending symbolically pits nature—the unsullied butterfly—and the desire for beauty within carnage, against the superior destructive tendency of the technology of killing. As a piece of fiction, the film’s ending is powerful in its visual and emotive impact. Yet it disavows the nature of sonic learning at the Front: potential survival at the Front was about remaining hidden and listening, as will be demonstrated in the following pages. In providing its symbolic ending, the film distorts the listening skills embodied and required for survival.

The search for sonic realism is embodied more fully, not in the Hollywood-made All Quiet on the Western Front but in the French film Wooden Crosses (Les Croix de Bois) directed by Raymond Bernard in 1932 and based on the 1920 novel of the same name written by Roland Dorgelès. In this film, the director takes the pursuit of realism further than any director since.7

The director had wanted to remain faithful to Dorgelès’s novel, the same impulse as the director of All Quiet on the Western Front. Dorgelès, like Remarque, had been attentive to the varied sounds of cannon at the Front in his writing:

One’s ears soon get accustomed to this rolling crashing. You recognize them all by their voice: the seventy-five that cracks in fury, sets off with a whiew, and passes so quickly that you can see it burst as soon as you hear it starting, the hundred-and-twenty, out of breath—you would fancy it too much a Weary Willie to finish its journey; the hundred-and-fifty-five, that seems to go sliding along rails; and the big Jack Johnsons, pass over high up with a tranquil sound of moving waters. … The regiment next to us was trying a surprise attack, and it was they that the Maxim was on to, with its regular tap-tap like a sewing-machine.  (Dorgelès 1921, 32–33)

Dorgelès’s novel, like Remarque’s, is instantly recognizable as inhabiting the antiwar trope inhabited by subsequent war novels. The “realism” in the film extends beyond the gritty, close-up shots of action that we also see in All Quiet on the Western Front. The film portrays the varied sounds of everyday life both at the Front and behind it, dwelling on the troops’ fear, boredom, humor, and cynicism toward both the powers that be and the “distant” civilian population. The film portrays the troops as being hermetically sealed off from the world: this feeling is reinforced by the claustrophobic use of camera close-ups throughout the film—the viewers, like the main characters, cannot see much around them but are subject to the random barrages of gunfire and shelling that engulf them.

The director, Bernard, in his concern with “fidelity,” only hired war veterans to act in the film, rejecting the offers of support from the French Army to act in the film with the claim that both existing troops and officers had never seen active service and hence could not know how to represent war authentically. The troops were only used to dig out the trenches used in the film. The entire film was shot in situ in the Champagne region of France, where the fighting had taken place. In creating the battle scenes with the use of explosives, the film crew uncovered the still visible remains of many fallen soldiers—the silent dead. The director describes perceiving the film as a homage to the silent dead—recreating their voice sixteen years after the fact. The actor Charles Varel, who movingly portrays the death of his character in a war-torn graveyard, when asked how he could create such a sense of realism in his protracted death scene says that, “for this type of work, you don’t need to act, you just need to remember” (Bernard interview, in DVD Les Croix de Bois) thus prioritizing his experience of war while also being able to represent its “authenticity” on the screen.

The soundscape created in the film is distinctive in its creation of a sonic landscape that creates a great sense of space. The viewer hears multiple sounds of shells moving across the landscape, as they “would have” been experienced by troops on the ground:

We had to recreate the atmosphere of war in sound. To recreate the sounds of war. We had to record the explosions and machine guns and rifles being fired. I conducted numerous experiments. I don’t know how many microphones I destroyed. I remember that the first explosions I tried to record as an experiment naturally were very bad because the microphones got jammed by the explosions and the recording was far too short. I eventually worked out how to record an explosion by placing mikes at varying distances, gradually further and further away. That way, the sound recording got longer and became more real and bore a closer resemblance to the sound without a microphone, the live sound that could be heard. … The cannon had to be recorded as it was firing. Then there was the whistling of the shell as it went up into the air followed by the whistling of the shell as it fell to the ground. And finally there was the explosion. The microphones had to be switched on and off one at a time in different places.  (Bernard interview, in DVD Les Croix de Bois)

Yet, despite this, the sense of the “real” had to be qualified in order for the audience to hear the dialogue between the men in the trenches: the explosions had to be recorded in the background and the dialogue in the foreground. In the actuality of battle, it was often impossible to hear what anybody was saying, as Gilbert has noted when discussing the Battle of the Somme:

The sound was so intense that if a man screamed at the top of his voice into another man’s ear, he could not be heard … with the sound of shellfire an unbroken roar, the sound of individual shells bursting was lost.  (Gilbert 2006, 50)

Bernard, while aware of the limitations of film, created the soundscape so that the veterans who were invited to the first showing of the film would recognize what they were hearing and seeing. The film was primarily made for the participants of war, who would be able to fill in their own embodied experiences of war as they experienced the film, revisiting the sounds of the past in the present in order to re-embody their silhouettes of the past.


Sonic Visibility, Sonic Invisibility: From Disfigurement to Shell Shock

While many writers at the Front were largely dismissive of those civilians left behind, there was much support, from those civilians, for those soldiers wounded at the front.8 But the “realism” embodied by long-lasting injuries both physical and mental proved problematic for many civilians. Sonic trauma represents the visible and the invisible. The invisible, in the form of shell shock or other psychological trauma was often preferred to the overtly visible, especially severe facial disfigurement (Figure 9.1). In the everyday life of civilians who might have imagined what the consequences of war were like to those engaged in fighting it, the presence of those who were suffering from the trauma of war was frequently disquieting, for those who were disfigured appeared to be too close, too long-lasting in the consequences of what the war represented. Theirs became a “realism” unwanted, a physical reminder of the inhumanity of war. Their visual presence an unrecognized manifestation of the sonic, inextricably bound.
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Figure 9.1 “William Kearsley: In October 1917, shrapnel struck Kearsey [sic] in the face, severely gashing his face.” http://www.theguardian.com/world/postcolonial/2014/may/26/broken-gargoyles-the-disfigured-soldiers-of-the-first-world-war





The sonic war represented a war of contingency and training—a war of size and speed. The disfigured were frequently victims of randomness and a lack of training in a war that pitted new forms of technological killing against fragile human flesh. Troops were not in need of sonic imagination as perhaps audiences back home were—but rather sonic training. Many of the young troopers pushed and rushed into the front line had no time to learn to listen, as American surgeon Fred Albee noted in 1916:

Many soldiers were shot in the face simply because they had no experience of trench warfare: “They seemed to think they could pop their heads up over a trench and move quickly enough to dodge the hail of machine-gun bullets.”

(Biernoff 2011, 1)

Their injuries represented a misunderstanding of the sound and speed of the killing technologies that they confronted. Not for them, the romanticism of sonic Futurist fictions. Marinetti had been to war, yet persisted in his fictions, “We wish to glorify War,—the only health giver of the world—militarism, patriotism, the destructive arm of the Anarchist, the beautiful Ideas that kill, the contempt of women” (in Hynes 1992, 7). It proved harder for the public to aestheticize the face of victims such as William Kearsley. The empiricism embodied in the everyday was more likely to be constituted by the averted gaze when confronted with facial disfigurement; images of physical disfigurement were largely absent in the public domain until Otto Dix dared to paint it in the 1920s.9

The State treated the disfigured better than amputees. The disfigured received a full pension, thus giving them enough money to remain invisible and not having to beg like many of those with lost arms and legs, who only received a fraction of the State Pension. Visibility and disability were treated incrementally—amputees were free to beg in the street—their visibility less disturbing yet disturbing nevertheless. By 1917, specialist hospitals were opened in the United Kingdom in an attempt to both treat these soldiers and to keep them apart. Those with minor disfigurements were not permitted to return to the trenches, as it was thought that the uninjured did not wish to see what they might become. Many of the disfigured never went home but remained in these establishments; many committed suicide.

A specialist facial disfigurement hospital was opened in Sidcup, Kent in 1917. The municipal authorities arranged to have some of the park and town benches painted blue. The aim of these blue benches was to “warn towns people that any man sitting on one might be distressful to view” (Biernoff 2011, 674). The cinema in Sidcup had been full in 1916 with locals queuing up to see the “real” war as portrayed in The Battle of the Somme; by 1917 even this “reality” had palled, with smaller numbers turning up to see the next installments, The Battle of Ancre and Ypres—after all, they all looked the same. Better to listen to the quickest hit of 1914, still a favorite in 1917, the Ivor Novello song, “Keep the Home Fires Burning—Till the Boys Come Home.”

The isolation and silence surrounding the social recognition of disfigurement paralleled the descriptions of the sonic isolation experienced by troops bombarded by artillery shells on the front. Shell shock, while not always caused by the intensity of sonic bombardment, frequently was. Shell shock, while initially considered invisible, was also often visually manifest for all to see (Downing 2016). Early victims of shell shock could face execution for desertion and malingering—or be sent back to fight. Too many soldiers were perceived to be suffering from shell shock for the good of the fighting army. A. P. Herbert’s The Secret Battle (1928) described, in fiction, the effects of shell shock from the perspective of the victim to be executed:

I dream of them (explosions) every night … usually it’s an enormous empty plain, full of shell holes, of course, and raining like hell, and I walk for miles (usually with you) looking over my shoulder, waiting for the shells to come … and then I hear that savage kind of high-velocity shriek, and I get into the ditch and lie down there … and then one comes that I know by the sound is going to burst on top of me … and I wake up simply sweating with funk. I’ve never told anyone but you about this not even Peggy, but she says I wake her up sometimes, making an awful noise.

(Leese 2014, 165)

Even in his dreams he has trained himself to recognize which shells are most dangerous. Troops called these bombardments the “Dance of Hell” with the intensity of sound disorientating their ability to distinguish enemy fire from their own fire—thus often precluding their ability to discern and listen. Meanwhile popular culture trivialized shell shock with cartoons making the brave look like fools to those who read their newspapers at home (Figure 9.2).
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Figure 9.2 “Shelling Is Shocking” and Helpful Hints “How To Avoid Shell Shock.” WW1 Cartoon by Pvt. Abian A. “Wally” Wallgren.





Just as specialist homes were set up for the disfigured, so in 1917 convalescence homes were set up in the countryside for officers to recover from shell shock in peace and quiet, the quicker to send them back to the Front. Peace and quiet was class bound; normal troops suffering from shell shock normally remained a few miles from the front while “recovering.” The poet and officer Siegfried Sassoon was sent to Lennel Auxiliary Hospital, a stately home, to recover his senses; while recovering, he wrote the following poem, pitting testimony—the testimony of shock—against the voices of propaganda:


No doubt they’ll soon get well; the shock and strain

Have caused their stammering, disconnected talk.

Of course they’re “longing to go out again,”—

These boys with old, scared faces, learning to walk.

They’ll soon forget their haunted nights; their cowed

Subjection to the ghosts of friends who died,—

Their dreams that drip with murder; and they’ll be proud

Of glorious war that shatter’d all their pride …

Men who went to battle, grim and glad;

Children, with eyes that hate you, broken and mad.

(“Survivors,” in Sassoon 2014)



In the aftermath of the war and with the rise of sound films shell shock became increasingly portrayed sympathetically in films such as All Quiet on the Western Front and Wooden Crosses. But by that time, the war had already become mythologized in the eyes of the audience—and the war just a distant mis-memory.10

The sense of disconnects between troops and a sympathetic audience is articulated in Henry Williamson’s wartime novel, The Patriot’s Progress, published in 1930. The leading character, after having his leg blown off in the war is trying to readjust to civilian life. On Armistice Day, he’s using his crutches to walk around and observe the day:

He was out in the street on the 11th November, waiting for the maroons to go off at eleven o’clock, when an old toff stopped him and asked how he had lost his leg. John Bullock told him. A five-niner, as we were going over. The toff soon lost interest, and when the flags were waving, he said: “well, I suppose it’s a good thing it’s over, but in my opinion the government is weak. We ought to have driven the Huns back to Berlin, and given their country a taste of what they gave in France.”

“Ah!” said John Bullock, shifting on his leg. “However,” said the old gentleman, giving him a cigar, as he prepared to move on, to see the fun? Whistles were blowing, people shouting and singing, motor horns honking, and a deuce of a fine row everywhere. “We always did do things in England by halves.” At this moment a very little boy ran up, waving a flag: and seeing his daddy talking to someone, he stopped.

“Look, daddy, look!” cried the little boy. The poor man hasn’t got only one boot on!”

“Ssh! You mustn’t notice such things!” said the toff. “This good man is a hero. Yes,” he went on, “we’ll see that England doesn’t forget you fellows.”

“We are England,” said John Bullock, with a slow smile. The old gentleman could not look him in the eye; and the little boy ceased to wave his flag, and stared sorrowfully at the poor man.  (Williamson 1930, 193–194)

Now there is greater recognition of the devastating consequences of shattering noise, noise that splits the eardrum, causing permanent hearing loss. In World War I, troops had no technologies of “in-ear protection” as contemporary troops in Iraq and elsewhere possess, but even in Iraq

these technologies cannot protect troops from all noises. Troops can suffer hearing loss from shooting off their own weapons or being near to an explosion. … Overwhelmed by the immediacy and materiality of sounds which cannot be heard, of waves of pressure that act violently on passive bodies, auditors became inauditors once again: the waves constituted them as victims before the victims could constitute themselves as listeners. … Knocked unconscious, deafened, concussed, and otherwise damaged by explosive sound, traumatic inauditors were rendered … incapable of meaningful thought or action.  (Daughtry 2015, 95)

The silence of trauma is mirrored in the silence of memorial. Rudyard Kipling created, in post-World War I Britain, the idea of memorials written in stone and dedicated to the hundreds of thousands of unknown soldiers. Kipling had been a vigorous prowar propagandist until his eighteen-year-old son John, for whom he had pulled strings to get him into the army (he had very poor eyesight), went missing in his first weeks in France. Kipling interviewed as many of the troops that remained from the battle of Loose who had known John only to discover that he was “last seen on the second day of the ill-fated attack, stumbling blindly through the mud, screaming in agony after an exploding shell ripped his face apart” (Brown 2006). Henry Williamson, in the Daily Mirror on the Tenth Anniversary Remembrance Service held in London on November 11, 1928, wrote:

11 a.m. A note deep and sonorous, another deep note from Big Ben, and we are launched into silence and olden time. Whitehall is a chasm, filled with grey silence, and the people are dead: I am dead, but there is no Valhalla, only a strange immensity of twilit silence … the maroons crash, it is finished.  (Williamson 1998, 163)


The Sound of Arabian Adventures

When Ernst Jünger, author of the novel Storm and Steel (In Stahlgewittern), went to war in 1914, he went having been bought up with a Homeric sense of the grandeur and violence of war. Jünger fought through the four years of the war as a trooper in the trenches and was wounded on seven occasions—yet always clung to the Homeric sense of war. For Jünger as for so many others at the beginning of the twentieth century, war was mediated largely through literature and art. Yet in his writing Jünger recognized the horror of a technologized war full of tanks and artillery pitted against heroic flesh:

For the effect of shelling was a psychological desolation to match the lands. Jünger likens it to your being tied at a stake while someone constantly menaces you with a hammer: one hit whizzes past you; the next hits the stake, sending splinters flying.

(Nevin 1996, 50)

Homer’s Iliad read by Jünger “contains some of the most brutal battle scenes in the history of world literature. Scene after scene described in gory and devastating detail” (Homer 2009, vii). However, T. E. Lawrence, the translator of Homer’s Odyssey (1999; largely translated in 1927 in the desert waste of the British army base in Miranshah, India, where Lawrence had escaped the media noise of his military fame in World War I), had argued that Homer had never been in battle “and had not seen deaths in battle [but was] a bookworm, a mainlander, city bred and domestic” (Lawrence, in Homer 1991, vi). Lawrence had also been brought up with a Homeric sense of battle, taking with him Malory’s Morte d’Arthur to battle, but, unlike Jünger, he soon abandoned the precepts of the chivalrous war.

While much space has been given to the antiwar “myth” embodied in the work of Sassoon, Williamson, Aldrington, and others, many within the artistic circles of Europe at the time had also been influenced by the aestheticization of war, as we have already noted in the Futurist writings of Marinetti which embodied the glorification of a technologized urbanism already found in a wide range of writing from Simmel onward. In a series of lectures held in London in 1914, Marinetti had proclaimed the virtues of violence, speed, and technology as the guiding principle of the future. His earlier wartime experiences, like those of Jünger, did little to diminish his enthusiasm for war. Equally, the genre of adventure story writing played to the adventurous nature of war, as evidenced in W. E. John’s collection of Biggles novels written for teenagers. Johns had been an airman in World War I, yet filtered this experience into a glorification of the air-ace.

“Being-there” is not a prerequisite to artistic integrity—although the use of the imagination probably is. World War I authors invariably built on their experiences, but their work is not necessarily reduced to their wartime experiences. Early critics of Barbusse’s antiwar novel, Under Fire: The Story of a Squad (Le Feu: Journal d’une escouade) published in 1917 (2009) and based on his own wartime experiences, questioned the veracity of his account. Winter, however, claimed that “the literary technique he adopted was a kind of heightened realism, very much in the tradition of Zola, where the story came out of his own experience, but the story itself transcended it” (Winter 2014, 184). What is common to all of these wartime novels is the sensory “veracity” of the accounts; the authors have all been trained in their sensory awareness of the technologies of war—they know what different guns sound like, the sound of tank engines, and so on. This is coupled with the desire to bear “witness” to what they have experienced. This is not new. The creative turn is evident in much war writing. The sonic landscape of Tolstoy’s War and Peace (Voyná i mir) is reliant on Tolstoy’s own reporting of the Battle of Sebastopol:

All of a sudden the noise of a most fearful explosion startles you out of your wits, delivering a severe jolt not only to your ears but to the whole of your being, making you tremble in every limb. Immediately afterwards you hear the fading whistle of the projectile, and a thick pall of powder smoke enshrouds you, likewise enveloping the platform and the black figures of the sailors moving to and from. You hear the sailors exchanging opinions on the subject of this discharge of yours … (return fire). And sure enough, a moment or two later you see lightning and smoke ahead of you; the sentry standing on the parapet shouts: “Ca-a-nnon!” And then a cannonball shrieks past you, slaps into the earth and showers everything with mud and stones.

(Tolstoy 1986, 89)

We have noted T. E. Lawrence’s observation that Homer had never been near to battle. After the war, Lawrence had “disappeared” socially, had given up his army commission, and had re-enlisted as a private, first in the army and then the air force under assumed names, primarily to escape an intense public scrutiny. Lawrence’s public reputation, or the myth of “Lawrence of Arabia” is largely down to the role of the American journalist and impresario Lowell Thomas. In the immediate aftermath of war, it was proving difficult to aestheticize the experience of trench warfare for the British and American public. Thomas during the war had sought out Allenby and Lawrence during the Middle-Eastern Campaign, to which access was easier and safer than reporting on the Western Campaign. Thomas had taken his camera and filmmaker with him with the aim of filming and reporting on the campaign. With the end of the war, Thomas constructed a review show, very much in tune with popular music hall entertainment of the time, but with an authentic “I was there” claim. The show, titled With Allenby in Palestine and Lawrence in Arabia, was to be both a “witnessing” and “entertaining,” a variation on the popular vaudeville style of the day.

The show opened to packed audiences in Covent Garden in London with Allenby, Winston Churchill, and Lawrence himself attending the performance. The show was to run at various venues around London for over two hundred performances before moving to America and then back to the UK with over four million seats sold worldwide. The show, narrated by Thomas, was innovative insomuch as Thomas’s commentary was synchronized to photos and movie clips of the battle for the Middle East. The show unusually used genuine footage of the war, unlike the fake ones usually staged for newsreels at the time, together with Sudanese minstrels, incense, and organ music. Thomas describes the event thus:

When I opened in London I used the sixty piece Welsh Guards Band in their scarlet uniforms, On stage, the Moonlight on the Nile scene, as the curtain opened on the Nile set, the moon faintly illuminating distant pyramids, our dance glided onstage for a two minute Dance of the Seven Veils accompanied by an Irish tenor in the wings, singing the Mohammedan Call to prayer which Fran had put to music. At the end of this I emerged in a spotlight and without even saying Good Evening Ladies and Gentlemen, I started my show with the words: “Come with me to the lands of mystery, history and romance.”  (Wilson 2016)

The Palestine and Arabia campaign, had, in the public’s mind, represented a romantic campaign rather than the horrors associated with the Western Front, despite the fact of heavy losses on this front also. The campaign had been dubbed “The Last Crusade.” Thomas’s show presented a romantic campaign that audiences could feel good about in the immediate aftermath of the war. Both the audiences and the media celebrated the show’s “orientalism” uncritically. Lawrence was referred to as “Shereef Lawrence, the uncrowned King of Arabia.” Lowell’s script goes as follows:

(There) is a young man whose name will go down in history besides those of Sir Francis Drake, Sir Walter Raleigh, Lord Clive, Charles Gordon, and all the other famous heroes of Great Britain’s glorious past. … The Germans and the Turks were so impressed with Lawrence’s achievements in Arabia that they expressed their admiration and appreciation by offering rewards amounting to over one hundred thousand pound on his head. But the wild sons of Ishmael regarded their quiet, fair-haired leader as a sort of supernatural being who had been sent from heaven to deliver them from their oppressors, and they wouldn’t have betrayed him for all the gold in the fabled mines of King Solomon.

(from Struggle 1914–20, in Wrench 1935, 363–364)

The show transformed T. E. Lawrence into “Lawrence of Arabia” (Korda 2011, 479). Lawrence, in a letter to E. M. Forster, disputed the depth of Thomas’s Middle-East experiences claiming that Thomas had only stayed with him for a short period of time, had taken a few still photos of him, and had not been with him during any fighting:

He came out to Allenby’s as an American official correspondent, saw a scoop in our side-show, and came to Akaba (1918) for ten days. I saw him there, for a second time, but went up country to do some other work. He bored the others, so they packed him off by Ford car to Petra, and thence back to Egypt by sea. His spare credulity they packed with stories about me. He was shown copies of my official reports, and made extracts and summaries of them. Of course he was never in the Arab firing line, nor did he ever see an operation or ride with me. I met him occasionally afterwards in London in 1920.  (Lawrence 2010, 40)

The semifictionalized account of Lawrence and his Middle-Eastern exploits was taken as largely “factual” by audiences. Thomas followed up his show’s success with the writing of a biography, With Lawrence in Arabia, published in 1924 to great critical acclaim. Lawrence had written his own account of his wartime experiences in The Seven Pillars of Wisdom, only allowing it to be published in the event of his death, which occurred as a result of a motorcycle accident in 1935. Both Thomas and Lawrence describe the Battle of Seil el Hasa in detail. Lawrence was of course there, while Thomas had only read Lawrence’s dispatches of the encounter. Thomas follows the heroic and “boys own” representation of the action:

The ricochets of the shells and shrapnel as they struck the flint boulders and glanced off were horrible, causing heavy losses among the enemy. Lawrence ordered the men on his left flank to fire an unusually heavy burst from the Hotchkiss and Vickers machine-guns at Turks manning the Maxims. These were so accurate that they completely wiped the latter out. He then ordered his cavalry to charge the retreating Turks from the right flank, while he also moved forward from the centre with his infantry and banners waving defiantly. Horse and man, the Turks collapsed and their attack crumpled. … It was dark before his followers gave up the pursuit, exhausted from lack of sleep and food. “Allahu Akbar,” cried the weary men as they fell upon their knees with their faces toward Mecca, giving praise to Allah for their victory.  (Thomas 1931, 117)

On July 29, 1935, the Daily Mail published a review of Lawrence’s posthumous Seven Pillars of Wisdom written by Winston Churchill, titled “Lawrence’s Great Book: Grim War Realism of Seven Pillars of Wisdom” (Lawrence 2015, 1). Lawrence’s account of the events at Seil el Hasa were downbeat in contrast to Thomas’s account of the same confrontation:

Above six hundred were killed, and men said only fifty got back, exhausted fugitives, to the railway. The Arabs on their track rose against them and shot them ignobly as they ran. Our men gave up pursuit quickly, for they were tired and sore and hungry and it was pitifully cold … as we turned back it began to snow, and only very late and by the last effort did we get our wounded to the villages that night. The Turkish wounded lay out, and were dead the next day … the next day and the next it snowed.  (Lawrence 2003, 546)

Thomas is no Homer, but his account fitted the “heroic” fiction of war that was already a preferred option for audiences in the immediate postwar period. By 1935, with the publication of Lawrence’s own work, and following on from the work of Sassoon, Williamson, and others, audiences were ready to listen to alternative accounts of World War I.


Epilogue: “I didn’t even know there was a War” (Leonard Cohen)

Just at T. E. Lawrence and Ernst Jünger had their imagination filled with the heroic myths of the past, so war, technology, and media technologies have become more intimately intertwined, not just in the “derealized” image of war but also as a platform for performing war both as an interactive entertainment and as the “real thing.” The training of troops through a range of media consumption and media play is commonplace. Patrick Hennessey, an English officer in the Iraq war, describes his training at Sandhurst:

Sandhurst relies on scenes from war movies for roughly 57% of the course teaching material, and there was barely a lecture we attended that didn’t make use of one of the Sandhurst stock of war films for an element of instruction. For this reason there is almost no one in the army with less than five years’ service who has not seen all The Band of Brothers, most of Gladiator and Saving Private Ryan, not to mention significant sections of Full Metal Jacket, A Bridge Too Far, and for reasons that escape me, Heat.

(Hennessey 2009, 55)

The experience of war among troops is increasingly informed by sonic media, from the boom box, Walkman, iPod, and beyond. Jonathan Pieslack’s study of US troops in Iraq confirms the multiple use of the sound track through which to energize and make real combat situations, either through headphone use or through music blaring from loudspeakers. A contemporary Apocalypse Now played out in the field of combat.

In parallel to this synergy between technology, entertainment, and war among troops has been the training of civilian populations; at times subject to total war, at other times removed from it by geographical distance—if not media distance. From the Blitz in London in World War II to the present ongoing war in Iraq, subject populations have trained themselves to listen to the sounds of death approaching from the air and on land. H. E. Bates describes listening to the sound of a V1 Doodlebug flying over London in World War II:

The doodlebug could be heard a long way off. It could be heard thirty miles away. It seemed to fly on an invisible track, as straight as a train. As it came nearer the roar became a metallic throb like the fiery stroke of a cheap motorbike and, as it passed overhead these throbs set up the most deafening reverberations that were like the explosion of a continuous backfire.  (Bates 1994, 38)

Now, those in the West are largely separated from the wars they are involved in, experiencing it in terms of news, film, newspaper reports, and video games, unlike the populations of Syria and Iraq who understand the nature of “total war” (Daughtry 2015). In the West, populations are trained through a range of media technologies for war at a distance—the illusion of sonic and visual fidelity remains alive and well (Virilio 1989).

On Friday, November 13, 2015, war temporarily visited Paris. As Parisians went about their normal everyday life, ISIL terrorists, armed with Kalashnikovs killed 130 people at the Bataclan concert hall, where the American band Eagles of Death Metal were playing inside. Jerome Boucer, who survived the carnage, described the scene thus: “The concert had started. I was in the audience and I heard what sounded like a firecracker. It was loud but the gig was very loud and I thought it was something that was part of the show. I think lots of people did too.” Supposedly, the terrorists inside the Bataclan were heard to shout: “This is war. We will make you feel the fear that the people of Syria feel every day.” The concertgoers never realized they were in a war. They had not learned to recognize the sound of the firing Kalashnikovs used by the killers.




Notes

1. Imagination is required, as filmic accounts of atomic bomb explosions are invariably dubbed, “If they do contain an actual audio recording of the test blast itself (many were filmed silently and have a stock blast sound effect), it’s almost always shifted so that the explosion and the sound of the blast are simultaneous. This is of course quite false: the speed of light is much faster than the speed of sound” (Wellerstein, in MailonLine July 16, 2012. http://www.dailymail.co.uk/sciencetech/article-2174289/Ever-heard-sound-nuclear-bomb-going-Historian-unveils-surviving-audio-recordings-blast-1950s-Nevada-tests.html Accessed July 16, 2015).

2. The broadcast was aired on February 29, 2016. The Today Programme is a daily news program that is broadcast nationwide in the United Kingdom between 6:00 a.m. and 9:00 a.m. The Yazidi community in northern Iraq are seen by ISIL as a separate religious group. They were forced to flee their homes, and given the choice of converting to Islam or being killed or enslaved. The United Nations has called these acts, acts of genocide.

3. But I also intend for the term to encompass sonic material that is less directly or conventionally associated with warfare: the omnipresent civilian gas generators that appeared throughout Iraq after the partial destruction of the electric grid in the wake of the major combat operations in 2003; the sirens and other warning signals that punctuated life on the military bases and urban areas during the war; the propaganda recordings, made by all the major parties to the conflict, that proliferated in English and Arabic, on radio, projected through mobile or stationary loudspeakers, and on the Internet; the live human voices whose presence, substance, and style were conditioned by the ebb and flow of combat (Daughtry 2015, 3).

4. My Corsican grandfather fought at both Verdun and the Somme. As a young teenager in the 1960s, I remember him recounting his experiences to me. Two memories have remained with me—I can still hear the timbre of his voice as he recounted how “city boys” found the physicality of trench warfare too much for them, standing in three feet of freezing water for days on end often killing them. He never went back to northern France, telling me, “he wouldn’t bury his cat there.” The other story, which I have never been able to verify, was his claim that their horses could tell the difference between the sound of German and French aircraft. They could hear the sound of the aircraft, he recounted, before the troops could hear. If it were German aircraft, they would nay violently, alerting the troop to a potential attack. I like to feel that this is true—extending Walter Benjamin’s claim to the animal species that our sensory apparatus is historical and adapts and learns from changing social circumstances.

5. This is not the place to delve into the very possibility of the power of language to represent experience, as an act of mimesis, dismissed by Adorno in his oft quoted remark that, “to write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric” (Adorno 1967, 34). In the present quote, Adorno reclaims the power of the voice to speak. In Negative Dialectics, he uses a visual metaphor to articulate his point: “No light falls on people and things in which transcendence would not appear. Indelible in resistance to the fungible world of exchange is the resistance of the eye that does not want the world’s colors to vanish. In semblance nonsemblance is promised” (Adorno 1966, 404–405). Adorno had been thinking of the power of language used by the poet Paul Celan, a Holocaust survivor, in his poetry in which the phrase “we shovel a grave into the air” was neither borrowed nor metaphor (Felstiner 1995, 288).

6. The myth of war accounts strangely seems to be located in the subsequent reclaiming of this narrative in subsequent wartime accounts and among audiences themselves. This move to reception is problematic in terms of testimonies themselves that were largely written to demystify the state-engendered propaganda of a noble and patriotic war.

7. Another fine example is the 1985 Russian World War II film, Come and See (Klimov 1985), which uses a mixture of surrealism and realism in its attempt to portray the experience of war. The lead character, a boy of fourteen, follows the film through the two years of fighting on Russian soil. The film, uniquely, is shot in sequence, the audience sees the boy mature from a fourteen-year-old to a sixteen-year-old as the film progresses to its grim ending.

8. “The soldier listened to excited tails of air-raids. A bomb had fallen in the next street. The windows had been broken. Many people had been killed in a house somewhere in Hackney. It was frightful. … The soldier on leave saw crowds of people taking shelter in underground railways, working men among them, sturdy lads, panic stricken. But for his own wife and children, he had an evil sense of satisfaction in these sights. It would do them good. They would know what war meant—just a little. … An air raid? Lord god, did they know what a German barrage was like? (Grayzel 2012, 239).

9. Otto Dix, The Skat Player: Card Playing War Invalids (1920).

10. Subsequently, both physical disablement as a result of fighting in war and shell shock were treated more sympathetically and centrally in film. The 1946 Hollywood movie The Best Years of Our Lives (Wyler 1946), portrays the effects of physical disablement, and the 1964 Joseph Losey movie King and Country, centrally portrays the effects of shell shock.
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chapter 10

Shifting Metaphors in the Conceptualization of Musical Knowledge and Learning

Petter Dyndahl


We have also Sound-Houses, where we practise and demonstrate all Sounds, & their Generation. We have Harmonies which you have not, of Quarter-Sounds, and lesser Slides of Sounds. Diverse Instruments of Musick likewise to you unknowne, some Sweeter than any you have; Together with Bells and Rings that are dainty and sweet. Wee represent Small Sounds as Great and Deepe; Likewise Great Sounds, Extenuate and Sharpe; We make diverse Tremblings and Warblings of Sounds, which in their Originall are Entire. We represent and imitate all Articulate Sounds & Letters, and the Voices and Notes of Beast and Birds. We have certain Helps, which set to the Eare doe further the Hearing greatly. We have also diverse Strange and Artificial Eccho’s, Reflecting the Voice many times, and as it were tossing it: And some that give back the Voice lowder than it came, Some Shriller, and some Deeper; Yea some rendring the Voice, Differing in the Letters or Articulate Sounds, from that they receive. Wee have also meanes to convey Sounds in Trunks and Pipes, in strange Lines, and Distances.

—Francis Bacon (1635, 41)





Introduction

In Francis Bacon’s groundbreaking technological utopia New Atlantis (1635), it is fascinating to see how accurate and prescient the early modern empiricist philosopher’s imagination of sound and music technologies that was first fully realized in the twentieth and twenty-first century is. His language is captivating and rich in metaphors: “By means of making metaphors, imagination can reorient consciousness through its disclosure of patterns, relationships, shadows, and lights, and slivers of sound that are wholly unexpected, ‘new’ in some wonderful fashion” (Greene 2001, 154). Moreover, in their seminal work Metaphors We Live By, the cognitive linguist George Lakoff and philosopher Mark Johnson (1980) raised the hypothesis that when metaphors refer to the understanding of one idea in terms of another, they correspond to cognitive schemata for mapping between conceptual domains, which implies that metaphors model the way we think and act, not least with regard to the understanding of concepts and theories. Conceptual metaphors appear in the language of everyday life, as well as in art, literature, philosophy, science, and scholarship; hence also in the language of music and musical knowledge. However, metaphors are not static representations, but are relational in both diachronic and synchronic perspectives.

Music appears to be a wide-ranging and complex phenomenon and subject, as well as a multitude of practices within history, culture, society, institutions, and education. Different epistemological assumptions and guiding metaphors may contribute to the understanding of learning with regard to this multifaceted area of knowledge, competence, and performance. Epistemological metaphors would normally belong to the domain of conceptual metaphors, especially to what may be called scientific and/or philosophical metaphors. As such they are linguistic creations and the result of discursive practices. Nevertheless, they can be very creative and imaginative in the sense that they produce innovative and surprising connections between different realms of representations and images, as exemplified in the French philosopher Bruno Latour’s (2005) actor–network theory as well as its close cousin the rhizome, an “image of thought” coined by the philosopher Gilles Deleuze and psychotherapist Félix Guattari (1972, 1987) to describe forms of knowledge and learning that allow for multiple, nonhierarchical representation and interpretation. To draw the botanical allegory a notch further, conceptual metaphors may be subsumed in particular root metaphors; that is, overarching concepts or imaginations of the world. In this sense, both conceptual and root metaphors related to music can exist in the form of discourses on music and sound.

Regardless of how imaginative and transboundary they might be—see Bacon’s sonic utopia—they are nonetheless bound in language. However, the music education researcher Göran Folkestad (2012) argues that music itself might be regarded as a discourse, presupposing that the concept of discourse may also include nonverbal forms of dialogue. Thus, the concept discourse in music assumes that people—by having built up knowledge and familiarity with different forms of musical expressions, styles, and genres over time—can relate to and communicate and interplay on an intertextual level in music, both with others and with oneself in inner musical acts of imagination. Folkestad designates these resources as the personal inner musical library. However, the main topic of this chapter is to examine how different epistemological positions and metaphors can contribute to the imagination and understanding of musical knowledge and learning, which indicates that the main focus must be on discourses on musical knowledge and learning after all. Nevertheless, it will also be important to try to reveal how knowledge in music both consists of and is expressed and communicated via musical imagination.

The point of departure is an account of various types of knowledge, in the epistemological tradition from Aristotle to Ludwig Wittgenstein. In light of the above arguments it is important to emphasize that musical knowledge will have to consist of a plurality of types of knowledge. However, a pedagogical argument centrally proposes that learning is a process by which knowledge should be acquired or recreated by the individual or the community. This process is historically, culturally, institutionally, and individually specific. Thus, it happens in particular ways in particular situations and with different intentions under different terms and conditions. For example, the learning arenas may be embodied by formal or nonformal education as well as more or less informal ways of achieving the required skills and knowledge along the learning trajectories (see Folkestad 2006).

Subsequently, I will present two complementary, partially overlapping, ways of looking at knowledge and learning. The first one highlights the epistemological divide between objectivism and constructivism, and specifies how this division will lead to different approaches and metaphorical conceptualizations of knowledge and learning, exemplified by behaviorism on the one hand and cognitive constructivism on the other. The next one attempts to interpret differences and variations along an axis that runs from monological to dialogical approaches and metaphors before it ends up pointing to a possible expansion in the direction of “trialogical” descriptions. In this context, behaviorism, cognitive constructivism, and self-regulated learning are seen as monological approaches, while social constructivism, sociocultural learning, situated learning, and apprenticeship learning are dialogical ones. A preliminary trialogical approach will be discussed with the help of theoretical contributions such as activity theory and actor–network theory.

Toward the end, I will analyze and discuss the above perspectives in light of what seems to be some important root metaphors for learning; that is the acquisitional, participational, artifactual, and material metaphors, as they have been propounded by theorists from several of the above traditions. It is my sincere hope that this might contribute to an informed understanding of learning in the musical area as highly knowledge- and technology-intensive, involving intellectual and material properties and resources, as well as social and virtual communities that exist inside and outside music education and its institutions. It is also my hope that the topics of musical knowledge and learning can be illuminated through the lens of imagination, especially how they are employed in the making of metaphors pertaining to discourses on and in music, as much as how the understanding of musical, epistemological, and pedagogical imagination can be expanded through the lenses of inner musical libraries (Folkestad 2012) and sonic vocabularies (Regev 2013). This will be accomplished by asking what metaphors of musical knowledge and learning have been in use, what sets them apart, and what does this dynamic development mean for the various meanings attributed to imagination as an element of musical learning. In addition, I will try to propose adequate metaphors that describe the different positions and traditions described in the section on epistemological and pedagogical history, and with a special eye on the educational use of technology in this regard (see Dyndahl and Nielsen 2012; Nielsen and Dyndahl 2015). The chapter concludes openly by asking whether it makes the most sense, or if it is at all possible, to choose one metaphor or whether one should enjoy the variety of playing with several ones when it comes to the conceptualization of musical imagination, knowledge, and learning.


Types of Knowledge

In a certain historical perspective, one can argue that knowledge and competence within music have at least been formed by scientific and technological knowledge, by aesthetic and artistic knowledge, and by experience-based knowledge and craftsmanship. Knowledge in music thus consists of multiple dimensions, a juxtaposition reminiscent of the way the Danish music education scholar Frede V. Nielsen (1994) is thinking about the music subject as being rooted in science, arts, and crafts as well as in everyday culture—a fact that he describes as the cohesive ars and scientia dimension of the subject. From Nielsen’s standpoint, it is important that musical knowledge consists of all aspects that can be placed along this axis, wherein a dialogue or a dialectics between them may lead to increased insight. Indirectly, this is based on the complex and differentiated approach to knowledge that can be found in the tradition from Aristotle to Wittgenstein.

In The Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle (2009) describes three approaches to knowledge: episteme (scientific knowledge in the strict sense); techné (craftsmanship); and phronesis (practical wisdom). The threefold Aristotelian concept of knowledge was “rediscovered” and reformulated by Wittgenstein (1953). In the wake of Wittgenstein, these types of knowledge are often referred to as propositional knowledge, practical knowledge, and implicit knowledge. Applied to music, propositional knowledge may involve explaining what a clarinet is, for instance in organological-historical or other factual terms. Practical knowledge will be about mastering the art of playing the clarinet, while the implicit knowledge, which is a more intuitive form of knowledge that is built up over a long time, is about knowing something without being able to say it. While both the propositional and practical knowledge can be verbalized, albeit in different ways including metaphorical ones, it is not so easy to explain the implicit—or intransitive—knowledge in words. It is therefore often called tacit knowledge, a term attributed to the philosopher Michael Polanyi (1967), which is based on forms of prelinguistic or nonlinguistic imagination. The example of Wittgenstein is recognizing the sound of a clarinet (Wittgenstein 1953, § 78), but even more subtle distinctions can be added, for example the ability to assess whether a clarinet performance is “good” or “bad.”

Based on both Wittgenstein’s and Polanyi’s thinking, Folkestad’s (2012) concept personal inner musical library seems to form a specification of particularly the implicit knowledge dimension. As regards imagination, Folkestad argues that in the process of musical creativity, we establish a constant intertextual dialogue with our personal inner musical library; that is, with all our previous musical experiences, all the music we have ever heard, collected, and stored in our mind and body, regardless of whether we can account for them verbally or not. Here Folkestad is on a par with the pioneering Soviet psychologist and educator Lev Vygotsky, who claims that:

The creative activity of the imagination depends directly on the richness and variety of a person’s previous experience because this experience provides the material from which products of fantasy are constructed. The richer a person’s experience, the richer is the material his imagination has access to.  (Vygotsky 2004, 14–15)

Vygotsky will be discussed in more detail later, but an essential point in his thinking is that imagination should be seen as a dynamic, sociocultural process and as the interplay between the internalization or reproduction of culture, the externalization or creation of something new, and the transformation that is indicating an element of changing and expanding conditions. It is essential, therefore, that the imagination not only constitutes an internal relationship, but that it stands in relation to cultural and social norms and values, as the earlier assessment of the clarinet performance as good or bad also illustrates.

Bearing all these aspects of both knowledge and imagination in mind, the music psychologists David Hargreaves, Dorothy Miell, and Raymond MacDonald quote composer Aaron Copland’s argument that: “it is the freely imaginative mind that is at the core of all vital music making and music listening” (Copland 1952, quoted in Hargreaves et al. 2012, 17), in order to justify their decision to use the term “musical imaginations” as an overarching concept, rather than speaking merely about creativity, performance, and perception in the traditions of music education and psychology. Furthermore, it is crucial to emphasize that knowledge in music consists of all the above forms; the propositional, practical, and implicit ones. Yet another important aspect of this way of regarding knowledge is that there are normally gradual transitions or close links between the various forms, in the sense that they form mutual relations or are contained in another.


Objectivist and Constructivist Epistemologies


Objectivism and constructivism constitute two fundamentally different epistemological paradigms, both of which have been of great importance to music education, not least when teaching and learning are in various ways supported, processed, and distributed by means of digital sound and music technology. The first approach will maintain that knowledge exists in the form of facts, concepts, and skills that exist beyond or prior to the learner, and which she or he must acquire in the next phase. The second position argues that knowledge is something that must be developed, constructed, or reconstructed by the learner to become operational knowledge. Already a hint is given about how the respective positions emphasize the significance of imagination.



Objectivism—Knowledge as Presets and Templates

Behaviorism is a discipline that was developed in the first half of the twentieth century and that has had a major impact on psychology and education, particularly in the United States. The tradition is primarily related to researchers such as B. F. Skinner, Edward Lee Thorndike, and John B. Watson. Behaviorism cultivates an objectivist understanding of knowledge that is rooted in empiricist philosophy. Here, knowledge is understood as specified units to be transmitted to the learner. In many ways, this implies an optimistic view of learning that discloses very few restrictions on who can learn and what can be learned. What matters is how successful the dissemination is. Furthermore, the behaviorist understanding of learning forms the basis of a theory of stimulation that can be formulated in the input-feedback model and according to which the learner is expected to respond in a virtually predetermined manner to given stimuli. Since learning in this way can be defined as change of behavior, it is basically concerned with achieving modification of patterns of action and reaction, while the learning outcome can be measured by the extent to which behavior is changed. From this we experience that behaviorist learning theory will have to concentrate in particular on relatively transparent learning phenomena such as conditioning and associative learning, motoric skills, and basic conceptual learning. The role of imagination does not seem to be particularly emphasized, if recognized at all.

One recurring critique of behaviorism has been that its views of learning involve a high degree of passivity of the recipient in the teaching–learning process, although behaviorists themselves believe that this is a simplification or a misunderstanding (Burton et al. 1996). Skinner’s statement, that the learner “does not passively absorb knowledge from the world around him but must play an active role” (Skinner 1968, 5), and his further elaboration of how learning has its basis in action, experience, and involvement in situations of trial and error, are often used to acknowledge that behaviorism is also concerned with active respondents in the learning situation. Nevertheless, in the 1950s, Skinner developed his so-called teaching machine and programmed learning theory as manifestations of the concept he later developed in The Technology of Teaching (Skinner 1968). The teaching machine is a standardized drill program where the learner must choose among preset options that will give her/him immediate feedback on whether she or he has answered right or wrong. Thus, the method consists of self-directed learning packages that lead the learner through the material in a carefully sequenced order, while also testing whether the learning objectives are reached according to meticulous hierarchies of achievement.

In many ways, this educational direction continued in the later development of computer-assisted teaching programs, usually under terms such as computer-assisted instruction (CAI), computer-assisted learning (CAL), or intelligent tutoring systems (ITS), especially in the United States from the 1960s to the present. In addition to behaviorism, it should be noted that the ITS paradigm was also influenced by cognitive theories of the 1970s that were preoccupied with the notion of artificial intelligence, and thus it can be said to adopt a neobehaviorist position that accepts that mental phenomena and deeper cognitive processes also fill a certain space between the stimulus and response.

In an attempt to describe metaphorically a form of knowledge in music that is based on a consequent objectivist view of knowledge, it may perhaps be expressed in terms of knowledge as presets and templates. The teaching and learning activities that might be derived from it would be characterized by a large amount of prefabricated package solutions, where the learner is expected to follow certain tutorial sequences and educational guidelines that are influenced by objectivist and behaviorist models. Only at a later stage might the learning elements be assembled into more coherent and complex knowledge and skills. Moreover, the learners are not primarily seen as self-motivated or creative individuals and their imaginative skills are not particularly challenged but, rather, the learning process will normally be subject to an external scorecard, initiated and managed by authorities outside the learner, such as teachers and educational institutions, or e-learning programs and applications.

It is a fact that a lot of musical learning is carried out in this way. This applies to both formal and nonformal learning contexts. Music educators John M. Eddins (1981) and Robin S. Stevens (1991) describe how computer-assisted music education in the United States was dominated by so-called drill-and-practice applications from the very start in the late 1960s. And, especially in music disciplines and areas such as elementary music theory, ear training, composition and improvisation, and, to some extent, within the tutoring of musical instruments, basic sound processing, and so on, they are very much in use worldwide even today. Moreover, the propensity to use presets and templates appears to have spread to a variety of musical fields; from the playfulness of partying along with SingStar (Sony 2004) and Guitar Hero (RedOctane 2005), to the aesthetic and cultural practices of sampling and remixing that, in many ways, seem to define the contemporary involvement with sound and music. This way one can say that creative imagination is always implemented anyway. However, the latter examples may also be related to several of the epistemological paradigms to be discussed in the next sections.


Constructivism—Knowledge as Construction and Exploration

Around the mid-twentieth century, behaviorism and its objectivist approach to knowledge was met with skepticism and growing criticism. This resulted in a paradigm shift in psychology and pedagogy toward a more cognitive constructivist approach. In this, the learner was considered to be an active participant in her or his own learning process, and the research interest was directed at what happens on the cognitive level instead of focusing on external behavior. Hence, one can find a foundation for the understanding of constructivist knowledge in Piaget’s developmental psychology (see Flavell 1970). In Piaget’s interpretation, knowledge is organized as a series of cognitive schemata, which on the one hand works as a system of perceiving and organizing new information, while it also, on the other hand, forms a framework representing the aspects of the world. However, this should not be understood to mean that the external, sensible world is reflected in our inner, cognitive world but rather that knowledge is formed as a result of active interpretations, imaginative in their nature. Human beings find themselves in a dynamic, interactional relationship to the world, and it is through a mutual adaption between the exterior and the interior that we create knowledge. Using Piaget’s terminology, learning emerges as a two-sided process where we, on the one side, interpret and assimilate the influence we receive from the surrounding environment in relation to existing cognitive schemata and, on the other side, the schemata are constantly reorganized and expanded due to an accommodation process that is the foundation for new learning and development. A cognitive constructivist way of understanding knowledge thus emphasizes that we construct our own knowledge in the interaction between what we are influenced by and what we do with this influence. Each one must create a mental imagination of the surrounding environment through an individual interpretation and construction process. Obviously, this entails a confrontation with an objectivist view of knowledge. Knowledge no longer appear as absolute, but rather as something that must be constructed—or reconstructed—every time it is to be learned. And learning means the development of new categories for understanding; that is, the cognitive schemata must develop and change.

Piaget’s work has undoubtedly exerted a strong influence on the concept and practical design of the educational use of technology. In 1980, Piaget’s former collaborator Seymour Papert published Mindstorms: Children, Computers, and Powerful Ideas, which has been regarded as a key work in a constructivist understanding of the use of computers for learning purposes. It conveyed a critical attitude to behaviorist principles which, until then, had been almost predominant in computer-based education. Papert argued against the idea of the computer as a teacher, in which technology is limited to either imparting information or to providing preprogrammed feedback the result of which is that the student is programmed by the technology. Instead, Papert wished that students should be allowed to program the computer themselves, intuitively and imaginatively. Therefore, he and his team at The Media Laboratory, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, developed an open learning system—LOGO—which was designed for programming procedures for various simulation tools, in order to initiate and experiment with interactive learning.

However, many critics of the concept of interactivity have argued that, in reality, it is just as unidirectional as the behaviorist learning technology. In 1996, Papert too seemed rather resigned when he confessed that his ideas had not had the impact they should have had on educational practices even though they may have affected the vision of what technology can bring to teaching and learning. In one particular area, however, interactive simulation technology has had such an impact that it has led to a paradigm shift—namely in the music and sound processing area.

While high-end music and recording technology had long been inaccessible to ordinary people, there was a “democratization” of such devices going on in the 1980s. The single most important episode was the establishment of the MIDI specification that was developed after negotiations between the major Japanese and North American manufacturers of music electronics in 1982–1983. The Musical Instrument Digital Interface made it possible to communicate performance data between equipment from different manufacturers, which quickly led to an enormous boom in terms of development and production of new, affordable synthesizers and similar devices (see Knakkergaard 1994, Théberge 1997, Dyndahl, 2002). Furthermore, it quickly became apparent that a digital communication protocol like MIDI could easily be used to control data and commands from hardware- and software-based sequencers as well. Thus, there was a tremendous market opportunity for music software too. With the invention of the microprocessor in 1971, the foundation was already laid for the development of small, personal computers and, from the mid-1980s, an intense competition for market share in terms of sequencer and software platforms for the cheap Commodore, Amiga, and Atari computers that were originally intended for video games, took place. Thus the stage was set for music production becoming a far more commonplace activity, even among those who previously neither had the expertise nor the economic access to a professional studio. Concepts like home studio and bedroom producer took on a whole new meaning in this phase.

When attempting to coin a metaphorical description of the cognitive constructivist approach to knowledge, a good suggestion might be to see knowledge as construction and exploration. In this context one might go back to the early 1990s, when Stevens (1991) summed up what he understood as the two main directions in the use of digital music technology for teaching and learning purposes. On the one hand, he describes the abovementioned behaviorist-inspired variant that was most prevalent in the United States. On the other hand, he refers to a European tendency, in which the music technology increasingly assumes the character of being a personal tool for both exploration and learning, which Stevens associates with Papert’s educational ideas. In addition, he points to educational thinkers like Jerome Bruner and Howard Gardner as key stakeholders in a user-initiated and exploratory use of the new, open music technology, which strongly emphasizes the learner’s ability for imaginative problem solving.

To use music and sound production as an example, the constructivist approach has direct relevance for this practice and its learning aspects, since it refers to a way of working, both in the home studio and the professional studio, that is easy to recognize: the starting point is often a particular problem or task related to the specific production. In other words, it is the activity that forms the initial motivation, not a tutorial, textbook, or curriculum. The producer must necessarily build on her or his personal preferences, imaginations, and prior knowledge, and seek to use and possibly develop them. In the examination and processing of sonic resources and human input, she or he explores possibilities in a way that seeks depth and integration closely related to the current task and the present possibilities, rather than getting a general overview of all aspects of the field. In this way, one should, according to constructivist learning theory, build up one’s understanding and knowledge of music production. But again, the know-how is closely related to the resolved issues, and the understanding is actually expressed as eligible reasoning around specific activities and tasks instead of as correct answers to general questions.

Piaget’s learning theory is thus concerned with cognitive structures or schemata that develop and change through interaction. However, according to Piaget, the cognitive structures are independent of language, and he therefore puts little emphasis on linguistic interaction in learning and intellectual development. In addition, it can be argued that his theory has a general tendency to overlook human communication in the learning process. The emphasis on the personal and subjective aspects of knowledge construction has led to an individualistic learning perspective. The cognitive constructivism has thus received fundamental critique for failing to put individual learning in social and cultural context. However, the social constructivist answer to this critique will be addressed in more detail in the next section, which focuses on whether different kinds of knowledge and learning chiefly display a monological or dialogical—or even more extensive—approach respectively.


Shifting Metaphors: From Monologue to Dialogue and Beyond


The Finnish educational researchers Sami Paavola and Kai Hakkarainen (2005) argue that one can identify three different approaches to learning processes when pursuing the dichotomy between the individual and the collective, as well as when viewing this in relation to the mediation of knowledge. First, they describe a monological approach by characterizing its main focus as a process of adopting or constructing subject-matter knowledge and mental representations. Its theoretical foundations are theories of knowledge structures and schemata, individual expertise, traditional cognitivist theories, and logically oriented epistemology. Its units of analysis are individuals. Monological approaches may be formulated as the aforementioned metaphors knowledge as presets and templates and knowledge as construction and exploration respectively, as well as the idea of being one’s own teacher, that will be outlined in the following paragraphs, based on self-regulated learning theory.

Second, the main focus of the dialogical approach is the process of participating in social communities, of enculturation and cognitive socialization, as well as of norms, values, and identities. Its theoretical foundations are theories of situated and distributed cognition, of communities of practice and of sociologically oriented epistemology. Its units of analysis are groups, communities, networks, and cultures. Dialogical approaches may be seen as collaborative learning and landscapes of learning that refer to social constructivism, sociocultural learning, situated learning, and/or apprenticeship learning. These perspectives will be elaborated further in this section.

Finally, what Paavola and Hakkarainen designate as a “trialogical” approach has as its main focus a process of creating and developing new material and conceptual artifacts. Its theoretical foundations are theories of conscious knowledge advancement, discovery and innovation, and knowledge-creating organizations as well as activity theory, knowledge-building theory, and epistemology of mediation. Its units of analysis are individuals and groups creating artifacts within cultural settings. This perspective will be discussed further in the next main section of the chapter.


Self-Regulated Learning—Being One’s Own Teacher

Self-regulated learning is a trend in educational research that has made a certain impact from the 1990s on. It may be defined as a form of learning that is initiated, controlled, and managed by learners themselves. However, there are different theoretical perspectives on self-regulated learning. For example, they differ in what they emphasize as the motivation to regulate one’s own learning, what they see as the key processes for self-regulation, and how they put self-regulation in social and material context (Zimmerman and Schunk 1989). A social cognitive perspective is still central, particularly in terms of the Canadian psychologist Albert Bandura’s (1997) social cognitive theory, which emphasizes that the learner must organize and reshape the outer world and act proactively in relation to one’s own learning. Thus, the Norwegian educational researcher Ivar Bråten (2002) argues that the integration between the individual and the social allows for a synthesis between a cognitive and a social perspective on learning, or—as articulated by Bandura (1997, 6)—that learning is enacted in a “transactional view of self and society.” However, the social cognitive approach is not the same thing as perceiving the social dimension as a prerequisite for learning, as in the sociocultural learning paradigm (see what follows).

The individualistic approach is clearly present when the music education researcher Gary McPherson and educational psychologist Barry Zimmerman (2002) characterize self-regulated learning as being one’s own teacher, which can be left as a metaphorical headline for a view of learning that emphasizes the responsibility for making one’s own decisions about how to learn. The concept of self-regulated learning thus describes the opposite of passively receiving information. Instead, self-regulation reinforces the individual’s own agenda for learning; first, by making use of strategies for selecting, structuring, and organizing what to learn; second, by the extensive use of meta-cognitive and motivational strategies; and third, by the learner herself or himself playing a significant role in determining the amount and shape of the instruction possibly needed.

The Norwegian music education researcher Siw Graabræk Nielsen (1998, 1999, 2001) was one of the first to examine practicing and rehearsing music as a prototype of self-regulated learning in a systematic and research-based manner. Her point of view implies that anyone who plays an instrument should be making choices about which strategies should be used where and when. It also means that, during the rehearsal process, one should monitor how efficient the specific strategies are and eventually revise the use of these along the way. Whoever wants to be one’s own teacher, should also be aware of how knowledge and motivational factors will influence the choice of strategies (Nielsen 2004).

Learning strategies have become a central issue in today’s approach to learning (Bråten and Strømsø 2005). With metaphorical concepts borrowed from information technology, strategies have been designated as the learning software as opposed to knowledge, which is understood as the hardware of learning. This means that strategies are less established than knowledge structures and that they therefore are easier to influence and change. Especially, strategic learning processes have been put into focus in research studies of expertise and performance excellence. One of the most renowned research institutes in developing expertise was built up by the Swedish-born psychologist K. Anders Ericsson and his colleagues at the Tallahassee University from the late 1980s onward. By examining outstanding performers in, for example, sports, chess, music, mathematics, and physics, the researchers were looking for commonalities in how expertise is obtained and developed and what characterizes the performers’ ways of learning. Contrary to the popular perception that expert performance depends more or less on innate talent (Sloboda et al. 1994), these researchers argue that it is a high degree of specialization within a given discipline, as well as intense, strategic learning activities with continuous improvement, that seems to have the greatest impact (Ericsson et al. 1993; Ericsson et al. 2007). In line with this, Ericsson and coauthors (1993) argue that outstanding performers have spent at least ten years of dedicated practice to reach an international level. During this period, they have to go through several phases of skill acquisition from being a novice to become a competent and proficient practitioner before achieving expertise and ultimately mastery within the given field, in this case music performance (Dreyfus and Dreyfus, 1980). Although it is not explicitly referred to, it seems clear that this represents an obvious tangent with Vygotsky’s view that imagination as a creative resource must be built up over a long time, as this again might find metaphorical expression in Folkestad’s personal inner musical library.


Social Constructivism and Sociocultural Learning Theory—Collaborative Learning

Again, to return briefly to Piaget’s thinking, several researchers have expressed strong opposition to his views on “speechless” cognition. One example is Bruner (1996), who sees thinking and language as linked together in an inextricable way. Bruner launches the notion of culturalism to convey his reluctance to consider learning and representation as isolated entities. In this concept, both are interpreted in a coherent cultural context. Being one of the Western psychologists who possessed the greatest insight into Soviet psychology from the beginning of the twentieth century, Bruner contributed substantially to the renewed understanding of Vygotsky’s sociocultural perspectives on language and learning that started in the 1970s.

Vygotsky’s ideas (1978, 1987) appeared to form a new basis for the discussion of learning after Piaget. However, the emphasis on the social and cultural importance of context in the learning process is not unique to Vygotsky. Piaget, too, saw the child’s interaction with its surroundings as a basic development aspect. The most fundamental distinction between the two arises when Vygotsky declares that the social has priority over the individual. This breaks with the traditional, individual-centered perspective in psychology by holding that higher mental processes—within which imagination and metaphorical thinking must be included—are rooted in social interaction. In other words, individual imagination is the result of social activity, not the reverse; Piaget would argue that the child evolves from a predominantly egocentric state to later stages where it can also assume the viewpoints of others. Against this, Vygotsky believes that, since the child’s cognition develops in social interaction before becoming internalized, it can cope with problems and perform operations in interaction with others before it manages to operate at the same level alone. Vygotsky calls the distance between these potential skill levels the zone of proximal development, a concept that emphasizes the social communication in educational thinking.

However, in this context, it is important to state that Vygotsky (2004) considered imagination to be a prerequisite for all human creative activity; “a function essential to life” (13). Imagination and creative activity “makes the human being a creature oriented toward the future, creating the future and thus altering his own present” (9), he says. Moreover, Vygotsky maintains that imagination involves emotions and personal feelings, which he describes as the emotional reality of the imagination. However, imagination is not only driven by personal feelings; again, Vygotsky points toward the importance of the context for the imaginative process: “every inventor, even a genius, is also a product of his time and his environment” (30).

In the educational efforts to include information and communication technology as learning tools, we can see a shift of the main reference from Piaget to Vygotsky during the 1990s. Here, one puts greater emphasis on learning in the community and on the social dimension of constructivism than on the individual, cognitive focus. A conceptual metaphor that contributes to the understanding of learning in the light of sociocultural theory could be collaborative learning, in which knowledge is most effectively formed by the learners when they are engaged in the construction of something outside themselves. In addition, these processes can be experienced and discussed in social context. This way the inner discourse of the learning process alternating between preunderstanding and new impetus, as described by Piaget, is supplemented by a new cycle between the internalization of the external product or artifact and the externalization of inner beliefs and forms of understanding. This view corresponds with the technology-supported learning model that has been called computer-supported collaborative learning (CSCL) (Kafai and Resnick, 1996). The central perspective is that digital technology is included in collaborative and distributed learning.

Seen in relation to musical composition and production, one can say that learning is not only based on knowledge, preferences and aptitudes, but also on sociocultural background, with the norms and values this implies, for instance concerning aesthetics and cultural and subcultural affiliation. From this perspective, it is important to realize that the result of the activity—the composition or production—will be assessed in relation to local, cultural, and genre-related conditions, and not only in relation to apparently general criteria, be it musicological or technical ones. Musical creativity and exploration are seen as social arenas where one constructs and manipulates material, resonates with the concepts and phenomena, and reflects on the process and product within an active learning community. This community usually consists of more or less experienced participants, both inside and outside the music room or the studio walls. The proximal zone, however, forms a productive space for learning that allows the individual learner to be included in more advanced learning activities than if she or he operates individually.

One of the reasons that sociocultural learning theory had such a huge pedagogical impact by the end of last century may be that technological development served as an analogy or metaphor for the understanding of knowledge as data and information that are constructed into cognitive networks via communication within a coherent learning community. The Norwegian educational researcher Geir Haugsbakk (2000) assumes the existence of extended relationships between social constructivism and the ICT development. Internet and social media may in that regard have made it easier to free oneself from behaviorist-influenced man-machine thinking and, instead, put networking and interpersonal communication—paradoxically, with the help of technological means—in focus.

However, the metaphorical idea that also music and musical practice formed networks of their own, found concrete manifestations in the same period, exemplified by deejaying, sampling, and remixing. The fact that prerecorded music and sound samples in various historical, social, cultural, and aesthetic ways are used to refer to each other or to other existing music, can be seen as an expression of an intertextual system of reciprocal references (Dyndahl 2005). Although it has always been common that music may exist in different versions; as different interpretations, cover versions, compositions that are built on elements from other, or similar, it seems obvious that this has reached a new turn and that new variants have arisen with digital technology and novel forms of studio practice. These practices have historical roots dating back to the active music producer role that emerged from the 1960s, as well as from DJs who designed their role as music promoters to include recreating and innovative roles, such as in the hip hop, house, and techno music of the 1970s and 1980s. For today’s musicians and producers—professionals as well as those still in the phase of trial and error—it seems quite ordinary to regard the collaborative aspect of musicianship and music production as some sort of distributed network model—in both the literal and metaphorical sense—in which one can request and provide material and resources as well as using the network as a testing ground for the imagination and evaluation of results and achievements.


Apprenticeship Learning—Landscapes of Learning

Around 1990, the social anthropologist Jean Lave and educational scholar Etienne Wenger (Lave and Wenger 1991) conducted a pioneering study looking at how knowledge and professional culture are taught and communicated within apprenticeship learning. It is an essential point here that the two elements of knowledge and professional culture should not be viewed in isolation from each other. The apprentices learn to master the craftsmanship knowledge as they take part in more and more professional activities under the guidance of the master. The learning process takes place in real work situations, and thus the learners are simultaneously socialized into the professional culture and its traditions. Those who are under training are first considered outsiders. However, gradually they are introduced and initiated into the professional community and culture with its language, manners, norms, and vocational identity. Lave and Wenger denote this process as legitimate peripheral participation. In this process knowledge is not reduced to discrete units. Learning takes place in collaboration with the professional community, and knowledge can hardly be fully understood without a thorough knowledge of the particular social and cultural context. This is what Lave and Wenger call situated learning; an understanding that is based on the premise that one cannot distinguish between knowledge and its application. Knowledge is constructed through the practice and the situation it relates to. According to this mindset, the metaphors and forms of imagination that are developed and implemented through the learning process must be situated too.

In their revitalization of the apprenticeship learning tradition as a form of education, the psychologists Steinar Kvale and Klaus Nielsen (1999) introduce the metaphor landscapes of learning in order to highlight the learning resources that are interwoven in situations and communities of practice. In professional practice situations with little direct instruction and without professional educators present, many forms of learning still occur in the learning landscape. One topical form is learning related to the exercise of specific actions in practice. Music performers will in this perspective primarily learn by participating in musical activities that always draw on the participants’ musical imaginations. Another current form, Kvale and Nielsen argue, is learning through repeated practicing where one builds up a reservoir of experiences. Needless to say, music also requires solid doses of practice and repetition to build necessary skills. Learning through practice will also involve learning about and by means of technological and other tools, which is a third form of learning that is likely to appear in the musical learning landscape. The tools will convey immanent knowledge structures embodied in the ways they have been made, which the user must learn to control and use in her or his way. Finally, a fourth form is learning through imitation and identification. Observing good musicians play enables the learners, or apprentices, to learn complex patterns of behavior without direct verbal instruction. But one would therefore also be likely to acquire the master’s standard, style, and taste, Kvale and Nielsen emphasize. It is reasonable to conceive that this forms specific, situated paths of musical imagination.

Moreover, learning through imitation will also be implemented when one observes other apprentices making appropriate actions. Bandura (1997, 86) describes these as vicarious experiences just to make it clear that others’ acts of action in concrete practices may replace firsthand experiences in the learning processes. Closely related to this is a look at teaching as a source of learning itself. Kvale and Nielsen argue that when the masters communicate their own knowledge and skills—and imaginations—to the apprentices and thus facilitate their learning, it can give those masters access to new insights into the profession and its knowledge and skills, not to mention the access it can provide for musical imaginations.



Root Metaphors for Learning


The main point of departure for the further discussion of the underlying root metaphors for learning is the Israeli mathematics education researcher Anna Sfard’s (1998) much-cited article “On Two Metaphors for Learning and the Dangers of Choosing Just One.” Here, she discusses how different metaphors make it possible to see and understand learning in various ways. She claims that most of our assumptions and concepts are anchored in a limited number of basic ideas that we bring with us from field to field using the common metaphorical language that is available. These are root metaphors, focusing patterns of shared meaning that guide the ways we understand the world and organize social and cultural life. More recent debates and discourses on learning are characterized by two overarching concepts, or root metaphors, namely the acquisition metaphor and the participation metaphor. These may work side by side, but while the acquisition metaphor is largely related to the earlier literature on learning, the participation metaphor is more prominent in current discourses. According to Sfard, both ways of understanding learning may imply some positive and negative aspects, which means that she is willing to discuss how they can complement each other, not arguing for one against the other. Her conclusion is that it would be inappropriate to choose just one.


Acquistional Metaphors

Sfard argues nonetheless that our notions of knowledge and learning have been profoundly shaped by the acquisition metaphor. She indicates that the understanding of learning as the acquisition of something external includes both an objectivist and a constructivist concept of knowledge since both positions share a common perspective on the learner as one who accumulates knowledge: “The language of ‘knowledge acquisition’ and ‘concept development’ makes us think about the human mind as a container to be filled with certain materials and about the learner as becoming an owner of these materials” (Sfard 1998, 5). The idea of learning as achieving ownership over some truths, insights, and/or skills, for example in relation to music, may in this perspective range over a wide spectrum of theories that includes everything from considering the learner as a passive recipient of knowledge to seeing the learner as one who actively constructs knowledge. Similarly, it includes how knowledge items are transferred from the social to the individual level to be, then, internalized by the learner. Finally, it will include how learning can be regarded as an unfinished, self-regulated process, which stands in mutual interaction with other learners, with teachers and with musical, textual, technological, and other artifacts.


Participational Metaphors

In Sfard’s opinion, our thinking has been so dominated by the acquisition metaphor through the ages that we would not have been aware of it if it had not been challenged by a different, competing imagination, which entered the scene during the last decades of the twentieth century. This is the participation metaphor, which signals a shift from understanding knowledge as an object or condition, to seeing “knowing” as comprising activities or actions. In other words, knowledge is not something you have, but something you do. Here, it might be interesting to draw a parallel to the New Zealand–born musicologist Christopher Small’s (1998) attempts to replace the notion of music with the musicking concept. Small also focuses on the difference between looking at music as an object and as action. As in Lave and Wenger’s theory of situated learning, the point is to see the learning activities as inextricably linked to the context within which they take place. The learner, in this perspective, is one that is interested in participating in a practice, rather than one who will acquire and accumulate private possessions. Put another way, learning is about being part of a specific community of practice, for example, music.

Nevertheless, Sfard emphasizes that the dichotomy between acquisition and participation should not be confused with the contradiction between, on the one hand, an individual, cognitive-oriented learning perspective and, on the other hand, a sociocultural perspective on learning, as was indicated earlier. She distinguishes between acquisition and participation; theories that understand learning as more or less passive reception of knowledge and theories that view learning as internalization of imaginations and learning activities taking place in sociocultural interaction will both belong to the acquisition metaphor while, in relation to the opposition between individual and social learning perspectives, they end up in separate categories. This is because the two sets of distinctions are made according to different criteria.


Problems with Both Acquisitional and Participational Metaphors

In her article, Sfard discusses several tricky questions that can be linked to each of the two metaphors. Among other things, she discusses how the learning of new, hitherto unknown areas of knowledge can actually be achieved in accordance with the acquisition metaphor, and how it is possible to connect individual learning to the collective knowledge of a community. In relation to these basic ontological and epistemological dilemmas, she argues that the participation metaphor provides an indirect solution by simply rejecting a static, objectified concept of knowledge. Similarly, she believes that the tendency toward hierarchical and repressive regimes of knowledge, which can be supported by a concept of knowledge loaded with distinguishing power of judgment, might be reduced considerably when the understanding of knowledge as private property is questioned in fundamental ways. Here, the participation metaphor’s alternative emphasis on community, solidarity, and cooperation may entail the potential for more democratic learning practices, according to Sfard. In many ways, she summarizes the debates that have been going within epistemology, philosophy of science, and educational philosophy since feminist and history of science scholar Donna Haraway published her article “Situated Knowledges” in 1988.

Yet Sfard is not willing to put the acquisition metaphor entirely aside. Because, at the same time as a growing number of educational researchers recognize that learning is deeply rooted in the situation and context, only a few would completely reject that there is something that is repeated from situation to situation and from context to context. Our ability to prepare today to meet tomorrow’s questions and challenges is the core of learning. Competence means in this context to be able to repeat what should be repeated at the same time that we change what should be changed. However, the participation metaphor and a strict, situated learning perspective make it difficult to talk about and deal with the transfer of learning from situation to situation. The paradox is that if “a model of learning is to be convincing, it is probably bound to build on the notion of an acquired, situationally invariant property of the learner, which goes together with him or her from one situation to another” (Sfard 1998, 10); a statement that clearly points at the acquisition metaphor.

Another problem with the participation metaphor is that it is not always obvious what constitutes a learning community. In today’s sonic environment and musical context, it can at least be both physical and virtual, and may exist both within and outside the media. In many learning and training contexts, it can consist of a lot more than what constitutes the specific vocational situation. In addition to Sfard’s appeal not to give up the perspectives offered by each of the two metaphors for learning, and which cannot be replaced by the other, the educational researchers Leif Christian Lahn and Karen Jensen (2008) suggest that we need yet another set of metaphors, or a complementary perspective.

Lahn and Jensen take up Sfard’s critical discussion on the participation metaphor in relation to communities of learning, and further argue that the literature concerning learning communities downplays the importance of both abstract and material aspects of learning, in addition to how practitioners accomplish their professional knowledge. They therefore launch a comprehensive tool metaphor. On the one hand, Lahn and Jensen articulate a professional-oriented perspective on epistemic tools, based on the educational psychologist Yrjö Engeström’s (1987) activity theory and theory of expansive learning. On the other hand, the tool concept is developed as a material tool perspective, based on actor–network theory, developed among others by Latour (2005), where an argument is that human cognition loses its privileged status to explain expertise, as all elements of a professional practice stand in mutual relations to each other. In the following, I will take a closer look at both of these in turn.


Artifactual Metaphors

While the examples that have been used in theories of apprenticeship learning and learning communities have often been taken from manual labor and craft skills, a modern knowledge society’s communities of practice will rely on complex forms of mediation—as do contemporary music production, communication, and consumption. An epistemic tool perspective means to see the systematic acquisition or development of symbolic competence, as a prerequisite for human interaction that is largely mediated by knowledge objects. The epistemic tools will be built into a scientific or systematic structure, which thus constitutes certain dimensions of professional communities, as it does in the educational and professional fields of music production. In line with this, Sfard (1998) argues that by having a narrow view of what constitutes the community of practice, we may lose sight of the essential elements that help to keep them together as subjects or professional fields.

As mentioned above, Paavola and Hakkarainen (2005) argue that beyond the root metaphors of acquisition and participation, as described by Sfard, one should distinguish a trialogical approach; that is, learning as a process of knowledge creation that concentrates on mediated processes where common objects of activity are developed collaboratively. In this they also refer to Engeström’s (1987) activity theory and theory of expansive learning (Engeström et al. 1999). They describe the process of expansive learning according to the following scheme of organizational learning, with direct reference to the model of Engeström and colleagues (1999, 383–384):

The cycle starts by (1) individual subjects questioning and criticizing of some accepted practices; which is followed by (2) analyzing the situation, i.e.; analysis of those (historical) causes and empirical inner relations that are involved in the activity system in question. Then participants engage in (3) modeling a new solution to the problematic situation. And they are (4) examining the new model, experimenting and seeing how it works, and what potentialities and limitations it has. Participants undertake (5) implementing the new model in practical action and applications, and then, (6) reflecting on and evaluating the process. Finally, participants engage in (7) consolidating the new practice into some new pattern. Knowledge creation is addressed in the model in the form of new practices that emerge through achieving a collective zone of proximal development by adopting, socio-culturally, the most advanced practices within a community.  (Paavola and Hakkarainen 2005, 543)

In these processes, both the subject and the object are mediated by artifacts, including symbols and other imaginative systems of representation, in the sense that the artifacts influence actor–structure interactions and develop or change with accumulating experience. Furthermore, artifacts are influenced by culture, and in use they represent a way for the accumulation and transmission of social knowledge.


Material Metaphors

In this perspective, it is reasonable to regard the emergence of the digital music technology as both a new symbolic and material turn regarding musical development. For instance, in 1996, the music educators David Williams and Peter Webster reiterated a relatively widespread view of the relationship between music and digital technology:

Some argue that technology of this sort fundamentally changes the nature of music, often for the worse. We disagree! While it is true that technological developments often change the way in which we experience music, it remains debatable whether such developments really change the essence of music itself. To us, technology remains secondary to music as art. Technology is only a tool, like valve oil, bow rosin, or music stands. It is a very powerful tool, to be sure, but not the main point of the music experience.  (Williams and Webster 1996, xxiv)

In this way, they tend to view technology as comprising neutral or transparent tools. In this paragraph, however, the aim is to problematize such an understanding from certain theoretical perspectives: On the one hand, technology may be construed of in terms of discursive media; that is, an element that is necessary for our cognition, while the cultural artifacts that constitute the technology actively mediate the actors’ actions. The communication psychologist Michael Cole designates the relationship in this way:

[A]ll tools must simultaneously conform to constraints arising from the activity they mediate and from the physical and mental characteristics of the human beings who use them. There is no universal, context-free tool, independent of task and agent.

(Cole 1996, 172)

This view on tools can be linked to the philosopher Michel Foucault’s assertion that:

Discursive practices are not purely and simply ways of producing discourse. They are embodied in technical processes, in institutions, in patterns for general behavior, in forms for transmission and diffusion, and in pedagogical forms which, at once, impose and maintain them.  (Foucault 1977, 200)

As we see, Foucault confirms Folkestad’s (2012) assumption that the concept of discourse may also include nonverbal forms of dialogue.

On the other hand, the tool concept may be understood as a link between cultural and social phenomena and material objects, such as technology. Here, learning can be interpreted as knowledge segments in motion, from which the learner puts together—and thereby negotiates—elements from different domains in certain ways. The Israeli music sociologist Motti Regev (2013) refers to Latour (2005) and his actor–network theory in relation to what he denotes as sonic vocabularies, and especially to the concept actants, or objects that mediate “new ways of experiencing the body, new styles of consciousness and modes of embodiment, new designs of the public musical sphere” (Regev 2013, 177). In relation to this he refers to musical instruments and musical sounds, as well as the broad range of devices, gadgets, and equipment that is mediating them. However, Regev places particular emphasis on the function of actants transmitted by the sounds themselves,

the sonic vocabularies of styles and genres, the tones and timbres emitted from musical instruments and loudspeakers. It is therefore through the materiality as sound that music in general, and musical genres in particular, ultimately function as actants. That is, as modifiers of cultural states of affairs, as transformers of cultural conditions. In addition, the collective cultural transformation brought about by musical genres is gradual; it accumulates over a long period of time. It is only after the sonic vocabularies of genres have been fully digested and absorbed into the bodies of many members in socio-cultural collective units, only after these musical sounds have been legitimized and institutionalized to the point of being used for practical purposes in the cultural public sphere, that the transformational power such genres in fact have over the cultural state of affairs can be fully assessed.

(Regev 2013, 177–178)

Obviously, Regev displays how important it is that sonic vocabularies must be built up over time, analogous to Folkestad’s concept of the personal inner musical library and Vygotsky’s understanding of imagination. Moreover, he emphasizes their fundamental social and cultural character, also in line with Vygotsky. In addition, and here he builds directly on Latour’s interpretation, he underlines the materiality of sound. Moreover, Regev is particularly concerned about how the soundscape of pop/rock music has branched out across the globe and developed isomorphic—although not identical—expressive forms, stylistic elements, and aesthetic idioms which constitute sonic references to what he describes as an aesthetic cosmopolitanism.

In this context, it is worth mentioning that the underlying dualism between a human (cultural) and technological (material) position has been challenged by the New Materialist and posthumanist orientation in the recent philosophy of science, based on the rhizomatic thinking of Deleuze and Guattari, in which matter is not merely seen as a backdrop to social life and culture, but rather is inherently artistic, dynamic, and expressive. Central here is the feminist theorist Karen Barad (2007), who believes that apparatuses, in their very materiality, are material-discursive in that they produce particular meanings and material beings while at the same time they exclude the production of others. Hence, we must infer, in the same manner as Foucault indicates, that they work discursively in the construction of musical imaginations as well.


Conclusion

Building on Sfard (1998), Lahn and Jensen (2008) believe that the acquisition metaphor, the participation metaphor, and the tool-oriented approaches will be relevant to learning in professional communities. This insight should be transferable also to the field of music. However, different practitioners may prioritize different approaches and learning strategies that are specific to their area within the field. For example, some music teachers may place greater emphasis on personal instruction and learning through participation than Web-based solutions and other technological contributions.

In addition, both Sfard and Lahn and Jensen point out that there may be changes in participation and organization of the learning community over time. The individual learner will bring personal experiences—which may now be metaphorically denoted as personal libraries, sonic vocabularies or musical imaginations—and her or his learning trajectory will interfere in others’ trajectories, and in the learning community as a whole, at different points in space and time, where the various metaphors and perspectives—such as personal libraries, sonic vocabularies, or musical imaginations—as well as their mutual relations, will be emphasized differently.

In terms of music and music education, I will argue that the different perspectives presented here are relevant to the learning communities, educational and professional fields of music. In addition to the acquisition and participation metaphors, both the artifactual and material ones would help to inform our understanding of learning in music as highly knowledge- and technology-intensive. Moreover, seen together, the metaphors represent a highly complex area of knowledge. Simultaneously they suggest what musical imaginations might be, how they are created, and what they consist of. Not least out of respect for the different learning traditions and epistemological domains that make up knowledge, Sfard has emphasized that it is important to maintain a broad and open approach to the field, although there are strong tendencies in the world of education to stick with some definitive answers even to complex and complicated issues. Bringing into play different and perhaps incompatible theories and paradigms can be a strategy to avoid uniformity and coercion. Sfard therefore concludes that one should never forget that different people may have different needs and often choose different learning communities, strategies, and trajectories, and that “theories of learning, like all scientific theories, come and go” (Sfard 1998, 4).

They certainly do, so whatever the philosophers of knowledge, researchers and/or educators might wish for, history has shown that ultimate or unambiguous conceptions of knowledge and learning will hardly ever occur, not even under totalitarian conditions. In this chapter I have tried to display shifting conceptualizations of musical knowledge and learning over the past hundred years with particular emphasis on the significance of musical imagination and metaphors. In different ways, all the above-mentioned traditions have influenced these conditions, but some of them have had a particularly extensive impact on musical education. In the historical perspective, above all the positions that are influenced by behaviorism, along with Piaget’s cognitive constructivism and the sociocultural theories and practices inspired by Vygotsky, have meant a lot for teaching and learning in music. In this way, the shifts between them can also be said to represent certain epistemological and pedagogical changes of paradigms. On the one hand, one can consider their respective historical significance in the order they have been presented here. On the other hand, they have represented different degrees of importance in different contexts and in different places. Thus, their significance may vary along both diachronic and synchronic axes. It also follows from this that they can exist side by side. Likewise, the other concepts that are discussed in the chapter might assume the character as variants, alternatives, and/or countercultural tendencies against the more influential ones. Nevertheless, these may also play leading roles in specific contexts and situations. Accordingly, various—even competing or conflicting—epistemological metaphors and ways to imagine musical knowledge and learning will still model how we think and act in relation to the dynamic and ever-changing field of music.
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chapter 11

Fantasy Control

Implications for Distributed Imagination and Affect Attunement in Music and Sound

Ulrik Volgsten



Introduction

Imagination must be controlled. As recollection of the bygone, imagination might go wrong, so believed Aristotle, hence it must be controlled. Since imagination may conjure up pleasurable images, so Joseph Addison claimed, its stimulation through the arts must be controlled. And although Immanuel Kant later argued that imagination is necessary, since there is no way we can immediately behold the world in itself, our imaginative powers still need the formative control of good taste.

More recently, the challenge of the Kantian legacy has been brought to a banal and sentimental dead-end in Roger Scruton’s (1997) theory, according to which the metaphors of music have serious ethical implications for the listener. So for the sake of cultural and moral protection of unscrupulous audiences, imagination would seem to be better off controlled. However, if culture is a way of imagining sounds as music, as Nicholas Cook (1992) claims, is not music then itself a way of keeping control of imagination? Perhaps music can be seen as the paradigm example of sonic fantasy control? And what if sounds too are a product of imagination—or, as Mark Grimshaw and Tom Garner put it, “emergent perception” (2015)—what is left to control? Everything and nothing, one might conclude. With such a view of sound and music, there can be no “objective,” “natural,” or “neutral” given for a control of imagination to protect.

In 2006, Steven Brown and I defined control of music as “a counterpoint to musical use,” for both of which “manipulation” served as a “catchall term” (Brown and Volgsten 2006, xiii). Part of the reason for this linguistic choice was a wish to align with Alan Merriam’s well-known distinction between “uses and functions” (Merriam 1964, 209ff.). Whereas in this chapter, functions are more aptly contrasted with affordances (the latter referring to actions and activities), and since it sits better with colloquial parlance, I will speak of control as being exerted either over oneself and one’s own condition (as in self-control), or over others (as in manipulation, censorship, etc.)—thus making “control” the overall term. Another difference is that this chapter is devoted to the control of sonic imagination, not of music per se. This warrants the question whether there is a real difference, or whether the phrase “control of sonic imagination” is just another way of talking about musical control. After all, imagination seems to be much more abstract than music, so how could its control be studied at all?

The clue to studying control of sonic imagination is to pay attention to the distribution of imagination (of which sonic imagination is an instance). By being distributed beyond the restricted confines of our brains and nervous systems, imagination assigns itself to critical scrutiny. In what follows I will differentiate between three thematically distinct aspects of sonic imagination, each being distributed in a different way, each susceptible to a different type of control. Two different modes of connection, relating these aspects of imagination to the sonic environment, point to yet further means of control. I end with a note on a brief case study on a Kurdish cultural association in Stockholm, Sweden, exemplifying different ways in which imagination can be controlled, for good or for bad. Last but not least, the study also shows that imagination is important in our everyday engagements with music.

However, before entering any further discussion of control of imagination (sonic or otherwise), an understanding of the term itself is called for. I therefore start by giving a brief account of imagination—or fantasy: I regard the words as synonyms—based on my own and others’ theoretical work. As we shall see, music is not so much a product of imagination as it is an act of imagination. And music draws its vital force from its source in sound.


Fantasy Imagined


In a couple of articles, David Hargreaves and colleagues have elaborated a theory of musical imagination (Hargreaves 2012; Hargreaves et al. 2012). Imagination, Hargreaves suggests, should be seen as the interaction of three types of “networks of association” that function as “reference points for their [the subjects’] mental representations” of the sonic environment (Hargreaves 2012, 547) and that enable various types of response. The first type of network involves personal knowledge of music, memories of songs and of their structural and stylistic properties, and so forth—a sort of personal archive or “music library” (547). The second type of network connects particular pieces of music with typical places and social contexts. The third network involves personal memories and experiences of music and the specific situations in which they occurred, as well as preferences and aesthetic judgments. Imagination can thus be seen as encompassing the “reciprocal-feedback relationships” (553) that enable new associative links between nodes in the proposed networks, as well as dissociation between obsolete links. And as Hargreaves emphasizes, it is the same “cognitive processing underlying [both] musical perception and production” (552).

Although Hargreaves does not enter into any detailed theorizing about the proposed reciprocal-feedback relationships, his theory looks very much like a top-down (concept-to-percept) centered account of imagination. Given the experiential character of Hargreaves’s proposed networks, and their obvious resemblance to semantic, episodic, and autobiographical memory, one may wonder how the networks come into existence in the first place; is there no imagination at play before the listener or producer of music has achieved enough experiences of individual musical pieces and corresponding situations to make up sufficient associative networks? What, if any, are the bottom-up (percept-to-concept) determinants of imagination?1

According to a traditional information-processing approach, perception is explained as the initial analysis of an unordered reality, by an increasingly complex system, the end point of which is the mental construction of an orderly conceptual model of music. Against this Eric Clarke and others have proposed an “ecological approach” according to which music is regarded as already structured when it reaches our perceptual apparatus (Clarke 2005, 17). The structural properties of sound in our environment that we perceive are those we are biologically adapted to “resonate” with (18): “Perception is a self-tuning process, in which the pick-up of environmental information is intrinsically reinforcing, so that the system self-adjusts so as to optimize its resonance with the environment” (19).

Interesting as the ecological approach is, Clarke has nevertheless been accused of pushing his argument against the information-processing camp too far, of equating percepts and concepts to a point where analytical simplicity surpasses theoretical poignancy (Menin and Schiavio 2012; Nonken 2008). Instead, the suggestion goes, the assumptions of an ecological account of perception should include no more than the affordances of a nonconceptualized environment (Menin and Schiavio 2012). An illustrative example could be the “circular reaction” occurring when a child produces a sound by accident, for instance by hitting a box, finds it pleasing and repeats it, perhaps with some variations (Delalande and Cornara 2010). In this case, the perceptual input is both aural and corporeal, and the composite but nonconceptual experience will remain at the core of future imaginings of similar sound events, whether virtual or real (Reybrouck 2001).

The theme is taken further by Mark Johnson. As an “embodied schema” of meaningful action (Johnson 1987, 23), the hitting experience can be metaphorically projected by the child onto other objects in different locations and situations, thus describing the functioning of what Johnson calls “embodied imagination” (1987, xx, 139ff.) and ultimately resulting in new types of actions and categorizations. According to Johnson, then, “‘imagination’ is a basic image-schematic capacity for ordering our experience” (xx).

Johnson’s theory of imagination is particularly interesting, since it purports to explain how imagination is what feeds “embodied meaning to abstract thought” (Johnson 2007, 176ff.). This means that since all our abstract concepts ultimately emanate from concrete bodily interactions with our respective environments—action patterns being stored as generalized temporal schemata (muscular memories), subsequently projected by metaphor onto abstract domains of thought—what is left of the distinction between percept and concept can be no more than the various routes on a percept–concept continuum that our concepts have traveled. Johnson would hardly deny this conclusion, although its consequences have largely been ignored by philosophers and cognitive scientists, let alone musicologists (a few exceptions are Lopez Cano 2006; Krueger 2011; and Windsor and de Bézenac 2012; however, my solution differs substantially from theirs, as I will show later).

This brings back the issue of affordances and what can be plausibly considered as ecologies in the case of music. My suggestion is that such an inquiry should take account of what Eleanor Rosch has described as different levels of categorization (a category is a collection of instances treated as “same,” whereas a concept is the knowledge one has about a category). Although Rosch does not speak in terms of affordances, she describes a “basic level” of categorization at which (1) we apply similar motor schemata in our interaction with the categorized phenomena, (2) the phenomena categorized have similar shapes or gestalts, and therefore (3) mental images are more easily evoked than at other levels (Garbarini and Adenzato 2004; Mervis and Crisafi 1982; Rosch and Mervis 1981; Starkey 1981). In addition to this basic level of affordances, as it were, Rosch describes a “subordinate level,” at which categorization requires a much more detailed encoding for the differentiation between categories, in addition to a “superordinate level,” at which categories become increasingly abstract so requiring the concepts of Johnson’s “abstract thought.”

I have discussed the implications for music of Rosch’s work on levels of categorization in more detail elsewhere (Volgsten 2009, 2006, 2012). Here I would like to briefly mention the particular language-dependence of certain superordinate categories (Horton and Markman 1980; Benelli 1988). An instructive example is the general term “music” and its many cognates in different cultures. “Music” is a language-dependent, superordinate concept. To hear different sounding phenomena as members of similar general and abstract categories requires language. It is not the case that language gives us a word for a complex perceptual category that we already have. Instead, language is the very ability that enables us to group different sounding instances in a single category. At the superordinate level of categorization, verbal ostension postulates similarity.

The existence of language-dependent categories is interesting in the case of music and imagination, not least since it can explain the type of artistic innovation and creativity that John Blacking called “radical change” (see Volgsten 2012). It also directs focus on the need to trace the cultural and ideological genealogies of the bodily based metaphors for which Johnson and others describe the logic (e.g., Echard 1999; Brower 1997–1998; Saslaw 1997–1998; Zbikowski 1997–1998; Johnson and Larson 2003). Although metaphorical projections may often be “automatic, typically unconscious, operations” issuing from bodily behavior (Johnson 1987, 82), not all are. Metaphorical projections may originate in bodily interaction with the environment, but they may also have their source in language use, forming the basis of superordinate categories. In addition, bodily sourced projections may require language to come about in the first place, thus distributing the bodily throughout common language. What this shows is not only that any theory of sonic imagination that does not take the role of culture into account will be seriously flawed. It also demonstrates that one important mode of connection between Hargreaves’s networks of association and the environment may be accounted for by Johnson’s notion of metaphorical projection of embodied temporal schemata.


One Man’s Land

We have now a fuller interpretation of how imagination works in Hargreaves’s theory. Each network (music, context, person) is made up of cultural concepts, which in different ways (directly, metaphorically projected, and/or verbally mediated or stipulated), connect to temporal schemata, which derive from bodily music-related behavior. Whereas the networks are themselves results of imagination, once they become thematically stable and interact in relation to new encounters, they produce a grasp of music that in itself is imaginative and that simultaneously feeds back into and alters the same networks.

Nevertheless, a curious trait that Hargreaves’s account shares with most of the theorists in the psychologist, cognitivist, and musicologist camps, is the almost total neglect of the fundamental role of social interaction for our capacities to experience sounds as music. When a Hargreaves, a Clarke, or a Johnson speaks of culture and social activity, it is as some sort of external facet added to the otherwise nonsocial factors of music. On the other hand, music sociologists, while certainly attentive to social interaction, often seem reluctant to deal with any kind of claims pertaining to what is constitutive of music. In the end, most explanations tend to picture a Robinson Crusoe who experiences (plays, listens to, etc.) music solipsistically, even when situated among friends in a “social context.” And when it comes to the perception of music, it seems as if each and every human were a desert island in a sea of sound. Besides the counterintuitive prospect of investigating music perception from the vantage point of a more or less nonsocial listener, the problem with such an approach is (at least) twofold: (1) it becomes hard to explain the difference and relation between environmental sounds and culture-specific music; and (2) the dominant role of feelings in our experiences of music becomes difficult to explain in any other way than as some “extramusical” add on, whether aroused in or somehow imagined by the listener.

In the following I will counter this tendency by giving the outlines of a theory explaining how music is at its roots social and interpersonal. Central to this theory is the concept of affect attunement, originally formulated by the developmental psychologist Daniel Stern in his outline of the infant’s emerging sense of a self. Stern’s ideas are described in some detail because, as I argue, our relationship with sound and music follows a derivative path (see also Volgsten 2000, 2006, 2009, 2012). Eventually it will also allow us to consider the issue of control of imagination. Three aspects of Stern’s theory will prove crucial. The first is the role of bodily experience, the ways in which the dynamic aspects of our sensory experiences “feel.” What we sense through touching, smelling, tasting, seeing, and hearing, feels in certain ways. Stern calls these feelings “vitality affect,” or affect, for short (Stern 1985, passim). As such ways of feeling, affect is not static (in the way categorical emotions are) but dynamic and temporal.2 The second crucial aspect is that we do not only receive affective input but also experience it as we relate to it in a process of attunement, by which we register and affectively respond to the amodal variations in intensity, timing, and shape of the contours of affect. The third and final aspect I have in mind concerns how affective attunement is not only constitutive of a sense of self (on the basis of which knowledge of our selves is subsequently composed) but, by the same token, affect attunement is constitutive of the sense of the other and the surrounding world. Although the question of the other in Stern’s theory has gone largely unnoticed in the literature (a notable exception is Guattari 1995, 6), it is an aspect that I suggest can shed light on our capacity to hear sounds as music, that is, it can say something important about our imaginative powers. To see how this can be, let me first spell out the relevant parts of Stern’s theory in a little more detail.


Self and Other

Rather than a child playing alone with toys to make sounds (as in the example referred to earlier), let us picture a newborn during its first days of life. This baby can already distinguish its mother’s voice from other voices (DeCasper and Fifer 1980; Karmiloff and Karmiloff-Smith 2001). By two months, the infant will react differently to different prosodic speech patterns. Falling speech melodies will soothe, rising melodies attract attention, bell-shaped and falling melodies maintain attention, while bell-shaped and monotonous speech melodies are likely to discourage ongoing behavior (see Papousek et al. 1991). The qualities to which the child attends when hearing a caregiver’s voice—variations in intensity, timing, rhythm, and prosodic shape—constitute temporally organized islands of coherence and coordination that the child will successively differentiate depending on whether it may actively initiate the events or not. As the infant continues its interaction with other persons in its environment (attracting attention when hungry or in a playful mood, see e.g., Beebe and Lachmann 1988; Jaffe et al. 2001; Trevarthen 2002), the experience of being the agent of certain affectively distinct events but not of others becomes increasingly significant.

This increasing significance is made possible because infant and caregiver both feel in and with their bodies their own behavior as well as the other’s (the latter of which is mediated by the senses). Taking vocalization as an example, a caregiver’s interaction will not involve a strict imitation or a mirroring of the child’s vocalizations. While different in detail, it is the overall affective contour that the caregiver’s activity shares with that of the child. And by being responded to with a slightly different vocalization, the child will gather that the response is directed toward the feeling, the unfolding of the affective experience, rather than toward some outward specifics of its behavior. Through such affective attunement, which soon becomes reciprocal, the interlocutors come to sense something like “I have an affective experience that You respond to with a similarly affective-laden behavior, because You have noticed the affective experience that I have.” It is important to stress that this is not the kind of self-realizing process by which a subjective “being-in-itself” reflexively appears “for-itself” by way of simply “being-for-the-other.” Rather, it is a process by which a sense of self emerges from a potential affective resonance (variations in rhythm, timing, intensity, shape) becoming actual attunement. Ensuing are various cognitive schemata, both of the bodily kind, that one’s own action gives rise to, and schematized affective contours, caused by one’s own and other’s behavior. Together they form more enveloping schemata of narrative-like temporal progression (Stern 1995, 88ff.; cf. Johnson 2007, 143f., 170ff.), which end up as dynamic categories of “self” and “other” (or better, various “others”), by which we sort and structure future social encounters throughout our lives.

Stern speaks of “the sense of an emergent self,” “the sense of a core self,” “the sense of a subjective self,” and “the sense of a verbal self.” With the body as the primary reference point (Stern 1985, 46), these different senses of self occur at different phases in early life, from about two months of age to the second year, when the child starts to acquire a spoken language (the different senses of self do not replace each other, but remain throughout life, open to revision in different constellations). The verbal sense of self eventually enables a narrated personal self, as well as more abstract “theories” of what a self might be. The point I want to make (and shortly transpose to sound and music) is that one’s sense of self emerges together with the ability to sense an other (Stern 1985, 60f., 70 n. 1). Stern names the sense of a core self a “self versus other” that, as it increasingly comes to acknowledge this other, turns into a “self with other” (69, 100), also enabling a sense of “we.” In other words, our emerging sense of a core self necessarily involves a simultaneous emergence of a core other, against and with which our selves are articulated. Likewise, we unfold our sense of being a “subjective self” in relation to our sense of there being a “subjective other.” Stern locates affect attunement mainly in this subject-producing phase. Yet, within the presubjective processes of emergent self and core self, affect is the requisite amodal common that connects not only the different sense modalities and action patterns of each singular body but also each and everybody together (Stern 1985, 53ff., 64). The one would not become a “self” without the becoming of the “other.”

Although Stern does not speak about imagination except for the symbolic workings of the verbal self (Stern 1985, 167), we can see that imagination is at work within the other phases too, such as when a vocal interaction causes a disruption between the affective flows of the body and sensory observation (emergent self, core self), leading to a new and expanded experience: that of sensing both a self and an other (subjective self). This is a distributed imagination insofar as my sense of self emerges as a result of an other’s sense of myself as other-than-self.

The key is affect attunement, which is what enables the other’s affective experience to become a constitutive counterpart of my own and vice versa. Now, while there is what we may call the sympathetic aspect of affect attunement, which by focusing on the agents rather than on their activities tells the interlocutors that they have both received the world in a similar fashion, there is also a metaphorical aspect focusing on the doings rather than on the agents, which renders one’s own and an other’s activity similar. The metaphorical and the sympathetic aspects of affect attunement thus turn out not only to be two sides of the same coin but also reveal the imaginative role of affect attunement.

Decisive in this matter are what can be described as the protomusical aspects of behavior: rhythm, timing, shape, intensity, and so on, that remain as basic qualities in music (Volgsten 2012). The protomusicality of these types of temporal qualities, of which I say more later, makes a strong case for the claim (1) that music has its imaginative source in preverbal social interaction, (2) that music is at root a social and affective phenomenon, and (3) that these early social experiences remain as embodied memories “against” and “with” which subsequent musical encounters resonate in ever new affective attunements.


The Role of Affect Attunement for the Ontological Expansion of the Soundscape

The common denominator of the emergence of self and what might be called our “sense of music” are the protomusical sounding shapes and gestures available at a basic level of categorization. These shapes and gestures—which as articulations of “present moments” may range between one and ten seconds (Stern 2004, 41)—afford affective attunement to the listener. Analogous to the sense of an other, as implied by Stern’s theory, affect attunement may hence give rise to what I propose to call an emerging sense of music.

Feeding on the immediate source of basic musical qualities are the metaphorically mediated projections of embodied schemata onto more extensive clusters of sound, rendering the latter as formally complex patterns. As these schemata are stored in memory, forming their own networks of association, they may be retrieved thematically as temporal concepts that enable the categorization and archiving of musical objects, situations, and personal preferences (cf. Hargreaves 2012), in what might be described as an ontological expansion of the soundscape (e.g., pitches, modes, scales, chords, melodies, songs, etc.). This cultural process3 is what eventually enables musical affordances, such as singing along (Hosokawa and Mitsui 1998), dancing (Dankworth and David 2014), courting (Dissanayake 2006), personal identification (Frith 1996), cultural distinction (Martin 2006), emotional self-regulation (DeNora 1999), and even such abstract conceptual activities as doing music analysis (Cook 1992).

In this outline of the process of an emerging sense of music—pointing toward what we now may describe as basic, subordinate, and superordinate levels of associative networks—we need to be clear about the differences between the immediately affordable and the verbally mediated. Not only do abstract formal relations require verbally formulated concepts (Volgsten 2009, 47ff.), so do systematically organized details such as pitch, scale, and harmony. In contrast to the basic qualities of music (rhythm, timing, shape, intensity) are those that require subordinate categorization at the level of fine-grained detail (pitch, scale, harmony, etc.). And although subordinate categorization may to some extent occur spontaneously (e.g., Drake et al. 1997), when it comes to systematic organization, such categorization is ultimately motivated by the abstract conceptualization of a superordinate level of language. By sharp contrast, the “life spark” of music—that which prompts us to characterize melodies and rhythms by metaphors such as tones moving in a lively fashion (or solemnly, happily, sad, etc.) through musical time and space—emanates directly from its shared social roots at the basic level of affordance of perceived sound (imagined or “real,” cf. Grimshaw and Garner 2015), the roots of which we affectively attune to.

Not only does a sense of music emerge through this imaginative process of affective attunement, so too does a corresponding sense of a listener (by which I include dancers, singers, musicians, etc.).4 In a similar way that a sense of self—what Stern labels a core self, a subjective self, and a verbal self (senses of self that may group and regroup in different formations)—emerges with and against an other, so does a sense of being a listener emerge with and against the emerging sense of music. This may be a sense of an individual listener as much as it may be a sense of being a collective listener, a “we.”

In performance situations, this happens when the sensitive player or singer of music attunes to and is attuned to by the listener or audience (and the other musicians and participants, if there are any). This affective attunement involves, among other things, prediction of others’ responses and selection of appropriate performative action. However, as music has become mass-mediated through sound recordings, it is obvious that affect attunement can also be one-sided; what I have elsewhere described as “quasi-dialogical” (Volgsten 2013; cf. Thompson 1995). We may hear music as if it attunes to us, when the music either corresponds to, or contradicts our own—present, remembered, or newly disclosed—moods or feelings. We may even arrange for music to do so by means of various media players and sound systems. It would be easy to dismiss this one-sidedness by explaining it as simple entrainment to preexisting musical sounds on the part of the listener (cf. Jones and Boltz 1989; Trost and Vuilleumier 2013). However, once a sense of listener and a corresponding sense of music—emergent, core, subjective, or verbal (see Volgsten 2012)—has been attained it will not dissolve, although it may rise to prominence or subside depending on such differences as types of music, situation and context, and individual listener. Thus, once affect attunement has occurred it will remain as a resounding mnemonic trace of those special occasions when we attune with our fellow beings.

In sum, for there to be music with aesthetic qualities of any self-conscious cultural kind, there has to be a listener for whom the projection and ascription of these qualities are part of the sense-making of the affective experiences that the attunement to sound has brought about (whereby also the categorical distinction between noise and music becomes possible, cf. Attali 1985; Hendy 2013). Once in place as affective body schemata, music may also be conceptually imagined, as Johnson’s schemata and Rosch’s categorical levels suggest. To the extent that we can talk about the music “itself” (abstracted from its performers) attuning to the listener, it is a matter of music’s capacity to sound the way emotions feel. Or rather, it is a matter of us listeners imaginatively hearing sounds as music, sounding the way we feel. Consequently (and this is Hargreaves’s point too), it is the listener who imaginatively creates the music—whereby in the same distributive moment of imagination the listener is affirmed as a corporeal listener to music.


Control of Imagination


Imagination enables new interconnections and relations between the schematic memories of sound and affect, at basic, subordinate, and superordinate levels. In their interconnectedness, these memories make up thematically comprehensive networks of associations in our minds. Imagination involves the reciprocal-feedback relationships that enable new associative links between nodes in the networks of associations in our minds, as well as the dissociation of obsolete links. Affect attunement is prevalent in these interactions and processes of imagination. It puts imagination into play. Although different from metaphorical projections of body schemata, I also suggest that affect attunement should be regarded as a second (though by no means secondary) mode of connection between the associative networks in Hargreaves’s model of imagination and the sonic environment. As listeners, we attune to new encounters with music in new situations and contexts, which also affects our experiences of ourselves and of others (cf. Frith 1996).

As pointed out in the introduction, a clue to studying control of sonic imagination is to pay attention to its distribution beyond the restricted confines of our brains and nervous systems (this being in line with a view of “mind” including brain, body, and environment, see Grimshaw and Garner 2015, 63). In what follows I will discuss how the three thematically distinct aspects of imagination in Hargreaves’s network-model are distributed. I will also suggest how the specific modes of connection with the environment that I have highlighted—affect attunement and metaphorical projection—may be seen as distributed. Needless to say, this preliminary sketch allows for further details of each thematic aspect as well as for further aspects. The three aspects encompass musical archives, places and contexts, and identifications. As the aspectual distinctions between the networks are thematic constructs, some amount of overlap is inevitable. The types of connection relating the networks with the environment are metaphorical projection and affect attunement.


Music Archives

The associative network defining each listener’s culture-specific knowledge of music is not only localized in personal memory but also distributed in various multiple “archives.” Whereas culture-specific knowledge may enable categorization and labeling of songs, styles, genres, artists, and so forth, the specific instances of each category are archived in collective memories, recordings of different sorts (from notations to digital sound files), collections of such recordings (from libraries to the digital storage of different streaming sites), and so on. Control in this case will largely be a matter of access to and availability of the different archives. As the decades around the millennial turn have shown, public availability of digital music archives is to a large extent subject to the copyright control of the music business (e.g., Volgsten 2013; Volgsten and Åkerberg 2006). The impact of corporate copyright control increases proportionally with the waning of personal record collections (so common during the second half of the twentieth century) as streaming services become more and more widespread. However, archives of any sort are not, and have never been, “neutral” tools for memory, but are better seen as selective “anticipation[s]” of collective memory (Appadurai 2003). The same goes for collective memories, the access to and availability of which quite naturally require collective situations and contexts for the memories to be actualized. In other words, there have to be places, virtual or real, for the members of cultural collectives to meet.


Places and Contexts

The significance of music depends largely on where the music may be encountered. Whereas most music today is available through commercial mass media, this was not so in earlier times (Fornäs 2014). Music was largely tied to certain places and times depending on its social and ritual function. But irrespective of its diffusion through media today, we may even now expect different music to be played in a church, in a concert hall, or in a nightclub. Different places, situations, and contexts may thus function as associative nodes in a distributed network, enabling different kinds of “fit” for different kinds of music (e.g., North and Hargreaves 2006). Whereas particular places and contexts thus partake in the definition of music, the opposite is equally true; music defines and produces space (Cohen 1998, 269; Cook 2013, 222; Bull 2007, 109; see also Lochhead, this volume, chapter 34). In other words, music is a cultural activity of the kind that might transform abstract space into a particular place, a place wherein music itself is determined by the very situations and contexts that it enables (cf. Tuan 1976). “Space produces as space is produced” (Leyshon et al. 1998, 4), and the same can be said about music. Consequently, the transfer of music from one place, context, or type of situation to another may alter its meaning and significance for the listener, for better or worse (Brown and Volgsten 2000; cf. also Rutherford 1990 on “The Third Space”).


Identifications—Personal and Collective

Music affords the listener opportunities to do “identity work,” both on an individual and collective level. I mark my identification with a specific group by listening to a specific kind of music, for instance Euro disco, hip-hop, or early music. Who I am depends on other persons who I am not, who identify with the same kind of music as I do, and those who do not (Hall 1996; Volgsten 2014a). Thus, both our personal and our collective identities are distributed beyond our bodily limits. As our identities become more movable and flexible, less fixed and predetermined, as a result of globalization of media and communications, the question of who decides the personal and cultural identity of an individual becomes more and more urgent (Benhabib 2002). Who am I allowed to be? Who decides? For some, this question may be no more than an opportunity for witty ways of deriding the “disgusting habits” of the liberal “forms of life” that intrude on one’s own immaculate culture (Scruton 1997, 386 et passim); for others, in other situations, this same attitude may be what literally turns the question into one of life or death (which the murder and execution of many musicians and artists attests to, see Korpe et al. 2006).


Metaphorical Projection

Whereas it was Immanuel Kant who brought the issue of metaphor’s role for imagination to light (Johnson 1987, 161f.), it was only in the wake of his “third critique” that genius came to be seen as the original and exclusive locus of artistic creativity (see Battersby 1989; and Volgsten 2014b, both of whom also discuss Kant’s precursors in the systematic erection of genius). This was a necessary fertile ground for the development of copyright, and although the myth of genius has long since been discarded in legal contexts, it lingers on in popular versions, which thereby justifies the expansion and extension of copyright laws, locally and globally. Working against this tendency, the cognitive sciences and philosophies of mind argue for the distributed character of music, mind, and imagination—that is, a displacement of the creative powers beyond the enclosed and appropriating soul of the romantic (male) genius. That verbally generated metaphors require language is a truism, and of course language is distributed among those who speak it and its written traces. However, an important instance of control may also be metaphor itself, which in its “structural” capacities projects the relationship of an entire categorized domain of experience onto another uncategorized domain (Lakoff and Johnson 1980, 61ff.). When a structural metaphor has obtained hold of a domain it is difficult to apply and make sense of a deviating metaphor, irrespective of whether it has its source in otherwise relevant body schemata or not. A particularly interesting case is the metaphor of the musical “work” and the continuous struggles of different parties throughout the ages to explicate the metaphor according to their own interests (von Loesch 1998, 1999; Volgsten 2015). As Paul Ricoeur points out, when a new metaphor is alive and kicking, it puts conventional wisdom within brackets (Ricoeur 1978), which is why it will be contested by those it disadvantages.


Affect Attunement

Tania Zittoun and Fréderick Cerchia describe sonic imagination as a temporary “disjunction between the flow of embodied experience, anchored in the unfolding reality, and the flow of inner life or consciousness,” initiated by some sound or music, resulting in a conjunct “expanded experience” (2013, 17). Although mainly modeled on metaphor, as a general outline the description works quite well for affect attunement too, in so far as we conceive of the encounter with music as a momentary rupture that strives toward a “flow” between the self and the world (but see Stern 2004, 42f. on the asocial character of flow). Equally important is the outcome, an expanded experience, which in the case of sound may implicate a judgment that it is music one hears—what I described earlier as an ontological expansion of the soundscape. An, or perhaps, the important difference between metaphorical projections and affect attunement to sound and music is the temporal character of the latter. Affect attunement not only takes time, it articulates time and so makes chronological time graspable as an expanded affective experience (Stern 2004, 7 et passim) that can recur in different sensuous guises (Massumi 2003).5 Can attunement be controlled? Or can it only be destroyed through intentional misattunement? To some extent, affect attunement can be controlled through any of the ways that the other distributed aspects of imagination can: for instance, through the place and context where attunement occurs (a classical concert at a concert hall will not generally allow attunement through dancing or singing along); through knowledge about what is heard (when it is not deemed worthy of attention, and thus of attunement); or through personal identity (“I don’t like this kind of music, it is not addressed to my kind” and so attunement is occluded). But as we shall see in a moment, there are also positive ways of controlling attunement.


Notes on a Case Study: Control of Sonic Imagination among Participants in a Swedish Music Association

To exemplify the issue of fantasy control I have chosen the case of three young participants in a Kurdish music association in Stockholm, Sweden. The participants were interviewed as part of a project aimed at investigating the role of music in Sweden’s many state-financed cultural associations based on “ethnic” grounds (see Volgsten and Pripp 2016). The informants’ replies, which are briefly summarized here, tell about several instances of control of imagination, both positive and negative.

As perhaps the most obvious form of control, Kurdish music has been subject to censorship by the Turkish state. Since 1924, and for much of the twentieth century, public use of the Kurdish language has been prohibited. In line with this, “in 1967 the Turkish government made it illegal for Kurds to own or distribute recordings in a language other than Turkish” (Blum and Hassanpour 1996). The restrictions on Kurdish language have since been relaxed, and the traditional Dengbêj singing has been allowed (Scalbert-Yücel 2009; Schäfers 2015). To the three interviewees, all born in Sweden and thus not subject to the restrictions directly, the era of censorship remains as a backdrop to their cultural identities. Against this underdog tendency works the active seizing of control over their access to public space that the participation in a cultural association allows. The association is housed in the suburb Alvik in Stockholm, where it organizes courses in Kurdish music (singing, playing, and dancing), as well as wedding parties, and so on. The place of the association is not limited to its actual locale, however, but also extends to the virtual space of the Internet, where young Swedish Kurds disseminate traditional Kurdish music, as well as popular songs dealing with Kurdish issues. In addition, the interviewees have all worked actively with various festivals to raise money for Kurdish refugees. Thus we can observe how archives of collective memories, as well as situations and contexts, are resources of sonic imagination over which different social and political interests struggle. However, it should be pointed out that neither the state-financed cultural organization nor the Internet provide “free spaces” in any absolute sense; each allocating its own forms of expression, one subject to governmental cultural policy and bureaucratic praxis, the other subject to the corporate logic of commercially financed sites and platforms.

The question of identity is a closely related issue here, both on a collective and on a personal level. The way I experience music in different contexts and situations depends to a significant extent on who I am, who and what I identify with personally and culturally. For the interviewees, this is very much a question of negotiating and defining their identities as Swedes with Kurdish backgrounds. As “new” identities, from a traditional Swedish perspective, these are frequently being questioned and even denied by some anti-immigrant activists. To an extent, this alienating tendency also goes for the traditional Kurdish perspective, a vantage point that does not automatically recognize the notion of a Swedish Kurd. Although this is not an uncommon situation for people in diaspora, it may have different consequences for sonic imagination. Two of the three interviewees emphasized how, as they approached their twenties, the Swedish and international pop music of their upbringings were suddenly set in relation to the Kurdish music that had hitherto remained as a background foil in their homes. Whereas their personal identities were to a large extent articulated with and against their peers in a Swedish context with pop music, their Kurdish heritage was articulated with and against a different “soundtrack” in a rather exclusive way. As they were leaving their teens behind, the interviewees recount, the Kurdish and the Swedish identities that had until then been quite separate, now started to interact in a more self-reflective and inclusive manner. In the process of self-identification, they consciously took control over their sonic imagination.

When it comes to talking about specific experiences of music it is the Kurdish music of their childhood homes that crops up in the interviews. Two aspects are particularly interesting from the perspective of sonic imagination. The first that is mentioned is the omnipresence of dance. As one interviewee puts it, “as soon as you cried, mom or dad put on some music, Kurdish music, and then you danced.” The other thing mentioned is the sound of the music, of the particular instruments: “you recognize the songs and the instruments, and that gives you a feeling of security.” In the first place, we see how music not only affords dance and emotional self-regulation, it is also remembered as such. As a result of metaphorical projections, music is conceived of, and thus stored in memory, in terms of the body schemata that encodes the movements of dance. The body “starts to dance by itself” when music is heard. The other aspect mentioned is sound, the particular sensuous sounds of the instruments: “the instruments make us feel, they awake emotions in us, a sort of homesickness for Kurdistan.” What connects the two here—dance and sound—is affect. A similar affective experience is evoked by the triggering of a body schema, in the one case through the close connection between listening and dancing to music (via body schemata, music affords the dance that invokes the positive affect), and in the other case through the specific situational and contextual memories that mediate the sound of the instruments (as a part for whole, the sound evokes memories of music associated through body schemata with positive affect).

A phenomenon of a slightly different kind appears in the description by another of the interviewees of her attempts to understand her father’s traumatic war experiences through music. Although her father was reluctant to tell her anything in detail, either about his experiences or his feelings about what he had been through, she pieced together the narrative fragments she could recollect with the often sad songs he used to sing to himself, all resulting in what she experienced as a feeling of getting close to her father and further understanding him on an emotional level. This instance of sounding music mediates a concealed lived experience (the father’s) through a common affective experience; the father’s war memories are folded into an affective envelope that can be repeated, and transformed into a sensuous expression of music, to which the daughter has intentionally attuned herself (see Stern 2004, 62ff.). Affect attunement thus enabled the interviewee to take control of imagination in order to tighten her relationship with her father through the affective mediation that the music afforded. Without succumbing to the theoretical temptation of reifying affects—we can only attune to others’ affective expressions, never appropriate or incorporate them—this final example reveals what might prove to be the most powerful means there is of controlling imagination: that of sound and music mediating lived experience by serving as iterable bodies of feeling.


Summary

As a set of associative networks wherein links between nodes may be made up, changed, and deleted, Hargreaves’s model of imagination has some serious blind spots. Taking into account Eleanor Rosch’s theory of different levels of categorization (basic, subordinate, and superordinate) it is possible to make complementary distinctions between conceptual and nonconceptual relations within the networks of imagination, as well as in their relations to the surrounding world. These distinctions also have consequences for the notion of musical affordances, which prove to be more complex than at first sight, considering the difference between the conceptual and the nonconceptual. The work of Mark Johnson helps explain how metaphorical transfers of body schemata feed nonconceptual temporal experiences to the conceptual realm. Nevertheless Johnson does not go far enough in tracing the nonconceptual roots of music. Adding the developmental-psychological insights of Daniel Stern concerning the role of bodily, felt affect attunement, more specifically in regard to the emergence of the human being’s sense of self and other, enables the novel claim that a similar and derivative process underlies our emergent sense of music. Moreover, affect attunement can itself be described as a process of metaphor. As an outcome of affect attunement, music can be said to build on the same protomusical qualities as the human being’s preconceptual senses of self in relation to others. This in its turn explains the pervasive descriptions of musical experiences in emotional terms, which do not stem from any mystic, but rather from a fundamentally social realm. This ultimately implies that music cannot be successfully explained without consideration of the bodily, the social, and the cultural.

Studying the control of imagination is possible insofar as imagination is distributed beyond the confines of human brains and nervous systems. According to the present view, distribution of imagination occurs in each of the three associative networks proposed by Hargreaves (here defined as musical archives, places and contexts, and identifications), as well as in the two suggested modes of connection with the environment; that is, metaphorical transfers of body schemata and affect attunement. Whereas the control of archives to a large extent is a question of availability, whereby the regimes of copyright and online streaming may have a constraining impact, context is decisive in matters of fit for different kinds of music, while personal and collective identity influences the level of openness to different kinds of music and different kinds of music tend to promote certain identities at the cost of others.

Projections of temporal schemata feed conceptual imagination with various bodily experiences of the environment, and as much as metaphor may open up new realms of imagination, they simultaneously infer new limits and constraints as the metaphor in question seizes new domains and becomes literal. Affect attunement in the case of music enables the emergent sense of music as other than oneself. To the extent that affect attunement can be controlled, it operates in the same ways by which other aspects of imagination are distributed: through the places, situations, and contexts where attunement occurs: through knowledge about what is heard; and through the processes of personal and collective identification.

Finally, the case of the Kurdish music association in Stockholm highlights the everyday functioning of imagination and the possibilities and constraints for each and everyone to take control over imagination (rather than reserving the creative powers of imagination to the myth of genius). It shows how control of imagination issues in cases of personal identity and collective solidarity as well as in the spaces for these imaginative processes. More specifically, it shows how positive affect is produced through different connections between affect attunement and metaphorically extended body schemata. In the end, then, investigating the control of imagination seems to have directed us to nothing less than the very essentials of imagination, what Hargreaves would describe as the reciprocal-feedback relationships of the linkages between the nodes in associative networks or, more simply put, the flexibility and ingenuity of imagination.




Notes

1. Paraphrasing Kantian terminology, one might say that Hargreaves’s model deals more with understanding (Verstand) than with imagination (Einbildung). This may be because Hargreaves starts his discussion from a “creative” composer/player perspective, whereas the perspective taken here is more inclusively directed toward perception and listening (cf. note 4).

2. This notion of affect is more encompassing, event-like, and experiential than that of Massumi (1995). For a discussion of Stern’s concept of vitality affects, see Køppe and colleagues (2008).

3. Given the circumstances in which music is usually encountered, music is always already conceptualized by preceding peers. As put by one commentator, with explicit reference to Martin Heidegger, “human beings are ‘thrown into’ a world of meaningful discourses and practices, and it is this world that enables them to identify and engage with the objects they encounter” (Howarth 2000, 9).

4. The label “listener” must be used with caution and should not be reduced to a contemplative listener in a modern Western sense.

5. See note 2.
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chapter 12

Musical Preferences and the Imagined Self

Alexandra Lamont



Introduction

This chapter considers how people construct, reconstruct, and communicate a sense of identity through their music preferences. In the absence of the sonic object itself, music preferences can be used as a cipher for aspects of personality, attitudes, and lifestyle. Music is one of the first things talked about in social encounters of many kinds, and one’s opinion of Bruckner, the Beatles, Arvo Pärt, Calvin Harris, or the merits of the 1926 version Elgar recorded of Pomp and Circumstance immediately communicate something about the kind of person one is to others. This social aspect of musical imagination has been much studied and the chapter reviews recent research showing how music preferences, expressed in an abstract way, inform us about age, gender, personality, and the likelihood of developing social relations. Alongside this social dimension sits a less-investigated aspect of personal musical identity that is developed through imagination. The chapter also considers our imagined relationships with the music itself and the musicians responsible for creating and performing it, taking a lifespan perspective from childhood and adolescence (where key imagined relationships are explored in the process of identity formation) through to old age (where music preferences serve as a valuable reminder of who we once were and can provide the key to unlocking the identity lost through degenerative diseases such as dementia).

Music is one of the earliest and most powerful mechanisms of communication. From twenty weeks gestational age, when the auditory system is sufficiently operational that the fetus can perceive sound, music is part of human experience. Around ten weeks later, sounds can be processed to the extent that familiar sequences are recognized and responded to in a different way by the fetus (Parncutt 2016). Our early experiences with sound and music before birth prime us for an early receptiveness to both speech and music in infancy (Costa-Giomi and Ilari 2014), and music forms a central part of parent–infant interactions and caregiving rituals in every culture around the world (Custodero 2006; Ilari et al. 2011; Malloch 2000; Malloch and Trevarthen 2009; Young 2008). Songs accompany all kinds of rituals such as bedtime, nappy changing, and travel in young children’s lives. For instance, Addessi (2009) has shown how music enables a father to bond with his nine-month-old son, while changing his diaper, through the use of play, vocalization, and imitation, which all lead to higher levels of synchrony.

One of the reasons that music may be so powerful is that we can engage in it actively as well as responding and receiving it more passively. Even in the crib, toddlers sing to soothe themselves as part of the ritual of going to sleep (Sole 2017), showing a very early internalization and active use of music in soothing and reassuring. Young and Ilari (2012) have mapped how children’s musical engagement is a function of their engagement with the world around them, looking at how singing and playing instruments can mirror other individuals or the environment around them (e.g., television). Much research has focused on the imagined nature of music production in young children through the lens of creativity (e.g., Barrett 2006, 2010), but this is not the primary focus of this chapter. I focus here on the imagined relationships we have with other people’s music and musicians, and how these relationships evolve across the lifespan.


Understanding Musical Preferences

Over the past thirty years there has been a proliferation of research looking at musical preference or taste (for a more comprehensive summary and evaluation, see Greasley and Lamont 2016). Typically, preference is defined as “a person’s liking for one piece of music as compared with another at a given point in time,” while taste reflects “the overall patterning of an individual’s preferences over longer time periods” (Hargreaves et al. 2006, 135), although the two concepts are necessarily intertwined as short-term experiences with specific pieces inform longer-term judgments of taste and vice versa. Early attempts to explain preference stem from Berlyne’s (1971) psychobiological theory, which states that liking increases and decreases with familiarity (and complexity) in an inverted U shape. It is argued that the more familiar we become with a piece of music, the more we like it, up to a point, and numerous studies have provided support for the inverted U over short time spans (e.g., Szpunar et al. 2004; Zajonc 2001). These ideas are still being used in contemporary theorizing. Schubert and colleagues (2014) have incorporated the notion of exposure with ideas from Hargreaves’s reciprocal feedback model (which points out the contributions of the music, the listener, and situation to determining preference) to suggest that spreading activation explains preference and aesthetic responses to music, shaped by music, listener, and situation.

At a more in-depth level, the factors underpinning preference are still not well understood. Some factors relate to the music itself, and researchers have devoted considerable effort to attempting to typologize music in order to explain preference. Starting from the perspective that listeners understand styles best at a broad style level, Rentfrow and colleagues have attempted to identify underlying style dimensions of preference (Rentfrow and Gosling 2003; Rentfrow et al. 2011a; Rentfrow et al. 2012). Rentfrow and Gosling (2003) first identified four musical preference dimensions, along with corresponding musical features. These are “Reflective and Complex” (classical, jazz, blues, folk; with slow tempos, little singing, high positive and negative affect, and low energy levels), “Intense and Rebellious” (alternative, rock, heavy metal; faster tempo, more singing, low positive affect, high negative affect and energy levels), “Upbeat and Conventional” (country, pop, religious, soundtracks; simple and direct, low in negative affect and energy levels), and “Energetic and Rhythmic” (rap/hip-hop, soul/funk, dance/electronica; moderately complex, unemotional, with a moderate energy level). Other researchers working in different cultural settings have used slightly different starting points in terms of styles and have generated similar dimensions of music: for instance, Dunn and colleagues (2012) in the Netherlands found the six dimensions of Rhythm “n” Blues, Hard Rock, Bass-Heavy, Country, Soft Rock, and Classical, whereas Schäfer and Sedlmeier (2009) in Germany found the six dimensions of Sophisticated, Electronic, Rock, Rap, Pop, and Beat, Folk, and Country. More recent work has extended the dimensions into the MUSIC model (Mellow, Unpretentious, Sophisticated, Intense, and Contemporary styles; Bonneville-Roussy et al. 2013; Rentfrow et al. 2011a; Rentfrow et al. 2012).

However, there are challenges to this approach, not least that “style” sensitivity is affected by familiarity with specific pieces. Most of the above research uses unfamiliar examples of styles to circumvent this problem, but Bonneville-Roussy (2014) found that listeners’ preferences for styles were significantly related to their preferences for exemplar tracks. This raises a central challenge in music preference (and indeed in music psychology more broadly) that is a key concern of this chapter: personal connections with music. At a more general level, research into music preferences has explored how features of the individual such as personality, age, and gender might relate to music preferences and I summarize these briefly here (see Greasley and Lamont 2016, for more detail).

Three main influences have been identified: personality, gender, and age. Most research has focused on personality (Dunn et al. 2012; Rentfrow and Gosling 2003; Rentfrow and McDonald 2010; Rentfrow et al. 2011a; Rentfrow et al. 2011b; Swami et al. 2013). Studies have linked the Big Five personality traits (Openness to Experience, Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness, Neuroticism), self-views (perceptions of intelligence, political beliefs, and self-esteem), and musical preference dimensions. Rentfrow and Gosling (2003), for example, have shown that preference for Reflective and Complex styles (such as classical or jazz) is positively linked to Openness to Experience, self-perceived intelligence, and political liberalism and is negatively related to self-perceived athleticism; preference for Rhythmic and Energetic styles (e.g., electronic/dance, hip-hop) is positively related to Extraversion, Openness to Experience, and self-perceived athleticism and is negatively related to conservatism. Similar findings have come from other researchers using Rentfrow and Gosling’s (2003) profile of music preferences: generally, Extraversion and Openness to Experience show the most consistent results across different studies (Delsing et al. 2008; Dunn et al. 2012; Zweigenhaft 2008). Gender differences have also been found: studies show that women prefer pop, country, opera, musicals, and religious styles more than men, who are more likely to prefer rock, blues, jazz, reggae, and heavy metal (Bonneville-Roussy et al. 2013; Colley 2008; North and Hargreaves 2007a; Swami et al. 2013).

While interesting as empirical findings, these correlations say little about the causality or context of music preferences. However, age is also related to preference, which brings us to the key question of how musical preferences become established in the first place. Comparison across large age differences reveals different types of preference: for instance, North and Hargreaves (2007a) found adolescents preferred hip-hop, rap, DJ-based music, dance/house, RnB, indie, and chart pop, while participants approaching their sixties liked classical, ’60s pop, musicals, and opera. Clark and Giacomantonio (2015) found adolescents preferred intense and rebellious music while older participants preferred reflexive and complex music. Similarly, Bonneville-Roussy and colleagues (2013) found that preference for the Unpretentious and Sophisticated dimensions increased with age, preference for the Mellow dimension remained stable with age, and preference for the Intense and Contemporary factors gradually declined between the ages of 12–65. From the earliest cross-sectional studies of music preferences (e.g., Hargreaves and North 1999), it should be noted that these so-called developmental trajectories must remain somewhat speculative, since they are not based on longitudinal data; it is unknown whether an individual’s actual engagement with music follows this path or whether these are cohort effects that reflect wider social and cultural trends. I return to this issue later.


Developing Music Preferences

Phases of musical preference development have been proposed by LeBlanc (1980, 1982) and Hargreaves (1982), suggesting that through childhood, adolescence, and into adulthood listeners’ relationships with music will change. Both suggest that tolerance to new styles, or “open-earedness,” is greater in childhood and in early adulthood than adolescence and older adulthood, which may explain some of the evidence for age-related changes in preference. To understand this process more fully requires an understanding of the broader developmental milestones that are being experienced and that play a role in shaping preference and our individual relationship with music.

Erikson (1982) argued that the lifespan presents a series of ongoing identity “crises,” posing challenges of adjustment, growth, and character development. He proposed eight different psychosocial tasks, resulting in eight stages of identity development (illustrated in Table 12.1). The outcomes of these identity struggles are held to be reflected in cultural terms (as illustrated in the far right-hand column). While a developmental trajectory is implied by the age-linked stages, each task can be revisited as necessary and as future tasks present themselves.
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In relation to music preference, evidence of behavior and understanding at different ages can be linked into Erikson’s stages. Even in the first year of life, music is being used by both adult and infant as a way to generate trust and comfort. As noted earlier, research indicates that music experienced before birth will soothe an infant, thus providing a safe space and a sense of familiarity. In the preschool period, development of autonomy is evident in the clear preferences that children express for styles and pieces of music. At 3.5 years of age, young children are very insistent about the kinds of music they wanted to listen to in different contexts (Lamont 2008) and parents find themselves at the mercy of their toddlers, particularly in certain settings such as car journeys. In middle childhood, there is broad support for the existence of open-earedness as children are mastering the materials of music. Cross-sectional studies measuring liking for excerpts from a range of musical styles typically find that younger children are more open to classical, avant-garde, and ethnic music (Gembris and Schellberg 2003), although some of this apparent “closed-earedness” from older children could be due to their overwhelming rejection of classical music in favor of pop music in early adolescence (Kopiez and Lehmann 2008). Bunte (2014) showed that, in middle childhood, children’s own descriptions of music focus on what might appear to be an idiosyncratic collection of “genres” including girls’ and boys’ music, music suitable for different ages (e.g., “granny music”), mood-oriented categories (happy and sad music), country-oriented, musician-oriented, and institution-oriented as well as more conventional genres such as rock, classical, and oldies. These studies indicate that open-earedness is a phase of exploration where, given appropriate input, children will engage with many different types of music.

Bunte also identified identity work through music preferences at an earlier age than previously found, but identity work characterizes the next and most-studied period of musical development: adolescence. The key developmental challenge during adolescence, according to Erikson, is establishing a sense of identity. Building on Erikson’s theory, Marcia (2002) proposes that four different stages can be involved in the process of identity achievement: identity diffusion (where there is no commitment to any kind of lifestyle or activity); foreclosure (commitment without exploration); moratorium (exploration without commitment); and finally identity achievement (commitment after exploration). He suggests that out of crisis comes commitment. However, he also argues that the individual must progress through their own identity achievement without unnecessary intervention for fear of “shattering” their rigid identities; people must seek their own paths rather than following those of others.

Music is extremely important to adolescents (North et al. 2000), and music preferences play two distinct roles in the formation of identity in adolescence. One of these is the social (which is still further developed into early adulthood [see later]). Following the period of open-earedness in middle childhood where exploration is taking place, adolescents become more closed-eared and focus on their own specific music tastes. Knowing that others share musical preferences, even in a somewhat abstract manner, makes adolescents more likely to perceive imagined social bonds between themselves and those others (Bakagiannis and Tarrant 2006). Using the minimal group paradigm from social identity theory, adolescents were randomly assigned to convergent or divergent thinking styles groups, purportedly based on responses to a survey of their thinking styles They were then told simply that others in their own group liked the same kind of music they did and, in two manipulations, were informed that those in the other group either shared their music preferences or liked very different music. Ratings of personality traits and favorability of members of their own and other groups showed that perceived shared preferences led to favorable ratings. In early adolescence, Selfhout and colleagues (2009) found that actual, shared musical preferences were more likely to lead to friendships being established, although divergent music preferences were not sufficiently powerful for friendships to be dissolved. Sociological research has also identified the importance of music and music preferences in forming social bonds as expressed through youth culture and subcultures in the teenage years (e.g., Frith 1981, 1988; Hebdige 1979), focusing on a social and collective fan group with relationships to one another as well as their relationship to an artist or band. The function of such social connections through identity formation is returned to later.

The second role that music preferences play in identity formation for adolescents is in the imagined relationship and individual intimate connections between the listener and the artist or band; these are of more relevance for this chapter. Music listening serves many emotional mood-regulation effects for adolescents, including venting confusing emotions and dealing with anger and depression (Miranda and Claes 2009; Miranda et al. 2010; Saarikallio and Erkkilä 2007; Sharman and Dingle 2015). Through engaging with one’s own personal favorite music, emotional connections can be formed with the artist, composer, or performer. The notion of the imaginary friend has been raised in the context of sad music (van den Tol and Edwards 2013), and consolation appears to be a popular function of music listening among adolescents and young adults (ter Bogt et al. 2017). Ter Bogt and colleagues suggest that pop music fans are more likely to seek consolation, and adolescence is certainly a developmental phase, during which pop music predominates in young people’s listening habits, and one that children and adolescents are more familiar with and able to make finer judgments about (Hargreaves and North 1999). In their analysis, ter Bogt and colleagues also identify three aspects of consolation: the lyrics, the music, and a feeling of oneness or togetherness with the artist or other fans. Music appears to fulfill all three of these aspects for their sample.

Despite this promising finding, the individual relationship between fan and artist in pop music has been little explored, as most psychological research has focused on the functions and outcomes of music listening without much focus on the music itself and, conversely, most sociological explanations of teenage fan culture prioritize the social and cultural dimensions. However, in an in-depth analysis of the letters of fans of The Smiths conducted in the late 1980s, Maton (2010) found considerable evidence of a one-to-one imagined relationship between fan and artist (in this case, the band’s lead singer and spokesperson, Morrissey). One of his respondents described the nature of this bond: “I knew what he was saying, and he was saying it to me. It’s like having an invisible friend … you know he’s there, but you can’t see him” (Maton 2010, 184). Another talked about the (perceived) two-way nature of the relationship: “It was so comforting to know that I wasn’t the only shy awkward person in the world. I felt Morrissey really understood me.” Much of this personal connection and intimate relationship is fostered by the lyrics of the band and the singer’s espoused views as a celebrity and public figure. Pop music typically speaks to the themes of adolescence: unrequited love, loneliness, finding a niche in the world, and so forth, and this close, imagined relationship with public figures allows adolescents to try out adult emotions and experiences in a safe setting, as well as providing important solace (Saarikallio 2011).

This personal dimension of emotional connections to music is maintained into adulthood. Saarikallio (2008) has suggested that older adolescents and early adults (aged 15–20) use music more frequently for mood regulation than younger children and adolescents. Juslin and Laukka’s survey (2004) of a wide range of adults aged 17–74 revealed that choosing music to fit or change mood or for a particular emotional effect was done “often” or “all the time” for around three-quarters of respondents and with no apparent age trends. Into adulthood, mood regulation continues to be a major function of music listening, particularly for those who listen frequently and are more sensitive to the emotions contained in the music (Saarikallio et al. 2013; ter Bogt et al. 2011), and conscious awareness of one’s own emotional states and how music might affect these is something that seems to guide music listening behavior through adulthood.

According to Erikson, the challenge of establishing an identity belongs primarily to the adolescent period, but it is also found in relation to music preference later in life. For instance, Schäfer and Sedlmeier (2009) found “expressing an identity” to be one of the main functions that explains variation in music preference, alongside helping one to meet people. Looking to the next developmental stage, in adulthood, gaining intimacy and love through friendship and relationships is a key developmental challenge, and Rentfrow and Gosling (2006) found music to be one of the most frequently talked-about topics when strangers were attempting to get to know each other. Boer and colleagues (2011) found that shared values and bonding through music were particularly important in forming friendships in their sample of young adults, and music provides an easy yet insightful topic of conversation and means of communication for adults at the point at which young adults often lose their previous social connections by leaving school or college and going to university or work (cf., Greasley et al. 2013). Sharing music as an activity also provides opportunities to broaden one’s social circle, and building relationships involves taking and sharing influences. For instance, Susan (aged 30) reported how her partner had expanded her music preferences: “He was into Aphex Twin, and Dead Can Dance, and Cocteau Twins, which I’d never really heard of, but once I had, I was like, these are really good” (Greasley et al. 2013, 412), and Rich (25) talked about the reciprocal nature of musical influence in adulthood: “Obviously who I hang around with can be a big impression on what music I like and listen to. … I like turning people to different, to, to my kind of music, I like making them realise that it is actually good.” Technology has played a role in shaping this increased engagement for listeners both younger and older: Greasley and colleagues (2013) report findings from a forty-eight-year-old woman, Chrissie, who had become a fan of the pop band Hansen in middle age through Internet forums, traveling and making friends in order to support her engagement with the band.

Generativity in middle age is typically linked to having a family and passing on one’s tastes, habits, and predispositions to the next generation. While the development of pop music in the 1950s and 1960s was a sign of rebellion—teenagers often actively rejected the music taste of their parents and older generations—in twenty-first-century life, music taste appears to be more shared across generations. Krumhansl and Zupnick (2013) found bumps in young adults’ preferences for the music that was popular when their parents were young adults, and also (although less so) when their grandparents were young adults, suggesting family influences could be passed down.

There may be broad developmental differences in the way in which people engage with music of different kinds and styles, but people also have their own individual varied patterns of engaging in listening to the music they like which vary across their own lifespans. Taking a shorter-term approach, short-term fluctuations in preference can be observed and have been tracked, indicating that active choice is involved in what to listen to and what is liked most at any given moment. Lamont and Webb (2010) have mapped how preferred music nominations change over the course of a month, finding that preferences are rarely maintained for longer than a few days for most participants. Looking over longer time spans, it is evident that people regularly refresh their musical engagement and listening habits over months and years in a deliberate attempt to not allow music to become overfamiliar (Greasley et al. 2013)—following the inverted U-shaped hypothesis from Berlyne (1971)—but preferences for individual pieces are far more complex than this simple model would suggest, and not every piece of music will go through the same process for the listener at the same rate. Personal relationships with preferred music are thus highly fluid, yet there are constancies across the lifespan.


Communicating through Music Preferences

As shown previously, even having the impression that another person shares your musical taste makes them immediately more appealing, and this can form a starting point for developing social relationships. Music preferences act as a cipher for understanding more about someone. Rentfrow and Gosling (2006) found that simply providing an indication of someone’s music preferences as shown through their top 10 lists, without playing any music at all, enabled others to provide consistent and accurate ratings of their personality (see also Rentfrow and Gosling 2007). For example, those whose preferences included jazz music were accurately perceived as having higher levels of intellect, those preferring country songs as emotionally stable, and those with a preference for music with vocals as extraverted. They note that these particular stereotypes about music preferences are probably highly culturally and temporally specific and thus restricted to the young adults who took part in their study. For example, older participants might not relate high levels of intellect to a preference for jazz. However, the fact that inferences can be stably and reliably drawn from very basic information about music preference illustrates how far-reaching the effects of imagined connections to music can be in negotiating social life. Other studies have linked music preferences to a range of behaviors, suggesting that they can explain political and religious beliefs, engagement in other leisure activities, and many other lifestyle correlates (North and Hargreaves 2007a, 2007b, 2007c). There is even some evidence that preference for particular kinds of music in adolescence can predict later social behaviors such as delinquency or empathy. Ter Bogt and colleagues (2013) showed higher levels of delinquency both concurrently and (more powerfully) longitudinally for adolescents who liked rock, heavy metal, gothic, punk, rhythm and blues, hip hop, and electronic dance music, and ter Bogt and colleagues (2012) connected fifteen-year-olds’ preferences for dance (house/trance and techno/hard-house) and rock (rock, heavy metal, punk/hardcore, and gothic) with substance use in a range of European countries. More positively, Clark and Giacomantonio (2015) found evidence that a liking for reflexive and complex and intense and rebellious music was related to higher levels of empathy in their adult participants.

Rentfrow and Gosling used real collections of music preferences in their study, which addresses some of the challenges that have been leveled at reductionist approaches to studying music preferences, which ask people to select only their preferred style or genre. They report their results in terms of whether a listener’s preferences “included” a given style rather than attempting to categorize people’s preferences in any more complex manner. The evidence shows that music stereotypes can be easily evoked, and if links are to be drawn on a large scale between individual traits and other aspects of behavior, some kind of accepted categorization system is necessary. There is also some evidence that preference for individual pieces gained through exposure could be transferred to other pieces in the same style (Johnston 2016). However, when asked about their musical allegiances, many listeners eschew such neat definitions, having strong preferences that can span many styles and not liking all the exemplars within a given style (Greasley et al. 2013). Many people reject style labels entirely as inadequate characterizations of the complexity and subtlety of their engagement with music. If music preference serves as a badge of identity to communicate valuable information to others (North and Hargreaves 1999), this can only be a shorthand, and some listeners may wear many badges (particularly those who have more musical engagement or training [Elvers et al. 2015; Greasley et al. 2013]). Ferrer and colleagues (2012) have shown empirically that genre-based measures are not a consistent cipher for actual preferred music, suggesting that artist-based measures might be a better approach, and the evidence from children in Bunte’s (2014) study suggests that real-life, pragmatic categories such as “music for girls” or “music for a sad mood” might also be a more appropriate way for many to describe their preferred music. Indeed, the capacity that technology affords listeners to create playlists confirms the irrelevance of conventional genre labels for many listeners (see also, Krause and Hargreaves 2012).

In terms of maintaining and developing relationships, the evidence for generating love and fidelity in adulthood is less convincing on the need for shared music taste and communication about music. As noted earlier, Selfhout and colleagues (2009) found adolescents would stay friends with those whose music tastes they might not share, and Miranda and Claes (2009) found only moderate amounts of overlap between adolescents’ preferred music and that of their friends. Similarly, while Rentfrow and Gosling (2006) found music was one of the most common topics when getting to know a stranger, they also found that the incidences of music-related conversation among acquaintances, friends, and those in committed relationships dropped, and many couples have quite different music tastes (Greasley 2008). To draw on Kahneman’s concepts (2011), the labeling and use of music preferences in these studies provide a way of engaging our System 1, the cognitive mechanism that enables rapid but often uncritical judgments to be made about situations or people. System 2, the conscious, reasoning self, is often underused but is, Kahneman argues, essential for fully engaging with the complexities of the environment and often “has the last word” (25). Shorthand can be useful, yet as we move beyond assumptions, stereotypes, and zero-order acquaintances further into the complexities of individuals, relationships, and behavior over time, the utility and explanatory power of projections and inferences drawn from music preferences seems to decline.

A key point that emerges throughout the literature on music preference is that, as well as being shaped by other broad individual difference variables such as age, gender, and personality, it is also affected by levels of engagement with the music itself. Various researchers have identified the notion of “engagement” as being important in music behavior. Ter Bogt and colleagues (2011) found differences in the functions of music use between high-involved, medium-involved, and low-involved young people, with those more moved by music using it more as a mood enhancer. Greasley and Lamont (2011) identified “more-” and “less-” engaged listeners, finding differences in listening behaviors. More-engaged listeners were more likely to choose their own music, and to do so for specific outcomes such as evoking moods or enhancing activities, while less-engaged listeners chose their own music less often and used music more to pass the time, feel less alone, or out of habit. The more-engaged were also more aware of the effects their music had on them, and less likely to categorize their own music using genre labels. Similar patterns were found between the “squirrel” and “magpie” listeners in Lamont and Webb’s (2010) study, who accessed their music in different ways. Squirrels delved into a large music library spanning many years to select appropriate music, while magpies were more affected by music that surrounded them and by the music of others. While these patterns of behavior may not reflect clear-cut binary categorizations, these types of individual difference also need to be taken into account when considering what music and music preferences can “do,” beyond themselves (see also, Lamont 2015).

Looking toward the end of the lifespan, music has been shown to be a powerful means of maintaining connections both with others through active music-making and, to continue the focus on imagined music, through personal engagement with artists and pieces of music. Hays and Minichello (2005) provide insight into the personal uses of music in ageing populations and highlight how music choices become a way of continuing to define and express the self. Autobiographical memories can be evoked through listening to preferred music; as Donald, one of the participants in this study, puts it: “You see, there is a direct link back to your whole life. Strong memories of sensations, emotions, people and places … they are still very vivid in my mind” (Hays and Minichiello 2005, 441). Music listening also acted as a powerful means of connection for these older participants and they shared their music with significant others for specific purposes; Marie described how she used music with her husband, suffering from Alzheimer’s disease, to recall music from the war years. Age-related health conditions such as Alzheimer’s disease place a considerable burden on health care systems. Music has been found to be a powerful stimulus in patients with Alzheimer’s disease and has been widely used in therapy and care to fulfill various functions such as calming agitated patients (Ragneskog et al. 2001).

What is central in the use of music for patients with Alzheimer’s disease is the importance of tailoring the music so that it is, or is likely to be, familiar: either using music that is personally known to the patient in a very individualized music intervention (Gerdner and McBride 2015; Ragneskog et al. 2001) or using music from the patients’ youth and early adulthood, which is more likely to be familiar and which has the potential to evoke autobiographical memories (Cuddy et al. 2015). Recent evidence suggests that the areas of the brain required for long-term musical memory are relatively spared in Alzheimer’s disease (Jacobsen et al. 2015). Patients showed different activation patterns when listening to familiar compared with unfamiliar music in the caudal anterior cingulate gyrus and ventral presupplementary motor area. Jacobsen and coauthors suggest that this explains how musical memories become preserved, as these are the last areas of the brain to be affected by Alzheimer’s disease. Music therapy programs often involve active engagement with music, which is also an area that patients with Alzheimer’s disease remain more skilled at when other forms of communication and memory have declined, but even listening to their favorite or remembered music can have powerful effects. As one of the guardians, Teresa, in McDermott et al.’s (2014) study puts it:

Music gives him a kind of wholeness, of a person, of his spirituality, life generally. Probably connects him with some of his earlier life in a way of how he saw life. Music takes him back to the times he was able to be himself. (711)


Concluding Thoughts

Much can be achieved through the imagined relationship between a listener and their favorite music. Social interactions begin from birth or just beforehand and, through shared musical experiences, young listeners develop their own musical life story. Adolescence is a key stage at which the relationship between listener and music (or musician) becomes cemented, and while this period is critical both at a personal and a social level, such influences continue to have effects across the rest of the lifespan. Shared musical taste embodies the potential to bring people together, although its glue is not sufficiently strong to keep them together over extended time-periods; however, more positively, listeners are eager to share and communicate through their musical preferences and engagement even if these do not always overlap with their peers and significant others. At the end of life, music provides a haven for older listeners to re-engage with their past, and our ability to engage with it is somewhat spared by degenerative conditions such as Alzheimer’s disease, allowing a window of communication to stay open when other options are lost. Where music differs from other kinds of artistic or social phenomena is that much of its power can be evoked without needing reference to the actual stimulus itself, thereby emphasizing the importance of imagination. Conversations about music rarely involve playing the music itself to the other party, judgments about music stereotypes rarely require those judging to listen to the music, and much of the emotional power of music developed over the lifespan comes from learned knowledge of the emotional effects a particular piece of music can have. At the start and end of life, however, direct auditory experience is necessary, and at other points it serves to enhance the quality of the relationship we have with our favorite music.
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chapter 13 

Burmese Spirit Worship

Music as a Medium for the Transformation of Self

Judith Becker



William James (1842–1910), the great nineteenth-century philosopher and psychologist, claimed that “normal waking consciousness” is but one special type of consciousness, while all about it, separated by the slightest of barriers, “there lie potential forms of consciousness entirely different.” And, furthermore, James claims, “apply the requisite stimulus, and at a touch they are there in all their completeness. … No account of the universe in its totality can be final which leaves these forms of consciousness disregarded” (James [1902] 1982, 388).


Introduction

Religious rituals are a time-honored site of musical practices that facilitate the development of an imaginative sense of an alternate self and an alternate reality. Among the most dramatic examples of musically induced alternate realities are trance rituals, found worldwide, in which a ritual specialist enters a trance in order to establish direct communication with a deity, or some other powerful supernatural being. Entering into a trance involves a transformation of the normal, everyday consciousness of the ritual specialist into an imagined predetermined alternate consciousness. With help from neuroscience, the imaginative transformation that occurs within the mind-body of the ritual specialist during ecstatic practices can be made less mysterious for a full-spectrum readership that ranges from those who may be personally involved in ecstatic practices, to those who have never given much thought to ecstatic practices, to those who deem such practices highly suspect.

Rituals of possession trance, worldwide, nearly always include music, usually loud and fast music. For the most part, the person who is to become possessed by another being is the ritual specialist, a medium, the person who is also in charge of the ceremony. The music facilitates the temporary substitution of the autobiographical self of the medium/trancer by the autobiographical self of the person or being who must necessarily be present for the satisfactory conclusion of the ritual.

Not just any music will do. The music must bring to mind, for the medium and for the audience, the possessing being themself.1 Often, the music is specific to the ritual and, moreover, specific to the inhabiting spirit. A transformation must take place within the mind-body of the possessed person who accepts the temporary displacement of their autobiographical self for the autobiographical self of the possessing spirit. In order to effect this transformation, the ritual structure of possession trancing often also provides extreme sensory overload. Visually striking things to look at, strong odors, and especially loud and fast music appear to shake up or assault the sensory apparatuses of the medium so that they can allow the transformation into a different person. A powerful imaginative transformation has to occur within the medium, an imaginative transformation made possible by the sensory overload of the ritual.

We tend to think of an “imaginative transformation” as occurring primarily in the mind, or even more specifically in the brain. But many contemporary neuroscientists and psychologists, especially those scholars of what is called “embodied cognition,” have pointed out that the mind or brain is not simply connected to the body, but is in constant intimate and necessary interaction with all parts of the body (Lakoff and Johnson 1980; Varela et al. 1991; Johnson 2007). The substitution of the autobiographical self of a spirit medium for the autobiographical self of the possessing spirit has to be a mind-body transformation. An imaginative transformation does not just occur in the brain; it is necessarily a whole-body experience.

Drawing on the theory of selfhood by the neuroscientist Antonio Damasio (1999), this chapter asserts the primacy of music as an agent in the imaginative transformation of self. Damasio’s theory proposes three separate selves, what he calls proto-self, core self, and autobiographical self. Each “self” is subsumed within the next evolutionary “self.” I am proposing that sensory overload within a possession trance ceremony helps in the imaginative transformation of the autobiographical self of the medium. Loud, fast music, iconic of the possessing spirit, helps in the temporary substitution of the autobiographical self of the medium with the autobiographical self of the spirit while their proto-self and core self remain constant. Music/sound becomes a medium for imaginative transformation of the autobiographical self.


Forms of Consciousness

The Gale Encyclopedia of the Unusual and Unexplained (Steiger and Steiger 2003) includes a taxonomy of what the authors call “what could be considered an altered state.” These include rapturous consciousness, hysterical consciousness, fragmented consciousness, relaxed consciousness, daydreaming, trance consciousness, and expanded consciousness.

The taxonomy of Steiger and Steiger is comprehensive enough to suggest that there are an infinite number of forms of consciousness and that none is necessarily “normal” or the default form of consciousness. The cover term altered state of consciousness, which is widely found not only in the psychological literature on trance, but also in popular works on the supranormal, is associated with the medicalization of trancing or ecstatic states, that happened first in Europe in the nineteenth century, and then became standard in the psychological literature of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries (Becker 2004a, 20). Within religious communities where forms of trancing are highly valued, even sacred states, the term “altered state of consciousness” may be held to be demeaning. Within every trance community, there are precise terms to designate trance, such as “slain in the spirit” for evangelical Pentecostals, or hal for Muslim Sufis, or bebuten for Balinese Hindus, or nat win for Burmese Buddhists. Each of these terms implies a very specific kind of trance with its own traditions and purposes particular to a given religion. (See Lambek [1989] and Cohen [2008] for further discussions of the cultural embeddedness of trancing.)

In addition to the unique ontologies and epistemologies of each culture’s trance vocabulary, trance events can also be characterized by certain commonalities. Trancing is a mind-body event that involves strong emotions, intense focus, the loss of a sense of one’s personal self, and usually is accompanied by amnesia. Trancing is learned, acted out within a culturally pregiven religious narrative. One learns how to imagine trance, how to behave in trance, and how to go into trance. Trancing is seldom spontaneous but, rather, occurs in particular places at particular times with fully articulated theories of what is happening. Trancers have “learned” how to control or to affect processes of body and mind that are normally not under voluntary control. Trance is “allowed” by the trancer, and never happens against the will of the entranced. Within the trance experience, the trancer feels that they have access to types of understandings and experience that are generally inaccessible in nontrance events; feelings that are ineffable and not easily described. In all cases, the trancer expects that they will enter trancing when hearing the appropriate music (Becker 2004a).

One of the reasons that Westerners have difficulty accepting the veracity of trance is that it violates the Western sense of self. Our ideas concerning selfhood seem to be completely natural and unproblematic. We think of ourselves as a bounded, integrated being with a unique body and mind that are more or less inviolable. Our soul or spirit does not depart from the body until death. We are responsible, legally and morally, for the action of our bodies. We believe in the idea of “the real me,” our true essence. We rarely think of our sense of self as anything other than natural and do not easily accept the idea that it could be a cultural construct. The philosopher Charles Taylor (b. 1931), has written about the development of the Western sense of self from Plato (fourth century bce), through the Protestant Reformation (sixteenth century ce), and through the Enlightenment (eighteenth century ce). He concludes that self-control is a basic theme of our whole moral tradition, and that the mastery of reason, of the mind over the body, has remained a recognizable ideal over the centuries (Taylor 1988, 1989).

Anthropologists who have encountered ideas of selfhood that differ from the Western concept, and philosophers who have long pondered what selfhood means, offer an alternative understanding:

The Western conception of the person as a bounded, unique, more or less integrated motivational and cognitive universe, a dynamic center of awareness, emotion, judgment, and action organized into a distinctive whole and set contrastively both against other such wholes and against its social and natural background, is, however incorrigible it may seem to us, a rather peculiar idea within the context of the world’s cultures.  (Geertz 1983, 59)

Given the deep cultural and historical longevity of the Western concept of self, it is not surprising that possession trancing is rarely found in Western countries. Elsewhere, however, wherever trancing is an accepted means of contact with the supernatural, the selfhood of the entranced is culturally determined. The configuration of the altered consciousness, the substitution of the autobiographical self of the ritual specialist for the autobiographical self of the character who appears during trancing, is never an individual choice, but must always conform to the traditions of the trancer’s community (Becker 2004a).


Music as Facilitating Self-Transformation

Musical sounds, the foundation of rituals of trance, are the catalysts that propel the mind-body of the trancer, the imagination of the trancer, to so alter their self as to become, temporarily, a different persona.

Experienced and skillful trancers acknowledge the catalytic role of music in the transition into trancing, in the sustaining of trancing, and in the transition back to normal, everyday consciousness (Rouget 1985; Kapferer 1991; Friedson 1996; Hagedorn 2001; Halloy 2012). Trance rituals and trance music are not calm or comforting. Trance music, worldwide, is usually loud and fast; the kind of music that produces high arousal in both trancer and listeners (Becker 2004a). They are intended to transport participants to a different reality and instill a different consciousness or, for the trance medium, a different autobiographical self (Damasio 1999). Music thus can be understood as a vehicle for imaginative self-transformation.


The Burmese Nat Pwe

As an illustrative example, the entranced ritual specialist of the Burmese spirit ritual offers a vivid instance of a musically framed, musically induced change of consciousness; an imagined change of autobiographical self. The Nat Pwe is a Burmese trance ritual that invites the spirits of thousand-year-old persons to become embodied within the presiding ritual specialist in order to grant boons to the sponsors of the ritual.

The Nat Pwe is characterized by sensory overload. The deafening heterophony of the melodic instruments and the large percussive component of the music, the smell of the offerings, and the visual displays of brightly colored figures of the spirits, all contribute to an assault on the senses. Such sensory overload is shared by both the audience and the ritual specialists. Moreover, the ritual specialists are also taking frequent swigs of Johnny Walker whisky. Together with the willingness of the participants to accept the veracity of what is happening, music helps create an alternate imaginative universe. Combined with a deeply held belief system, sensory overload can lead to such an overstimulation of the perceptual system such that persons, who are in no way psychotic or mentally ill, can be convinced of the verity of a universe that normally defies belief. Smells, tastes, sights, and especially music facilitate the acceptance of what might otherwise be dismissed as chimera, a thing that is wished for but in fact is illusory or even fake.


The Setting

Every Burmese village, every town, every city contains pagodas and monasteries that are fully supported by the local populace (see Figures 13.1–13.3). Likewise, the Burmese countryside is dotted with Buddhist pagodas, large and small.



[image: image]
Figure 13.1 Map of Myanmar/Burma, part of Southeast Asia.
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Figure 13.2 Pagoda, Myanmar.
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Figure 13.3 Monk and young apprentices of the monastery associated with the Shwezigon Pagoda, Pagan, Myanmar (Wikipedia “Shwezigon Pagoda”).





Side-by-side with their devotion to Theravada Buddhism, a majority of the Burmese people maintains a vigorous tradition of spirit veneration. Nat Pwe spirit rituals (nat means “spirit”) are presided over by trancing mediums called nat gadaw, which means “spirit wife.” A Nat Pwe usually takes place in the home of a sponsor who has hired a nat troupe that includes a nat gadaw plus their apprentices and the musicians. The sponsor is seeking some favor from the spirits, such as good luck in a business venture, or the sponsor might wish to thank a particular nat for a favor already received.

The nats themselves (see Figure 13.4) are neither nature spirits nor personified natural forces as found elsewhere in the world but are historical characters that reappear in the spirit-veneration ceremony, channeled by a medium. A nat is a disembodied spirit that is able to take possession of the body of the medium, the nat gadaw. Nats almost always died an ugly death; a number of them were murdered by Burmese kings who reigned during the medieval Pagan era (eleventh to twelfth centuries ce) (Temple 1906; Aung-Thwin and Aung-Thwin 2012). Thus, they have become the un-reincarnated, the un-reborn, and are doomed to remain in this earthly realm as a spirit. The nats relish attention. Holding a Nat Pwe, honoring them with music, song, and with offerings of coconuts and bananas, tends to appease their troubled souls and to make them amenable to grant favors to the ritual supplicants.



[image: image]
Figure 13.4 Images of three popular nats. In the center is Popa Medaw, the flower-eating nat, with her sons, the Taungbyon Brothers, with money offerings attached to their clothing (Rodrigues 1992, frontispiece).





The Nat Pwe involves the foundational belief in the ability to separate body and spirit. This dualistic principle is also foundational to all religions that make a distinction between the physical body and a soul that survives the death of the body (McNeil 1995; Bloom 2004). All so-called animist religions, as well as Christianity, Islam, and Judaism, hold the belief in a separate soul that can survive the death of the material body. Buddhism maintains a related belief in the idea of karma, that is, certain qualities of mind that survive the physical death of the body and become manifested in a future body. In a Nat Pwe, a disembodied spirit with a unique autobiography temporarily inhabits the body of the medium, the nat gadaw. The unique autobiography of the historical nat replaces the unique autobiography of the contemporary medium, the nat gadaw.

In addition to the more typical characteristics of possession trance found worldwide, the configuration of the Burmese Nat Pwe is also shaped by its Southeast Asian context and history. One of the particularities of the Burmese spirit ritual is the nature of the ritual specialist, the medium, the nat gadaw, who presides (see Figure 13.5).
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Figure 13.5 Nat gadaw. (Google pictures).





The nat gadaw is nearly always an MTF (male to female) person, or a trans woman. The term in Burmese is meinmasha, used for both MTF persons and gay men generally, who are described as “males in whom the female mind has popped out” (Keeler 2015, 3). Until recently in the Western world, persons of ambiguous or fluid gender were neither readily understood nor accepted. The twentieth-century Western feminist movement, which included the publication of books such as The Feminine Mystique (Friedan [1963] 2013), The Second Sex (de Beauvoir [1949] 2013), and Gender Trouble (Butler 1990), was instrumental in changing attitudes toward homosexuals, bisexuals, and transsexuals. The twenty-first century has seen even wider acceptance of persons of ambiguous gender in the proliferation and acceptance of gay marriage. In contrast to the very recent acceptance of gender flexibility in the West, the gender ambiguity of the ritual specialist, such as the nat gadaw of a Burmese pwe, has a long and venerable history in Southeast Asia.

Until the eleventh century ce, there were multiple religious sects in Myanmar, including Mahayana Buddhism, Shaivism (worshippers of Shiva), and Tantric Vajrayana Buddhism. Thereafter, Theravada Buddhism, the normative form of Southeast Asian Buddhism that is now totally accepted in Myanmar, replaced the earlier Tantric forms of Buddhist practice. But one Tantric element that seems to have survived is the idea of the potency of unifying male and female energies. The combining of male and female energies within a single individual is a reflection in human form of the androgynous form of Shiva (the ardhanari) and is thus believed to bestow on an individual extraordinary spiritual powers (Gupta et al. 1979).

The classic icon of both Tantric Shaivism and Tantric Buddhism in premodern Southeast Asian states, including Myanmar, is the linga/yoni, an erect stone phallus within a yoni or vulva, symbolic of the union of Shiva with sakti, his consort and the embodiment of female energy. Indigenous religious practices throughout Southeast Asia often included ritual specialists who were of ambiguous gender such as: the bajasa ritual healers of the Toradja people in Sulawesi, Indonesia, males who dressed and behaved as women; the bantut, “third gender” individuals who acted as priests and healers among the Taosug people of the southern Philippines; the manang bali, transgendered shamans of the Iban Dayak people of Borneo/Kalimantan, Indonesia, who could journey to the realm of the gods and spirits and effect a cure by retrieving a “wandering soul” to reinhabit a sick individual (Conner et al. 1997); and the seblang dancers from Lombok, Indonesia, cross-dressing males who embodied the spiritual unity of ruler and sakti (Harnish 2006). Until they were recently outlawed by a resurgent conservative Islam in Indonesia, Buginese ritual practitioners in Sulawesi, the bissu, were also transgendered (Hamonic 1987; Wolbers 1989).

The preference for transgendered males as ritual specialists also extended to theatrical performances that also had ritual implications. In nineteenth-century Java, adolescent males at court, dressed as females, were the preferred dancers in the sacred Bedhaya dance (Becker 2004b). Well into the twentieth century, transgendered males played female roles in the Malaysian ritual/drama Manora (W. P. Malm, ethnomusicologist, personal communication, 2016).

Colonialism, westernization, and modernism have all contributed to eroding the Southeast Asian belief in the power of persons of ambiguous gender identity.

Variously gendered local “priesthoods” (among the Iban, Ngaju Dayak, and Malays, for instance) have been largely discredited and most rituals associated with hermaphroditic or androgynous spirits and deities have fallen into desuetude. Transgenderism has lost much of the religious and specifically sacred significance it once had.  (Peletz 2009, 126)

In contrast, this ancient Southeast Asian preference still finds an echo in the person of the Burmese nat gadaw. Myanmar/Burma has, until recently, been largely closed off from both its immediate neighbors and the wider world. Political isolation has likely been instrumental in preserving in Myanmar/Burma the tradition of the trans female, transvestite ritual specialist. They are a person who, ordinarily, experiences the slipperiness of linguistic categories and gender boundaries between male and female. Could it be that a person who has lived with being neither clearly a man nor a woman, a person who deeply understands the illusions, the sleight of hand of linguistic and cultural conventions, might be better able than most to make the imaginative transition from the mind-body of a twenty-first-century native of Mandalay into the mind-body of an eleventh-century citizen of Pagan?

The ability to adjust or shift gender-identity in everyday life may afford a certain nimbleness in normal social experience that is transferable to the extraordinary social experience of trancing. Having become transgender in normal life may facilitate the dramatic transformation during a Nat Pwe into the embodied spirit of a long-dead person, a nat. Everyone is required to play multiple roles in everyday life from that of a child, to that of a parent, to that of a friend, a colleague, a boss, an employee, and so forth. But some social situations call for more dramatic and affecting role-changing, such as the case of an African American who may change from black-dialect English to white-dialect English depending on the hearer, a skill that has been called “code-switching” and serves to smooth social interaction when moving between different social groups (Gumperz 1982).

“Code switching” African Americans, bilinguals who may subtly undergo an identity shift when transitioning from one language to another, and persons with ambiguous gender identity such as transgender people, gay men, lesbian women, and transvestites of either sex, have lived with unclear boundaries, with mind-body ambiguities and in liminal spaces. Living as an MTF may facilitate the possibility of effecting other kinds of changes of consciousness, such as the dramatic transformation of the nat gadaw into an incarnation of a thousand-year-old victim of a vengeful king who once ruled in the central Burmese kingdom of Pagan.

Keeler has suggested that there is a “homology between the role of nat gadaw and that of the trans person” in that both are called on to cross boundaries of selfhood that are outside the expectations of persons of unitary, unambiguous gender (Keeler 2015, 8). One highly regarded nat gadaw from Yangon has expressed the opinion that only gay men (like himself) can successfully portray both male and female nats, suggesting that were a straight man to incarnate a female nat, it would not be convincing; likewise, were a straight woman to incarnate a male nat, “it would not be good” (Merrison 2001). This assertion suggests that the nat gadaw themselves are aware of the advantage of gender flexibility in a nat gadaw.

Believability is always an issue for both audience and performer in rituals involving trance possession. Both audience and performers need to be convinced of something that is, on the surface, highly improbable. How can it be that the person one knows as a neighbor, as a friend, or as a respected medium in the twenty-first century can transform into a historical figure from the hoary past? How can the person one sees at the market, who in daily life goes about his business just as oneself does, become transformed before one’s eyes into a legendary figure who has powers way beyond the ordinary, at least for the duration of the ritual?


The Music of the Nat Pwe

The musical accompaniment, the hsaing waing (see Figure 13.6), an ensemble of drums, gongs, cymbals, and oboe, and the songs about the nat are instrumental in creating the magical, imaginative setting whereby a contemporary spirit medium reincarnates a thousand-years-dead individual. Not only does the music make real the presence of the nat for the spectators, it also assists in producing the mind-body emotional arousal in the nat gadaw that permits their transformation of self.



[image: image]
Figure 13.6 ​Hsaing waing ensemble with singers (Google pictures).





The lead instrument of the hsaing waing ensemble is the pat waing, a circle of twenty-one drums, encompassing a range of over three octaves, suspended within a highly ornate circular frame (in the middle of Figure 13.6). The drums play the signature melody of any particular nat. Also playing the melody of the signature songs is the gyi waing, a circle of flat gongs. A piercing double-reed, the hné, an oboe-type instrument (at top of photo), also plays the melody. Each of the three melodic instruments simultaneously plays a slightly different version of the melody. The practice of playing simultaneous variations of a single melody is called heterophony and is a widespread musical practice worldwide but is rare in the Western, industrialized world.

In addition to the melodic instruments, a sizable battery of drums, clappers, and cymbals play very fast at full volume, with sudden shifts in rhythm and melody. The result is a rollicking, boisterous, very loud ensemble. (Several examples of the hsaing waing can be heard on Youtube/UTube. See Sublime Frequencies: Music of Nat Pwe: Folk and Pop Music of Myanmar, Vol. 3.)

This signature Burmese ensemble accompanies all theatrical events, many Buddhist religious events, and all Nat Pwe. Its presence invokes a nostalgic sense of Burmese history, of Myanmar when it was a regional power, before the humiliation of being colonized by the British in 1885 ce, before being occupied by the Japanese (1941) in the early years of World War II, and before gaining independence in 1948. During those many decades, only in theatrical events, religious festivals, and Nat Pwe—all accompanied by the hsaing waing—were Burmese able to take pride in their monarchical past.

Each nat has their own songs, their own melodies, their own drum patterns, and their own choreography. Thus, the musicians need only to watch the dance gestures of the nat gadaw to indicate which nat is present at the time, and which melody and which rhythms to play. The songs invoke the nat, summon the nat, and describe the characteristics of the nat. The music, including melodies, rhythms, and texts, becomes an icon of the nat.

Icons, according to the semiotician Charles Peirce, may differ from indices and symbols in emotional affect because they actually look like that which they represent and thus evoke more emotion than, say, an index (i.e., a cloud that indicates a rain storm), or a symbol (such as the red cross) which abstractly represents an organization (Peirce 1998). A religious icon, for example, looks like that which it represents. It is treated not as if it were a symbol but as if it were that which it resembles. Icons in the Russian Orthodox church, or the figures of the crucified Christ or the Virgin Mary in a Roman Catholic church are more venerated than the Christian fish symbol which means “Jesus, Son of God, Savior” but does not look like that which it represents.

With a history of repeated association, a musical index can become an icon. Among the most typical musical indices that can, over time, become icons are the songs associated with the first meeting of a pair of lovers, the “our song” phenomenon (Janata 2009), in which the playing of the song takes the listener to a different place, a different time, and invokes the emotions of that special event. The indexical songs of any particular nat that help to signal the presence of a nat, in the minds of the medium and onlookers alike, come to represent the nat. When one hears the signature song of a particular nat, one might feel the emotion that accompanies being in the presence of that nat. As an icon, the music stands for, or becomes coterminous with, the nat. As icons become interchangeable with that which they represent, the iconic song of the nat invokes the presence of the nat and conveys the emotional meaning of that particular nat. The power of the transmitted felt emotion among all the participants is crucial to establishing the credibility of the whole event. Without belief, there can be no transformation of ritual participants and audience, and thus no success in the ritual.


The Nat Gadaw, Trance Consciousness, and Neuroscience

Humanistic scholars do not, as a rule, believe that neuroscientists have much to contribute to their own work. Part of the problem is simple mistrust by the humanists that the neuroscientist will “explain away” deeply held human values such as personal autonomy, spiritual values, beauty, or any number of ineffable experiences. Some few scientists have attempted to bridge the chasm between science and the humanities, including the British chemist, C. P. Snow, who regretted the gulf between scientists and scholars of literature, or E. O. Wilson, the biologist, who has brought together scientific study and humanistic approaches (Snow 1961; Wilson 1998).

One of the obstacles to rapprochement is that neuroscientists tend to study the brain as a biological fact, the physical mass of matter that sits at the top of our bodies, while humanists prefer to think of “mind,” which they do not feel can be equated with the brain. Nonetheless, there are any number of neuroscientists whose work is deeply scientific, but who in no way minimize the importance of personal autonomy, spirituality, beauty, and love (Edelman 1992; Levitin 2006; Sacks 2008; Patel 2008; Damasio 1999, 2010).

The American philosopher John Dewey used the term, “the body-mind,” to capture the fact that what we call “mind” and “body” are not two separate and ontologically distinct co-entities or processes (Dewey 1988). Furthermore, all experience involves a mind-body acting within a context, a situation, an environment (Hutchins 1995; Lakoff and Johnson 1980). The deep connections of mind-body experience to context, to environment, and ultimately to culture, are increasingly stressed not only by humanist scholars but also by scientists. Action-in-the-world becomes an “enactive” process in which our mind-bodies are simultaneously changing our context and the context is changing our mind-bodies (Edelman 1987; Varela et al. 1991). Without a context, without an environment, without an organism-environmental interaction, there is no meaning (Maturana and Varela 1998; Varela et al. 1991; Nuñez and Freeman 1999; Clark 1998; Gallagher 2005; Johnson 2007). The term “embodied cognition” is often used to describe a field of research that studies body/mind/environment coinvolvement in all sense perception:

To say that cognition is embodied means that it arises from bodily interactions with the world. From this point of view, cognition depends on the kinds of experiences that come from having a body with particular perceptual and motor capacities that are inseparably linked and that together form the matrix within which memory, emotion, language, and all other aspects of life are meshed. The contemporary notion of embodied cognition stands in contrast to the prevailing cognitivist stance which sees the mind as a device to manipulate symbols and is thus concerned with the formal rules and processes by which the symbols appropriately represent the world.  (Thelen et al. 2001, xx)

All experience is mind-body experience. The bodily network of neural connections, the communication to the brain concerning the state of the internal milieu, the skeleton and muscles, are all instantaneously and unconsciously activated whenever we are perceptually alert, whenever we are paying attention to something we see, hear, touch, taste, smell, and think. It is not hard to imagine seeing, hearing, touching, tasting, smelling, and tactile feeling as being about our bodies; it is more difficult to think of thinking itself as being about our bodies, and not just our brains. We locate cognition as taking place in our brains and equate cognition with our brains. The common term “brainy,” meaning “smart,” locates thinking in the upper reaches of our mind-body. We tend to equate “the little gray cells” that signal cognition as part of the brain, not the whole body. Yet perception and cognition are united; emotion, mind, and body function together; all experience—physical or mental, body or mind—is sensorimotor experience:

What we call our “highest,” or most abstract, concepts may not seem to be based on aspects of our sensorimotor experience, but this is an illusion. Concepts that we think of as utterly divorced from physical things and sensorimotor experiences … are never really independent of our embodiment. … Because these reentrant neural connections are activated automatically for us and operated for the most part beneath the level of our conscious awareness, we are fooled into believing that our abstract thoughts have nothing to do with our embodiment. However, it is precisely our embodiment that supports this illusion of disembodied thought.

(Johnson 2007, 273)

The neuroscientist, Antonio Damasio, in particular, has been trying to find the biological/neurological, mind-body processes involved in the construct of a self. In trying to determine the physiological processes of trancing, where one self is substituted for another self, his work can be helpful in the effort to turn thinking about trancing from either a mysterious marvel, or an instance of duplicity and deceit, into an understandable mind-body, environmentally anchored, process.

In two books, Damasio (1999, 2010) has initiated an investigation into how the mind-body constructs a particular sense of self, that is, how we come to feel the strong sense of our unique, autobiographical self. This theory is helpful in trying to understand the biology that underlies possession trance in which the autobiographical self of the trancer is replaced by a nat self.


Damasio’s Theory of the Autobiographical Self

The theoretical formulations in his books, The Feeling of What Happens: Body and Emotion in the Making of Consciousness (1999) and Self Comes to Mind: Constructing the Conscious Brain (2010) help one to imagine the transition that happens in the consciousness of the trance medium during a Burmese Nat Pwe. How does the “self” of the nat gadaw become replaced by the “self” of the nat? Damasio’s theory is dense and complex and only a brief summary is presented here.

Damasio is trying to understand how consciousness works, how it is produced in our mind-bodies. He believes that the sense of self, the sense of owning one’s own experiences, emerges from nonconscious or preconscious configurations in the mind-body. Damasio’s theory posits the proto-self, the core self, and the autobiographical self and describes the neurological component of each aspect of consciousness (see Table 13.1). Each of these aspects of “self” involves particular parts of the brain interacting with particular parts of the body. As presented in this chapter, the proto-self and the core self of Damasio’s formulation do not change for the trancing medium; it is only the autobiographical self of the nat gadaw that is replaced by the autobiographical self of the nat.


Table 13.1 Kinds of Self




	AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL SELF: The autobiographical self is based on autobiographical memory, which is constituted by implicit memories of multiple instances of individual experience of the past and of the anticipated future. The invariant aspects of an individual’s biography form the basis for autobiographical memory. Autobiographical memory grows continuously with life experience but can be partly remodeled to reflect new experiences. Sets of memories which describe identity and person can be reactivated as a neural pattern and made explicit as images whenever needed. Each reactivated memory operates as a “something-to-be-known” and generates its own pulse of core consciousness. The result is the autobiographical self of which we are conscious.



	CORE SELF: The core self inheres in the second-order nonverbal account that occurs whenever an object modifies the proto-self. The core self can be triggered by any object. The mechanism of production of core self undergoes minimal changes across a lifetime. We are conscious of the core self.



	CONSCIOUSNESS



	PROTO-SELF: The proto-self is an interconnected and temporarily coherent collection of neural patterns which represent the state of the organism moment by moment, at multiple levels of the brain. We are not conscious of the proto-self.



Source: Damasio (1999, Table 6.1, 174).



The word “object” in the definition of core self refers to a sense impression. At the most elementary level of the body, the proto-self (see Figure 13.7) is embodied in the interactions of molecules of nerves, of muscles, of bones, of blood, and of hormones:



[image: image]
Figure 13.7 “Location of some proto-self structures” (Damasio 1999, Figure 5.1, 155).





The proto-self is a coherent collection of neural patterns which map, moment by moment, the state of the physical structure of the organism in its many dimensions.  (Damasio 1999, 154)

The proto-self operates without any personal will, below the level of consciousness. The proto-self is concerned with maintenance of the physical body, of making sure that our body-mind does not expire from a lack of oxygen, or water, or food, for instance:

The proto-self does not occur in one place only, but emerges continuously out of interacting signals of the nervous system and the internal milieu, the chemicals in the blood stream, the hormones, and the viscera. The proto-self is not an interpreter of anything. The proto-self is a product of the interaction of neural and chemical signals among a set of regions in different parts of the brain.  (Damasio 1999, 154)

The proto-self, the mind-body system of homeostasis, provides the basis for the construction of the “core self,” which includes the life-sustaining proto-self plus the beginnings of an “I,” the “something-to-which knowing is attributed” (Damasio 1999, 159).

The core self is produced in the brain by the engagement of the nonconscious proto-self with a sight, a sound, a smell, a taste, a touch, or even a thought. The core self is the self that is, in moment-by-moment pulses, having an experience. The representation of the world outside the body can come into the brain only via the body itself, through its surfaces including the eyes, ears, nose, mouth, and the skin.

As the brain forms images of an object such as a face, a melody, a toothache, the memory of an event—and as images of the object affect the state of the organism, yet another level of brain structure creates a swift nonverbal account of the events that are taking place in the varied brain regions activated as a consequence of the object-organism interaction (Damasio 1999, 170).

The core self emerges when one is “caught in the act of representing its own changing state.” Core consciousness is not a “thing”; it is the continuously pulsating sensory experiences that one recognizes as one’s own, as belonging to me. Core consciousness is the utterly transient, constantly recreated, ever-changing sense of oneself in interaction with the world. It is the mind-body in the act of knowing. Damasio calls this the “second-order neural pattern which underlies core self-consciousness” (see Figures 13.8 and 13.9).



[image: image]
Figure 13.8 In the top section A, the map of object X is the map of the experience and, at the same instant, the map of the proto-self. Then, in the circle to the right, the experience modifies the proto-self and helps produce the core self. “A” = second-order neural pattern and “B” = enhancing of perceived “object” (Damasio 1999, Figure 6.1, 178).
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Figure 13.9 “The main proto-self and second-order map structures combined” (Damasio 1999, Figure 6.3, 193).





Damasio’s theory of the constant momentary pulses of information reaching the mind-body from sensory inputs producing the impression an “I” is resonant with ancient Buddhist theoretical speculations on the sources of selfhood. The Buddhist Abhidharma tradition is unambiguous in stating that the sensory domain is the ultimate basis for cognition, and that cognitive change follows from pulsating, moment-by-moment sense impressions, precipitating changes in the mental stream (Coseru 2012):

The central goals of the cultivation of Samatha [a serene attentional state] are the development of attentional stability and vividness. To understand these two qualities in terms of Buddhist psychology, one must note that Buddhists commonly assert that the continuum of awareness is composed of successive moments, or “pulses,” of cognition each lasting for about ten milliseconds. Moreover, commonly in a continuum of perception, many moments of awareness consist of non-ascertaining cognition, that is, objects appear to this inattentive awareness but they are not ascertained.  (Wallace 1999, 177)

In Damasio’s formulation, in order for a percept to contribute to core self it must be ascertained, or paid attention to, in order to become enhanced. In other words, it has to be consciously noticed by the mind-body.

The autobiographical self arises when the fleeting images of core self, the constant experiences that I am having, are remembered (see Table 13.2). The experiences that I am having must remain in memory (most do not) and be catalogued, edited, and categorized to become mine, to become my history:


Table 13.2 Distinguishing Core Self and Autobiographical Self




	CORE SELF
	AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL SELF



	The transient protagonist of consciousness, generated for any object that provokes the core-consciousness mechanism. Because of the permanent availability of provoking objects, it is continuously generated and thus appears continuous in time.
	Based on permanent but dispositional records of core-self experiences. Those records can be activated as neural patterns and turned into explicit images. The records are partially modifiable with further experience.



	The mechanism of core self requires the presence of proto-self. The biological essence of the core self is the representation in a second-order map of the proto-self being modified.
	The autobiographical self requires the presence of a core self to begin its gradual development.



	The autobiographical self also requires the mechanism of core consciousness so that activation of memories can generate core consciousness.



Source: Damasio (1999, Table 6.2, 175).



In other words, the body-based, dynamic-range stability of the nonconscious proto-self, which is reconstructed live at each instant, and the conscious core self, which emerges from it in the second-order nonverbal account when an object modifies it, are enriched by the accompanying display of memorized and invariant facts—for instance, where you were born, and to whom; critical events in your autobiography; what you like and dislike; your name; and so on.  (Damasio 1999, 173)

In Table 13.3, Damasio re-presents the concepts of proto-self, core self, and autobiographical self and further stresses the importance of personal memory, of biography, in the development of the autobiographical self.


Table 13.3 Kinds of Self




	
[image: image]




The arrow between the nonconscious proto-self and the conscious core self represents the transformation that occurs as a result of the mechanism of core consciousness. The arrow toward autobiographical memory denotes the memorization of repeated instances of core-self experiences. The two arrows toward autobiographical self, signify its dual dependency on both continuous pulses of core consciousness and continuous reactivations of autobiographical memories.

Source: Damasio (1999, Table 7.1, 199)



Damasio’s autobiographical self is tied not only to a particular place but also to a particular historical moment, different from the sustaining proto-self, and the “me” producing core self. Damasio’s theory makes more plausible the dramatic change of personhood that occurs in possession trance. One can imagine the individual trancer maintaining their proto- and core selves intact, and temporarily shifting into another autobiographical nat self. A nat gadaw retains proto- and core consciousness and only alters autobiographical consciousness.

Imagination is central to any trance possession ceremony, and music, particularly highly salient music, becomes a force for imaginative transformation. Without music, without the creation of a new and different reality, the transformation of the self of the nat gadaw into a denizen of medieval Myanmar/Burma would be less likely. The “autobiographical memory” of the nat gadaw in trance is no longer the “autobiographical memory” of the Burmese transvestite living in the suburbs of Mandalay, but has been substituted by the “autobiographical memory” of a denizen of the kingdom of Pagan who lived in the eleventh century.

In musically inspired possession trance ceremonies around the globe, the trancing medium seems to understand themselves as, temporarily, not the person their friends and neighbors know them to be. This personality substitution is accepted and expected by the religious community of which they are a part. Trance possession rituals seldom involve surprises. The sights and especially the musical sounds of a trance ritual need to fulfill the expectations of the believers.

On the one hand, in a Nat Pwe, the appearance of the nat is familiar and reassuring. On the other hand, the appearance of the nat infuses the ritual with a certain tension and uncertainty. An imposing musical accompaniment can be a reassuring sign of the presence of the nat as well as an emotional reinforcement that adds to the excitement for all concerned.

Could it be that sensory overstimulation of the bright lights, the smells of the offerings, the sights of nat images, the nat songs, and the accompanying ear-splitting hsaing waing ensemble have enabled or assisted in the temporary displacement within the mind-body of the nat gadaw of the Burmese citizen by a denizen of the spirit world of Burmese nats?


Conclusion

Possession trance is a time-honored, universally practiced technique of self-transformation. We use the expression “reinvent oneself” to mean the ability to change one’s lifestyle, or to embark on a new adventure, or to reimagine who one wishes to be. Our ability to reinvent may be an essential life-strategy that we all, willy-nilly, adopt whenever we encounter a real-life situation that is new to us and that calls for a certain improvisation and adjustment of self-presentation, such as meeting one’s prospective parents-in-law. Those who are forced into startlingly different life-situations, such as the many migrants into Europe from Syria or Turkey or Senegal, experience severe imperatives for reinvention. By comparison, the nat gadaw reinvention of self is simpler in that it is temporary, even momentary. A nat gadaw reinvents their self every time they perform in a Nat Pwe. The transformation implies an “already-in-place” flexibility, a readiness on the part of the nat gadaw. There is a theatricality that is part of all trance possession that is reminiscent of the personality transformations of highly skilled actors. For those few individuals who have the ability to execute the necessary readjustment, realignment, or reinvention of self, music becomes a vehicle for an imaginative transformation of self.

The work of the neuroscientist Antonio Damasio helps to anchor the study of trance possession outside the realm of the supernatural, the mysterious, and the spooky. His scientific formulation of the three selves into “autobiographical,” the accumulation of memories of one’s life-history, as distinct from the more primal, less accessible to conscious examination “core self” and the “proto-self,” the continuous recorder of one’s body-states, affords a framework for a better neurological understanding of the worldwide phenomenon of trancing. Trancing is a highly skilled activity by a trained and experienced practitioner who has learned to respond to the sensory overstimulation of a possession trance ritual in a culturally appropriate fashion. In possession trance, music/sound becomes a catalyst for the medium to reimagine their self as a completely different self. The music becomes an instrument of reinvention or reincarnation, a mind-body imaginative transformation of self.




Note

1. In line with current practice, persons and spirits of ambiguous or transgender identity are referred to in the third person plural.
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chapter 14

Opera and the South African Political

Christopher Ballantine


Using common language one might say that music as a whole is the melody to which the whole world furnishes the text.

—Schopenhauer (1924, 196)

Perception does not give me truth like geometry but presences.

—Merleau-Ponty (1964, 14)





Introduction

“Frankly, her singing voice has a moral character.” As an explanation, that would not have gone down well in most scholarly settings, but it was how a distinguished musicologist responded when I asked if she could give reasons for her extraordinary admiration for the operatic soprano Régine Crespin. “Leave aside Crespin’s fabulous musicality,” she went on. “Leave aside also her consummate technical control, as well as the music she sings. What ultimately gets to me, knocks me out, is her voice, saturated as it is with qualities—moral values, even—that I admire, cherish, and frankly love. Her voice is warm, tender, open, undefended, and vulnerable, and it has no rough edges.”1

How should we respond to this? My query elicited not so much a rational account as a switch of register and a string of metaphors. Vocal qualities, after all, are not a matter of temperature: what, then, is it about Crespin’s singing voice that evokes a reference to moderate heat? Or that makes plausible the claim that her voice has “no rough edges” and that this is part of its “moral character?” Outlandish the explanation might seem, but it is not very different from the way opera lovers sometimes talk about their favorite singers. Nor, on the face of it, is it very different from the way wine experts speak about their tastings. Should we say, then, that being an appreciator of the singing voice is a bit like being a wine taster? An expert appreciation might then read: “Crespin’s voice is a complex composite of particular overtones and formants; these give it the sumptuous texture of an outstanding, well-matured Cabernet Sauvignon—clean, silky, fruity, with notes of chocolate and wild black fruit, and hints of pepper, smoke, and cappuccino.”

I want to take metaphorical accounts of this sort seriously. I shall argue that what is at stake in them, at least in part, is the question of how music’s sounding comes to have meaning for us. Traditionally, this question is answered by postulating that, for any piece, “legitimate” meanings inhere in, or articulate with, the particulars of grammar, syntax, and style. So we direct our attention to the way a piece unfolds; and since music is a performing art, we might refer also to contexts such as occasion, place, and performance. While those matters are obviously important, the kinds of meanings attributed in my example to the sound of Régine Crespin’s voice suggest that such considerations do not go far enough. I am interested in what they leave out. I want to show that when music is performed, at least some meaning may be secured, sonically, at an imaginative level above and beyond grammar, syntax, and style, but also above and beyond the work’s contexts and the particular aspects of its performance.

Timbre will be the primary focus of my investigation. A parameter implicated (as I shall show) in the ways sound and imagination come together in specific musical experiences, timbre impacts significantly on the kinds of meanings that music can, and does, carry. I suggest that a better conceptual grasp of timbre could greatly enrich our approach to a range of problems, on a continuum from the smallest to the largest. For example, it could help us understand the meanings that particular singing voices have for particular listeners; or it could open new lines of approach to a musical conundrum such as the one encountered in the unexpected setting of post-apartheid South Africa. There, opera’s rise in popularity among sectors of the country’s population has been both extraordinary and totally unforeseen. The question this presents is not just why a particular singer is so adored, but why, in a country still struggling to come to terms with the legacies of apartheid, opera has developed such a strong foothold, especially among black audiences.2 One of the most remarkable musical developments in South Africa since the formal installation of democracy in 1994, this foothold is evident in many ways, including a dramatic rise in the numbers of young people wanting to train for operatic careers and succeeding in doing so. In this chapter, my interest is mainly in the larger, South African question.


Sounding, Imagining, Meaning

From a social and historical vantage point, it might seem possible to explain the post-apartheid growth in the popularity of opera in South Africa without too much difficulty. Opera took root in seventeenth-century Europe at a time of rapid social and economic change. This was the age of Bacon, Galileo, Kepler, Descartes, and Newton. Entrepreneurs, scientific investigators and progressive thinkers spread across the European continent and beyond, questioning older doctrines, creating new roles, projecting themselves on the world stage as great, even heroic, individuals fired by powerful passions and subjectivities. At least implicitly, this was the very stuff of opera; it was also the foundation that made possible its development. Though the circumstances were different, the conditions that obtained in South Africa after 1994 were, at least in principle, not entirely dissimilar. Apartheid’s ending coincided with and stimulated an era of swift social and economic change. The new personalities who appeared as actors on the country’s political, entrepreneurial, and other stages were, characteristically, powerful individuals attuned to a sense of their historic role, and whose strong subjectivities helped forge new kinds of identity. Now members of socioeconomic classes that had formerly excluded them in principle, they became role models and were massively influential. These were—still are—spectacular times for South Africa; and since opera provided an artistic space where the dynamics of the moment could be represented (abstractly, symbolically, critically), the operatic stage seemed a perfect aesthetic choice.

In addition, the growth of opera in South Africa can be understood as a modern development based on the paramount position of the voice in the musics of Africa.3 More immediately, it rests on South Africa’s long, deeply grounded tradition of song: a musical culture in which the human singing voice has always been the preeminent instrument. This culture continues to flourish on a massive scale in such glorious hybrids as isicathamiya (epitomized by Ladysmith Black Mambazo) and amakwaya (a local tradition of mixed-voice choir singing based on Western models), and is institutionally fostered by, inter alia, massive choir festivals and a variety of radio and television programs. As a result, parts of the Western choral and operatic repertoire have been so indigenized, and become so popular, that not long ago a record store was found to be marketing Handel as a “gospel” artist (Davies and Dovey 2010, 49).

Clearly these circumstances are important, and must be given a central place in any explanation. But because they refer only to background conditions, the firm embrace of opera in South Africa by sections of the black populace is often still greeted with surprise. And not only surprise: some political keepers of the “national culture” have viewed this embrace as an unwelcome development. In 2005 Pallo Jordan, minister of culture at the time, dismissively commented:

There is nothing wrong with someone from Soweto wanting to sing Verdi, but it’s a bit like exporting spaghetti to Italy … What the Italians want to see is not someone imitating an Italian composer. They want to see someone from Africa doing something African.  (Jacobson 2005)

He was unrelenting, even in the face of the extraordinary local and international success of U-Carmen eKhayelitsha, a version of Bizet’s opera set in a South African township and later released as a movie:

What’s wrong with the way Africans sing? Why should you teach them to sing like Italians? To make them into imitation whites—and poor imitations as well? … If you go to Khayelitsha you can find tales that are far more tragic than Carmen. … So why aren’t we doing a real Carmen from Khayelitsha, a tragic tale in Khayelitsha? Why are we borrowing from Bizet?  (in Davies and Dovey 2010, 40)

The composer Neo Muyanga encountered similar attitudes when serving on the music advisory panel of the National Arts Council of South Africa:

[O]pera, the genre, continues to be viewed askance by some who see it as an interloper on the African continent. … I would invariably hear arguments advanced by colleagues about how opera was merely a western imposition or colonial hangover to be eschewed and denied funding in the interests of elevating more local and “traditional” modes of music and story-telling.  (Muyanga 2015)

Yet, despite the cultural essentialism articulated after 1994 by office bearers and institutions located at the highest reaches of the state, black singers and audiences continued to adopt opera as their own, thus enabling it to flourish on a scale and at a standard that were previously unimaginable.

We have, then, a new musical development (“black” opera in post-apartheid South Africa), on which I hope to shed light by way of a new musicological approach (a focus on timbre). This approach should not be taken for granted. The reason an inquiry such as this is of potential interest to musical scholarship today is that the field is changing; in recent years, some aspects of it have changed unrecognizably. The old certainties have gone. We are no longer as sure as we once were about the proper way to study music, or what we think we are doing when we study it, or what its boundaries are, or even what “it” is. One way of registering these changes is to say that we have become less prescriptive, and certainly less narrow. The terrain of music study and research is much more inclusive than it once was. It is populated nowadays by a quite spectacular variety of musical objects and listening subjects—entities that no longer stand free of each other in the way they once seemed to do, that are no longer seen as necessary antinomies, but that are instead more likely to be understood as mutually constitutive. And the shifting paradigm inevitably has a bearing on how we think about music and meaning. Many scholars now insist—not always uncontroversially—that since music is something we weave into our social and personal lives, the question of what it means is best answered by looking at what it does (an argument that, by the way, has affinities with Wittgenstein’s theory of language-games and linguistic meaning4). Of course, research has already illuminated some of the things that music does. It manipulates us in the marketplace, plays a role within medicine, eases pain, and strengthens learning abilities; it can also ameliorate serious social rifts, modify social identity, keep the peace, enable large crowds to disperse in an orderly manner, help people in long queues to be more tolerant, make people feel safer in public places, and even discourage young people from hanging out in certain areas by piping classical music into those places.

Similarly, we know that people use music as a personal tool—for instance to mirror themselves, to clarify, affirm, or remember personal identities, or to construct practical or ethical “pathways” through their lives (Frith 1996, 276). Hence, it is now often insisted that, when we analyze or investigate music, we need to take serious note of the ways people describe their musical experiences.5 But to do this calls for new theories and methodologies. Standard musicological strategies—sweeping historical generalizations, orthodox analytical methods, approaches to music as a social institution, and so on—will not be enough. As we inquire more deeply and broadly, the musical “work” itself changes; as aesthetic essentialism and sociological reductionism lose their foothold, familiar categories are put into question—including those descriptive and analytical categories still beloved of commercial markets and almost all music schools. Though we are not there yet, the time approaches when we will be able to say, with Antoine Hennion (2008, 40), that “the work is the list of its occurrences and of its effects.”

And so, we return to the singing voice, and how or what it might mean. Our focus remains on timbre: “the resonance of sound,” “sound itself,” “the first consistency of sonorous sense as such,” in the philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy’s terms; “the modern name for sound,” “the reality of music” in the theoretician Antoine Bonnet’s words (Nancy 2007, 40; original emphases). Timbre’s primacy is absolute, in at least two senses. First, without timbre there is no sounding and therefore no music. Through means such as plucking, striking, blowing, and breathing, a body is set in motion and made to resound; in the case of the voice, this body—as source and resonance chamber—is human. Second, in an evolutionary perspective, the information that sound carries, along with our ability immediately to decode it and meet it with an appropriate emotional response, has been crucial to our survival as a species. Before music, even before language, sonority draws us toward it, demands attention, evokes response. And nowhere, arguably, is this more so than in the case of the voice. In the civilizations of the world, the sonority of the human voice—its timbre—is suffused with meanings that are at once cultural, historical, contextual, personal, and visceral. Anne Carson puts this well:

It is in large part according to the sounds people make that we judge them sane or insane, male or female, good, evil, trustworthy, depressive, marriageable, moribund, likely or unlikely to make war on us, little better than animals, inspired by God. These judgments happen fast and can be brutal. Aristotle tells us that the high-pitched voice of the female is one evidence of her evil disposition, for creatures who are brave or just (like lions, bulls, roosters and the human male) have large deep voices. … Consider how many female celebrities of classical mythology, literature and cult make themselves objectionable by the way they use their voice. For example there is the heart-chilling groan of the Gorgon, whose name is derived from a Sanskrit word garg meaning “a guttural animal howl that issues as a great wind from the back of the throat through a hugely distended mouth.” There are the Furies whose high-pitched and horrendous voices are compared by Aiskhylos to howling dogs or sounds of people being tortured in hell (Eumenides). There is the deadly voice of the Sirens and the dangerous ventriloquism of Helen (Odyssey) and the incredible babbling of Kassandra (Aiskhylos, Agamemnon) and the fearsome hullabaloo of Artemis as she charges through the woods (Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite).  (Carson 1995, 119–120)

Thus, vocal timbre overflows with implications, whether real (gender, age, size, state of mind), potential, or imagined. In modern times, we are likely to use different images, but our capacity—perhaps I should say our “need”—to make inferences from timbre is undiminished.

Even when we think of sound just as noise, its timbre can be subjectively meaningful: it might remind us of an infant’s cry, a heartbeat, a mother’s voice, a moan, or a threat. It might also remind us of realms at a far remove from sound. Most typically, we might associate timbre with color (Klangfarbe, the German term for timbre, means “color of sound”), or touch (texture, softness, roughness), or temperature (warmth, iciness). Recognitions and associations of this kind seem to occur universally, irrespective of culture, language, and history. And we use such terms not just because we find them subjectively meaningful, but because we have no others. Subjectivity is timbre’s domain. (“Wie hör’ ich das Licht!”—I hear light!—the dying Tristan exclaims as Isolde calls out to him.) In this respect, timbre differs fundamentally from frequency, duration, and intensity—parameters of sound that can be objectively calibrated (Nancy 2007, 41–42).

At least two immediate consequences follow from timbre’s subjective character, above all in the case of the human voice. First, in principle timbre cannot ever be fully classified, nor can descriptions of it ever be exhaustive. There will always be a remainder: a residue that, following Barthes, we might call “a supplement, a lapse, something non-spoken.” Second, the voice seldom reaches us without our vesting it with affective charge, without our experiencing it as an object of (at extremes) either desire or repulsion. In this sense, as Barthes argues, the voice is essentially “erotic”; and if that quality is missing and we hear the voice merely as neutral, then “it terrifies us, as if we were to discover a frozen world, one in which desire was dead” (1991, 279–280).

The voice, then, is more than just a bodily device for making sense, for communicating via language. Inevitably it produces an excess: a surplus of sound over sense, of connotation over designation. In A Voice and Nothing Else, his wonderful and path-breaking philosophical study, Mladen Dolar describes this as “a sound surplus which does not make sense,” “an irrelevant surplus in the currency of sense, a frivolous addition, a supplement to the primary function of language,” a resounding that “is there just like that, for the fun of it, for the beauty of it, for the pleasure of it” (Dolar 2006, 130–131). Importantly, this excess—this resounding beyond intention, beyond what we think of as signification, this unbridgeable gap between sound and sense—is fundamental to our human approach to sonority, to timbre, and thus to music. In the case of the singing voice, timbre has famously been designated by the term “grain.” The term is of course Barthes’s; he sees vocal grain as emerging “from deep down in the cavities, the muscles, the membranes, the cartilages … the tongue, the glottis, the teeth … the nose.” While this grain escapes “the tyranny” of literal or designated meaning, its excess is far from being meaningless. Indeed, vocal grain has a symbolic character—unsaid, perhaps repressed, usually disruptive—that might be among the most potent qualities of the singing voice. Barthes (1977, 181–188) captures this symbolism by way of another famous term: signifiance.6

In noting that vocal timbre evokes recognitions and associations, I have indicated that it can bring to mind certain kinds of primal sounding, as well as color, touch, and temperature. Even the gustatory sense of taste might become involved. For instance, the tone of Fred Astaire’s voice (like that of Fritz Kreisler’s violin) was often described as “sweet”; and Björk wanted her album Medúlla—the word means “marrow,” and the album shuns instruments, relying instead solely on the capabilities of the human voice—to be “a totally compulsive, blood and meat kind of album” (McGeoch 2004, 95). But vocal timbre can imaginatively surpass even that: it can provide opportunities for us to recognize, imagine, or even craft aspects of identity—our own or that of particular others. Examples abound. Like many women in public life, Margaret Thatcher is said to have worried that her vocal timbre lacked respect-inducing “masculine” qualities. (It is also said that even after several years of vocal coaching she was still referred to as “Attila the Hen”). During her 2016 US presidential campaign, Hillary Clinton’s laughter was apt to be compared to a cackle—the sound hens make to attract the attentions of roosters. Radio listeners have objected to female presenters whose perceived “shrillness” conveyed “too much” personality. Some gay presenters have been compelled to alter how they sound (for example, one was told that his timbre had “too much smile in it”). Telephone-exchange operators have been taught how to alter their vocal timbres to show deference. In popular music, vocal timbres evoke many images, among which have recently been “the bitch voice,” “the suicidal student,” “the gospel princess,” “the hiccupping teenager,” “the death-metal hound of hell,” and “the Celtic folk virgin” (Carson 1995, 120; Cheng 2016; Tagg 2015, 158). We might also remember Patsy Cline, one of whose admirers finds her an exciting singer precisely because of the way her timbre can alter or even contradict a song’s words. So, for instance, though the song “I’ve Loved and Lost Again” (1956) gives expression to sadness at yet another romantic failure, Cline inflects her singing voice in order to point to something else. Her timbre becomes feisty, connoting an identity that is strong and resilient; it suggests that she will bounce back soon (Leppert 2008, 198).

In these examples, an imaginative connection between timbre and identity is effective on the smallest scale: that of the individual. But the same connection can obtain also on vastly broader scales. An obvious example arises in relation to the assumption, still widely held, that vocal quality betrays one’s belonging to such social collectivities as “race” and class; and this has played into the conviction that in certain circumstances vocal timbres should be changed. In colonial-era South Africa, this belief widened the scope of engagement of white reformers: as part of their “civilizing” mission, they implemented projects devised to alter the “harsh and disagreeable” way their black subjects used their voices (Olwage 2004, 206–208). Much later, in the apartheid era, the reasons and context were different but the goal was similar when Joseph Shabalala taught his a cappella vocal group Ladysmith Black Mambazo to change their timbre: they learned to master a soft, gentle, velvety vocal timbre that went hand-in-hand with the group’s invention of a new lightness of dance-step and movement. Shabalala’s innovations were utterly at odds with the heavy granular vocal timbres and the stamping, earthbound, dust-raising footfalls characteristic of older forms of Zulu song and dance. But the changes carried meaning and were done for a reason: the new timbre—ubumnandi (sweetness) was one of the terms by which it became known—connoted a new, more urban, more sophisticated form of masculinity that seemed to be appropriate to changed social circumstances.7

That the singing voice has imaginative appeal of this kind is what, in the West at least, has always vouched for its unique importance. Simultaneously, though, it has also been the reason for its being regarded with deep suspicion. Words can communicate, pin down meaning, signify, and thus exercise control over the world and its inhabitants; this gives those who hold power the assurance that they will be able to monitor dangerous ideas and root them out. But it is within the gift of the singing voice to offer no such easy assurance. Even when linked to linguistic signifiers, the voice can surpass, obscure, or offer potent distractions from words. Potentially “the bearer of what cannot be expressed by words,” the singing voice (says Dolar) is a harbinger of “expression beyond meaning, expression which is more than meaning.” Hence its profundity: “by not meaning anything, it appears to mean more than mere words, it becomes the bearer of some unfathomable originary meaning.” It can even seem to promise “an ascent to divinity” (Dolar 2006, 35). Given, then, that the singing voice can also be associated with transcendence, it is no surprise that it has always and everywhere played a big role in sacred ritual. Nor, given the seductive, boundlessly symbolic, logos-surpassing potential of the voice—its ability to mask words, escape from words, enthrall—is it surprising that Plato and a host of other philosophical and religious thinkers down the centuries have warned against its potential dangers.8

Though the issue at stake here does not appear to arise to the same extent in the realm of instrumental performance, it is important to note that sounded instruments have commonalities with the singing voice, perhaps especially in the case of those instruments most obviously modeled on the voice: flute or violin, for instance. As physical objects, musical instruments that are humanly blown, scraped, plucked, struck, or otherwise activated also have individual sorts of grain, which can be uniquely exaggerated by differences in personal technique. Tellingly, many jazz musicians say that one of the main reasons for the ubiquitousness of the saxophone in jazz is that every good saxophonist is able to vest the instrument—a priori, as it were—with a particular character or personality. Consider for example Ornette Coleman’s saxophones, including the plastic one he used at first: the timbres Coleman produced were widely held to be so unique that he could immediately be identified from them. Better still, consider the ancient Jewish horn known as the shofar. Used in religious rituals without melody or words, it sounded single extended pitches designed to put the faithful in mind of a roaring bull. But the shofar’s distinctive timbre, described by the psychoanalyst Theodor Reik as a “specially anxious, groaning, blaring and long-sounding tone,” was the grain that loaded it with emotion and an extraordinary, fateful implication. For believers, this was its signifiance. It presented, “to the unconscious psychic life of the listener, the anxiety and the ultimate death struggle of the divine father,” and thus symbolized the terrible sound of God and his commandment (cited in Dolar 2006, 53).

Paradoxically, but relevantly for my argument, the voice (or other sound) can sometimes garner immense authority, even a kind of omnipotence, if its source is unknown. Such a voice, seeming to come from anywhere or nowhere, is described as acousmatic, after a group of Pythagoras’s disciples known as the Acousmatics: for five years they followed the master’s teachings without being able to see him, hidden as he was behind a curtain. But why should a voice derive so much authority just because it issues from an unknown or concealed source? The answer, Dolar argues, can be found by imaginatively tracing such sound back to “the mother of all acousmatic voices.” That, precisely, is “the mothers voice, by definition the acousmatic voice par excellence, the voice whose source the infant cannot see—his tie with the world, his umbilical cord.” In principle, any curtain or concealment device has the potential to affect a singing voice in this way; in the right circumstances, even a voice sourced from (hidden from view by) a CD player could be felt to carry that acousmatic authority (Dolar 2006, 58–60, 63).

Yet whether acousmatic or not, and whether vocal or not, if the sound that reaches me is to become imbued with signifiance I shall have to meet at least two initial conditions. First, I shall need to do more than just hear the sound and register it (let us say) abstractly, as I might do when I become aware of a siren, or a dog’s bark, or voices in the next room. Instead, I shall need to listen: that is, to search both the sounding object and the attentive subject (myself) for the hidden sense that might resonate sonically, timbrally, beyond this first level of awareness, and beyond its obvious message. To listen in this sense is to search for a different order of meaning, one likely to be concealed, one that therefore differs from the meaning we might hear immediately and be able to spell out linguistically. To be really listening is (in Jean-Luc Nancy’s terms) “to be straining toward a possible meaning, and consequently one that is not immediately accessible”; it is “always to be on the edge of meaning … a resonant meaning, a meaning whose sense is supposed to be found in resonance, and only in resonance” (2007, 6–7; original emphasis). Nancy evokes this vividly in the series of questions:

What secret is at stake when one truly listens, that is, when one tries to capture or surprise the sonority rather than the message? What secret is yielded—hence also made public—when we listen to a voice, an instrument, or a sound just for itself? … What is at play in listening, what resonates in it … ?

(2007, 5, original emphasis)

Second, the process of discovering what resonates in a particular sound—finding “what secret is yielded”—will be one in which my imagination will have to play a primary role. So, the process is active, creative, and performative: what is “discovered” in the sound is likely to be impossible to distinguish from what I have myself imaginatively left behind. Wittgenstein stressed the agency of imagination, noting that imagining is more like doing than receiving; in similar vein, Sartre made the point that, however long one might look at an image, nothing would ever be found in it but what one had oneself put there (Stock 2007, 178). So, when Hegel tells us that the ancient Greeks listened to the sounds of nature because they found them to be full of meaning—that, for example, they listened to the oaks of Dodona murmuring in the wind and heard prophesies—he is referring us to a culturally situated creative practice that actively imagined meaning within the resonances of natural sound (Barthes 1991, 250). These creative operations are by no means restricted to lofty or numinous realms of the imagination. The philosopher W. V. Quine tells a story about hearing a car’s burglar alarm going off outside his window. He noticed that if he listened carefully he could hear the alarm to be exclaiming “sorry, sorry, sorry.” He then realized that his own creative imagination had supplied the missing consonants that made this possible. Listening further, he was surprised to hear that the alarm was now saying “grade three, grade three, grade three;” and he found that by becoming aware of his own imaginative involvement in the interpolation of consonants, he could switch back and forth between the two sets of words (Quine 1990, 151).9

Of course, this preference for listening over hearing—a quest for what is on the edge of meaning, a concern for sonority rather than (or in addition to) message, an imaginative openness to what might resound—this is always a choice, at least on the part of those with the power to make it. And the consequences are profound. They turn on what we take music to be: what we believe to be its proper role, where we draw the line marking the boundary between what is acceptably part of it or else out of bounds, or where others have already drawn that line and we find ourselves within a regimen organized by decree. It is hard to overstate the importance of these differences: they are social, political, and personal, as can be vividly suggested by reference to totalitarian societies. There, regimes exercise absolute control; policing boundaries tightly, they delimit all terrains, including the sonic. Under Nazism, for instance, signifiance was forcibly proscribed, subverted by rules about what kinds of music would or would not be tolerated, and pronouncements about what such music meant. Far from freely being a means of imaginative social or personal transcendence, music’s sounding was rigidly constrained. Content trumped sonority; authoritarian “sense” silenced creative sensibility. Through a kind of ideological indexing, meaning was imposed on music so that it could then easily be heard—read off—during performance. Prescription and coercion replaced active engagement; the formless was made to conform (Nancy 2007, 59).

At the opposite extreme—that is, when music’s sounding is not constrained—imaginative listening for transcendent sonorities can occur on a virtually limitless variety of terrains and result in an unlimited number of performative outcomes, some of them surprisingly personal. Consider the case of Céline Dion. Why does she enjoy such a remarkably strong following among groups as diverse as poor women in the United States, people living in dangerous neighborhoods in Jamaica, Quebecois businesses looking for models of national affirmation, displaced people in Iraq, and Ghanaian couples looking to defy social norms by publicly displaying their feelings on Valentine’s Day? The answer seems to have a great deal to do with the sheer “abundance” of Céline’s singing voice. On this argument, the timbre of the voice itself is both “nouveau riche” and “essentially aspirational”: a “luxury item” that her audiences can share. What uniquely captures the imagination of Céline’s fans is “that Voice”: an instrument with a “blast” so “inhumanly powerful” that it “made her manager cry, mortgage his house, and eventually marry her” (Anderson 2007). Or consider the story told by Joanne, a popular-music fan whose listening leads her to imaginative transcendence of an especially poignant kind. She listens a lot to Barry Manilow. And she makes this admission:

When I make love with my husband I imagine it’s Barry Manilow. All the time. And after, when my husband and I have made love and I realize it’s not him, I cry to myself. It’s usually dark when the tears flow and somehow I manage to conceal them. It happens to an awful lot of people, too. … I suppose it’s the same kind of thing people get out of religion. … [T]hey obviously get something from God to help them through their lives. And Barry is … the same sort of thing. He helps me through my life.

(in Vermorel and Vermorel 1990, 481–482)

As must now be clear, expansive creative operations on music’s sounding can vary widely and be geared to very different outcomes. But they share a common ground: all testify to the agency and performative power of the imagination. As many of my examples have shown, the imagination is a “reality-simulator” (Herbert 2011, 133), a creative faculty with the ability to break free of the present, to posit alternative futures, even to rehearse some of the behaviors that might constitute those futures. Reality-simulation of this sort is thus the ability to imagine how we might reshape our world. In principle, it is utopian: this is imagination’s essential threat to what exists. Ernst Bloch, the great philosopher of hope, likened this ability to daydreaming about what might be objectively possible. The utopian tendency, he argued, was “indicated precisely in the oldest conscious dream (Wachtraum) of humankind: in the overthrow … of all conditions in which the human individual is a humiliated, enslaved, forsaken, despised creature” (Zipes 1988, xxv). On this view, daydreams are to be distinguished from sleeping dreams. The latter deal with what is past, forgotten, buried; by contrast, daydreams have to do with presentiment (Ahnung) and longing. For Bloch, daydreams share this quality with many genres of music and the other arts—which means, therefore, that these are realms in which the utopian spirit can truly flourish (Zipes 1988, xxxii–xxxiii).


Vocality and Meaning: Two Interviews


Our argument has covered a lot of ground, much of it demanding. Let us swiftly remind ourselves of this ground. As a mnemonic, and for the sake of easy reference, I summarize the principal points of the argument as follows:

1. Personal tool. The question of what music means is best answered by looking at what it does; and since an important part of what it does includes the ways it avails itself to people for use as a personal tool, we need to take serious note of how people describe their musical experiences.

2. Timbre. Timbre is fundamental to sound, sonority, and therefore music; and in the case especially of the human voice, timbre is suffused with meaning.

3. Identity/transcendence. Timbral meaning often involves imaginings and enactments of identity as well as notions of transcendence.

4. Supplement. Meaning attaches imaginatively to timbre through processes of recognition and association; it arises subjectively, is unspoken, and is properly thought of as an extra, a supplement, that we as listeners supply ourselves.

5. Acousmatic. Meanings associated with timbre can seem especially (if paradoxically) powerful in acousmatic settings, where the source of the sound is masked or unknown.

6. Repression. Because of its potential to empower, sound that allows too much freedom to the listener’s imagination is regarded with deep suspicion by those in control and is always in danger of being proscribed and repressed.

7. Signifiance. Meaning imaginatively attached to sound—subjectively supplied, never literal or obvious—is music’s signifiance; it resounds creatively when we choose to listen carefully and be imaginatively active and open.

8. Utopia. The experiential terrains to which timbral signifiance might allude are virtually unlimited, and can lead to any number of performative outcomes; perhaps most crucially, these terrains are often utopian, and contain imaginings of what a reshaped world might be like.

We can now return to our initial starting point and restate it more succinctly. I suggested that a better understanding of timbre could enrich our approach to a range of musical problems, on scales both small and large. Toward the smaller end of the scale is a question such as: For someone listening to the singing voice, what might vocal sounding in general, or the timbre of the operatic voice in particular, mean? Toward the scale’s larger end, a question such as following arises: For the many black South Africans who have embraced opera (especially since the introduction of political democracy), what might operatic vocality mean? Through two tightly focused case studies, I propose to show empirically how the philosophical explorations I have presented shed light on these twinned questions, and how they indicate the direction in which answers are to found.

I start by offering, necessarily in abbreviated form, my interviews with two South Africans. One is Max Loppert, formerly chief music critic at the London Financial Times and assistant editor at Opera; he is one of the most highly regarded authorities on opera in the world. The other is Njabulo Madlala, a successful opera and lieder singer in the United Kingdom, Europe, and South Africa; he is a graduate of the Guildhall School of Music, and a winner of many prizes and awards, including the Kathleen Ferrier Competition in 2010 and the Standard Bank Young Artist Award for 2014. Loppert and Madlala have much in common, but also some important differences. What they share is that they were born and raised in South Africa during the apartheid era; from an early age, recordings enabled each to develop a deep attachment to opera; in young adulthood they both went to study music in the United Kingdom, Loppert to become a musicologist, Madlala an opera singer; they have pursued highly distinguished music careers in the United Kingdom and beyond, related principally to opera; and they have maintained close working and personal relationships with the land of their birth, returning regularly to teach and mentor opera students. Most tellingly perhaps, and quite independently of one another, they have also devoted enormous amounts of time, energy, and resources to thinking about the needs and the place of opera in South Africa in the post-apartheid era, and to founding lively, high-profile institutions that could help meet those needs.10 The differences between Madlala and Loppert are several, but two are especially worth noting. In age they are a generation apart (Loppert is older); and they grew up at opposite ends of the apartheid socioeconomic spectrum—Loppert in a professional middle-class family in a well-to-do white suburb in Johannesburg, Madlala in a working-class family in Inanda, an impoverished black township on the outskirts of Durban. These characteristics—similarities as well as differences—give my interviewees special, perhaps unique, vantage points from which to contemplate not just the singing voice but also operatic vocality in post-apartheid South Africa.

As these interview transcripts reveal, it is striking that as Loppert and Madlala reflect on my twinned questions during the interviews—and do so without any prior knowledge of the substance or details of my inquiry—their thoughts resonate strongly with the philosophical arguments I advance in this chapter. I now present, sequentially, the abbreviated interviews. Thereafter, I shall indicate how the interviews evoke arguments raised by my philosophical inquiry.


Loppert Interview


cb: What it is about the voice, about vocality—about singing—that has always appealed to you so deeply?11

ml: I think it has to do with my psychological configuration—and I think this can probably be extrapolated to fit with a lot of people. It has to do with whatever I was missing in my family life, in the contact with the people around me as a very isolated child. I think that, from the very beginning, what came to save me from being locked in isolation forever was music. They say that I could sing before I could talk. Music has always been my lifeline to the world; and the singing voice, which for me has always had an intensely physical dimension, is the most personalized version of that lifeline. In a way, it was the singing voice that told me there were other people in the world, otherwise I wouldn’t have known that. I never learned to sing properly; but hearing singing through records, and as it were taking the voice inside me, was warming and made me feel a bit more whole. It was like an explosion in me, this process of taking an actual person’s voice and appropriating it, getting to know what it feels like, discovering it from the “inside.” I had no idea what the music was about: I just reached out to those voices and took them inside. And then I sang to myself all the time, which made my parents worry that I wasn’t a normal child, that I would come to no good, that I’d turn out to be some sort of artist-wastrel rather than the qualified professional that all Jewish boys are supposed to grow up to be.

cb: Did that discourage you?

ml: No, but my desire to properly and permanently inhabit the world of music was continually discouraged. And as a teenager going to university I was steered away from taking the arts courses that really interested me, towards others that would get me “employment in the real world.” It’s only when I got to England, as a young adult, that I could finally come out, as it were, to try and live in a world of my own, rather than having it curtailed by the fears and anxieties of others.

cb: You say you appropriated the voices of particular singers. Why those ones, rather than others?

ml: Well, I’ve always had a need for voices that have struck me as physically and emotionally warm. I have to keep going back to the psychological neediness in me. The father and mother presences weren’t warm, so these voices provided the warmth I was obviously looking for. Getting warmth from somewhere else, like finding a fire in a forest, was a way of surviving. And the Mediterranean voice I heard on records (though I wouldn’t have been able to put that word to it) was like the black South African voice that I heard all around me. These warm, vibrant, highly resonant voices were quite different from the ones I was living with every day. Which is why I still can’t cope with voices that sound to me “straight,” and denuded of vibrancy: the sort of Anglo-Saxon choir-boy sound. They leave out the emotional warmth.

cb: Would it be a stretching it too far to say that they also leave out the body?

ml: No, it’s not stretching it too far at all. The sound I was always craving was the sound of people’s voices that came from their whole beings, as happened with the Mediterranean opera singers I’ve mentioned. These thunderclap singers were all women. But so too was the South African singer Miriam Makeba, whom I probably first heard in her very early days. And I thought, “This is mine!” Not that her voice was like, you know, one of those big, vibrant opera-singer voices. But it spoke to me in terms of something very personal, namely the black domestic workers who were around, who were women, and who were probably physically closer to me than anyone else. And I suppose that my having got some physicality from them is what led to my sense that the sounds of their voices were the sounds of warmth. So my sense that warmth, the personal, and black skins belonged together was very, very profound. It pulled me out of the dark.

cb: So the voice became imaginatively amplified, and other characteristics were attached to it?

ml: Yes. A voice is a body. It’s skin. It’s a tactile thing. I can reach out and touch it. It felt to me that I was responding from inside the body of the singer, if I can put it like that. I’m there with the singer. More than just joining with the singer, I felt that I fused with the singer. I know this sounds crackers, but I think I became the singer! This is the kind of miracle that music makes of my life; that makes my life worth living. This has nothing to with artistry, which has to be learnt. It has to do with an unmediated quality and a directness that come from the inside. But it also has to do with not wanting to captivate, or enchant, or “do a number” on me.

cb: Do you have an all-time favorite singer?

ml: Oh, Victoria de los Ángeles. With her, there’s an intensely personal quality at the center—an exposedness, a willingness to show it all, to be vulnerable, in the sense that there’s a person at the center who interprets the emotion without leaving any disguises between you and that emotion. Plus the sound, the warmth of the sound, and the ability of that sound to take on many personalities and artistic uses while remaining that sound. Singers with these qualities are singers that I make my own. They belong to me. When I hear them I still think, “You are mine! You’re one of my people; I’m one of your people!”

I think singers have saved me.





Madlala Interview


cb: Why is it that, especially since 1994, the operatic voice has become so important to black singers and audiences in South Africa? How do you think one explains that?12

nm: The operatic voice has become our passport. My grandmother was a domestic worker; she would never have imagined me in an opera house singing to a thousand people, white people, privileged people. So opera has given us a chance to showcase and celebrate ourselves and our people in the best light. It has given me an opportunity to tell people my story—from a good place, not the place we usually tell our stories from. Growing up in South Africa, it was so hard to imagine any kind of success that would make you feel good about yourself, or showcase your country and people in a positive light. It was unthinkable that without money one could become a famous and accomplished singer who could showcase South Africa and its black community.

cb: But why opera? Why not R&B or gospel music?

nm: Opera is such a fantasy land—it’s another world! You get to experience something that only exists in opera. We were very poor at home, and opera helped me fantasize. It helped me to imagine another world when I was a child. My fantasies were about the world that I discovered in opera. Because when you are poor you constantly have fantasies about having. It’s a fantasy world when you come from a shack.

cb: Do you think that the quality of the operatic voice itself has anything to do with that fantasy?

nm: Yes—there is a thrill to that: the thrill of singing opera and singing to that level! To do that is to do something that is so far from anything you have ever previously imagined.

cb: When did you first hear opera?

nm: I was still a child. My grandmother was a domestic worker; she worked for a family in Durban North. And the lady there, her employer, loved opera. When this lady used to get rid of old stuff like opera cassettes, my grandmother would bring these home. I had never heard an opera before. I had just started singing in choir at school, and when I began listening to the first cassette I realized that this was the way we were being encouraged to sing in the choir. Luciano Pavarotti was on the recording. I immediately associated that with what we were doing in the choir, and started to mimic the recording and sing along with Pavarotti when no one was in the house!

cb: What was it about Pavarotti’s voice that made you want to mimic it?

nm: It was fascinating! I didn’t understand what he was singing about, of course. But I fantasized. I could listen to the tape and make up my own story about what was going on. It was the whole opera performance; you could hear people clap at the end. And funnily enough, I only did it when no one was at home. I would put on those tapes and be in my fantasy land. I would sing along and feel like I was present in those situations. And for me they were escapes. We didn’t have any money—I was escaping from what I was going through. For a lot of South African singers, operatic singing played a similar role.

cb: When you were listening to those tapes privately, did you know anything about opera?

nm: No, no. I mean I knew it was a drama or a play because you could hear people interjecting. Occasionally you would see movies on television that showed some opera, so there was that. But no, it was fantasy, and Pavarotti’s voice was the best thing I’d ever heard. Something about it was lifting me out of, whatever, you know. Something about it was important me; did something to me. It took me to another world, maybe emotionally too. It was something very deep, something very personal to the situation I was going through and was actually the only thing that made me feel better. It was something that I truly connected with and that made me happy—even more so because I could sing along and hear myself making similar kind of sounds!

cb: When you listen to singers today, whom do you particularly like? And why?

nm: I love Bryn Terfel. It’s so personal. For me it’s not operatic: I just fell in love with the sound of the voice. There’s something about it. I identify with the sound. I love it in the same way that I love Pavarotti’s sound. It makes me feel a certain way. It would be a very simplistic answer to say “Oh, it’s very exciting,” but it’s something deeper than that. There’s something that the sound connects with, and that I experience. It could be opera or anything, but the way he sings makes me connect with something emotionally within me. It’s something deep, and I think that’s actually what people experience through opera. They go to listen to the sound, and it connects to something within them. You know, someone can hear “Che gelida manina” [an aria from Puccini’s La Bohème] and be thrilled and moved without knowing the story or what Rodolfo is saying, but another singer can come along and sing it and it won’t have the same effect.

cb: You say that the sound of a particular singer can connect you to something emotionally within you. What is that something? Can you say?

nm: The yearning to be free.

cb: And Terfel’s voice does it, more than somebody else’s voice?

nm: Pavarotti’s voice also does it. It opens up something: a possibility. It makes me excited. If I hear Bryn Terfel sing a song, I imagine myself doing that. Something speaks to me. Something stops it being foreign. It’s something I know. It’s something I relate to my experiences. Today, if I listen to [leading South African mezzo] Sibongile Khumalo sing something operatic, I feel a certain way. It’s actually in her sound: I am grabbed by that sound; it connects with my emotion and does things to me. And it’s this sound: I’ve listened to some singers and thought, “Wow, this is a spectacular voice,” but it has left me cold. A singer can even be very expressive and still not do anything for me.



When I started listening to Pavarotti, I could feel a certain way just from the way he was singing. And if it was a different tenor, maybe not. For me, the experience of hearing the sound of Pavarotti related directly to my own experiences and even to my own culture. It was what I needed: my want and I connected with that sound, and I found that to be the only thing that could move me out of myself.

Recently I did an opera recital with a pianist in Durban, and I decided to allow people from my community, who had never heard opera, to come in for free. My mum organized a bus. So they came in to listen, and I said to them, “Welcome to your first opera experience!” At the end, people who had never heard classical music came to me and told me how much they had loved it. It made me realize something about the sounds in opera. It’s a European art form, but I hear a lot of things in it that are my own experiences—things that I relate to my own culture. Voices can be so rich in overtones that they speak. They give so many stories.


Convergences: A Conclusion

I have already noted the differences of socioeconomic background, age and “race” between Loppert and Madlala; as expected, the interviews reveal that their experiences differed widely. What is compelling, however, is the degree of convergence between what Loppert and Madlala say in relation to the substantial issues at the center of my inquiry, mnemonically summarized earlier under eight numbered subheadings. To make this convergence as clear as possible, I now draw theory and empirical evidence closely together in a series of crisp restatements organized under exactly the same numbered subheadings. It might already be evident that the interview material links with my theoretical arguments in multiple and overlapping ways; but for the sake of simplicity I shall not, in any of the eight restatements that follow, refer to any point from the interviews more than once. In other words, an interview point might have relevance to more than one of the eight headings below—indeed, many such points do—but I shall invoke it only once. In this way, the eight restatements are also leaner or sparser than they could be: they are understatements. And if these understatements succeed in making the case at hand, as I believe they do, then elaboration through further detail is redundant. (Readers will recognize Ockham’s Razor at work here—the philosophical principle that, as restated by Quine, “we adopt, at least insofar as we are reasonable, the simplest conceptual scheme into which the disordered fragments of raw experience can be fitted and arranged” [Quine 1980, 17].)

In short, theory and practice come together as follows:

1. Personal tool. In taking seriously the insight that we cannot think about what music means without considering what it does and how people use it as a personal tool, we note that both Loppert and Madlala grew up using the operatic voice to address serious, unmet needs in their lives. For Loppert, the source of what he lacked was the quality of his family life; for Madlala, it was the stultifying nature of apartheid society.

2. Timbre. Both interviewees offer rich empirical testimony to support the view that timbre, and especially the sound of the singing voice, is drenched with meaning. Long before the question of vocal artistry or operatic learning arises, they experience sound as resonating with their own particular familial, social, and historical contexts; timbre speaks to them in powerful, individual ways and yields personal meanings. For Madlala, Pavarotti’s vocal timbre paradoxically put him in touch with, among other things, his own “home” (Zulu) culture. For Loppert, the timbre of “vibrant, highly resonant” operatic voices reminded him of the sumptuous black South African voices that the apartheid regime deemed to be alien. It is a painful irony that these “unhomed” voices belonged to the domestic workers who gave him warmth, care, and a sense of being “homed” at last.

3. Identity/transcendence. As ways of imagining, the meanings at issue here often turn on aspects of transcendence, which may be personal or social and may involve acts of identification. Both Loppert and Madlala speak powerfully of this, reporting that their own strong identification with particular singing voices enabled them to transcend the present: they felt taken away, transported to other worlds, other times, where they felt finally at home—in short, where they felt safe, and even saved.

4. Supplement. When meanings like this are attached to timbre, it is we ourselves who have put them there—as an extra, a supplement, subjectively grounded. Both Madlala and Loppert describe these meanings as connecting intensely with aspects of their own internal lives (stories, possibilities, senses of ownership, and so on) as well as with the physical and emotional body.

5. Acousmatic. Imagined meanings can seem especially powerful when information about the origin of the sound being listened to is concealed. Early and profoundly formative encounters with singing voices occurred acousmatically for both interviewees. The voices they listened to were locked into (hidden behind) electromechanical recordings; they simply found the recordings in their homes; they knew little or nothing about the singers or the songs.

6. Repression. Because the imaginative possibilities of sound can empower those who listen to it, groups or individuals in authority are likely to regard sound as a threat and seek to repress it. Plausibly, this may be why the young Njabulo Madlala avoided singing—in the timbre of his “Pavarotti” voice—to the accompaniment of his grandmother’s opera cassettes while she or others were in the house, and why he sang only when he was alone. The repressive impulse was more severely unleashed against Max Loppert—to fend off the threat that his musical imagination would make him, was already making him, abnormal, unpredictable, and a danger to norms of stable, middle-class respectability.

7. Signifiance. For timbral signifiance—as imagined meaning, as creative extra—to arise in the mind of the listener, the singing voice must be the object of the listener’s carefully focused attention. Strictly from this perspective, pregiven meanings, such as those linked to a sung text, are likely to be a “distraction.” In their formative listening experiences, neither Madlala nor Loppert had to contend with such distractions: having no idea what was being sung about, they gave full rein to their imaginings of signifiance.

8. Utopia. Among the different sorts of signifiance that the timbre of the singing voice might have, its bearing on the utopian is surely the most far reaching. In describing their listening experiences, both interviewees testify to utopian imaginings, though they characterize these differently. The singing voice throws Loppert a personal lifeline; by imaginatively fusing with the singer, he feels more whole. Madlala’s sense of utopian transformation is much broader: he imagines another, happier, more fulfilling world, a place of freedom where he and others can flourish, and in so doing he too feels better.

None of this should be taken to imply, of course, that timbre is all we should attend to when we think about music, imagination, and meaning. Though my prime focus in this chapter has been on the timbre of the operatic voice, it is obviously the case that timbre, whether vocal or not, is just one of the potential generators of musical meaning. Ultimately all such generators will need to be considered, if what we seek is a competent, or even an adequate, response to what is being listened to. Yet, as I have been arguing, music’s sounding—its timbre, sonority, and resonance—is an important but crucially neglected source of imagined meaning, and we need to allow it to play a bigger role in our discussions. To the extent that we discount timbre, the sense we make of music will be hobbled—especially in the case of the singing voice, and even more so if our aim is to understand the voice in particular sociopolitical contexts (such as post-apartheid South Africa). The singing voice, after all, as the philosopher Ernst Bloch pointed out, is our “human harp”—and it is “the only timbre that still works like a shamanist instrument in a disenchanted world.”13




Notes

1. Private communication, February 24, 2010. Name withheld by request.

2. Why, at a time of outstanding operatic vocal talent on the global scene, South Africa is such a fecund breeding-ground for new singers is one of a number of related questions. But these fall outside the specific scope of this chapter and I shall not deal with them here.

3. Kofi Agawu has argued that “Africanizing opera … is a paradoxical prescription, for … opera as voice is nominally African” (2001, 198).

4. See, for example, Wittgenstein (1953, 193–229).

5. See, for example, Denora (2000).

6. Following Julia Kristeva, Barthes locates literal and symbolic meanings on different levels: the former belongs to the “pheno-song,” the latter to the “geno-song.”

7. For more on this, see Erlmann (1996, 86–93).

8. Augustine, for example, famously wrote, “Yet when it befalls me to be more moved with the voice than the words sung, I confess to have sinned penally, and then had rather not hear music” (Augustine 2006, 195). See also Dolar (2006, 46–51).

9. In a personal communication (January 2017), Saam Trivedi, author of chapter 1 of this volume, makes a similar point about what can happen when we listen to music. He notes that his 2017 book argues “that often in hearing pure music as sad, happy, etc., we animate the music itself, imaginatively projecting life and mental states onto the music.” In another personal communication (May 2017), Mark Grimshaw-Aagaard, one of the editors of this handbook, points to the similarity between the listening experience mentioned here, and the illusion of “phantom words” discussed by Diana Deutsch (2013). It also reminds him, he says, of Steve Reich’s tape-loop piece, Come Out (1966).

10. Loppert conceived, helped launch, and has intermittently taught at the Opera Studio and Choral Academy—OSCA—in the School of Music at the University of KwaZulu-Natal; Madlala inaugurated and still runs Amazwi Omzansi Africa (“Voices of South Africa”), a publicly funded series of operatic master-classes and competition, held annually in Durban or Cape Town but open nationally.

11. Author’s interview: Max Loppert, Pieve di Soligo, Italy, March 25, 2016.

12. Author’s interview: Njabulo Ndebele, Durban, January 8, 2016.

13. Bloch’s words are parsed here by Abbate (2001, 57).
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chapter 15

Noise and Tranquility at Stonehenge

The Political Acoustics of Cultural Heritage

Odd Are Berkaak



Introduction

This chapter is a critical appraisal of the “Stonehenge environmental improvement project” initiated and managed by English Heritage and the National Trust, whose objective it was to “restore the dignity of the stones” by creating a more “tranquil” space.1 This was to be done by reducing the number of visual and auditory intrusions in the vicinity of the stone circle. Taking my inspiration from the concept of “sensory order,” I try to trace the archaeological, poetic, artistic, literary, legal, and political factors and actors that have contributed to this particular imagination of environmental tranquility and monumental dignity. I argue that tranquility in this sense is part of a vernacular English middle-class sensory order and historical imaginary.

For several decades now, the sound environment at the English world heritage site (WHS) of Stonehenge2 has been a source of controversy. On the one hand, the public conservation authorities wish to create a tranquil and dignified atmosphere, characterized by respect for the Neolithic monument. On the other, various local interest groups want to have a right of way through an area they view as common land, and several neospiritual and druidic groups also wish to have access to the stone circle for ritual purposes (see Bender 1993, 1998; Bender and Winer 2001).

In an effort to gain control over the acoustic space,3 Historic England (English Heritage), the English office responsible for national antiquities, and the National Trust combined forces in 2011 to set up what they called “The Stonehenge Environment Improvement Project” (hereafter: the environment project), which was completed in autumn 2013. The conflict that arose between the various interest groups while the environment project was under way is the issue I examine in this article.

The project consisted of three main elements: the first was to move the visitor center and car park two kilometers away from the stone circle (completed autumn 2013); the second was to close the A344 road—an ancient thoroughfare—which ran close by the stone circle; and the third was to “restore [the area] to grassland.”

The stated vision was to restore the stones’ “tranquillity and dignity.” The thinking was that by creating tranquil surroundings, the monument would regain its dignity, which was assumed to have been lost. What I wish to examine more closely is the cultural-historical imagination that links the sensory experience of tranquility and the cultural category of dignity.

In this context, tranquility and dignity are understood as a special historical combination of sound, space, and power, which I refer to below as a sensory order (Porcello et al. 2010). I argue that the type of peace and tranquility that are the basis for the environment project are the expression of a sensory imagination that is specific to the English middle class, and that has been cultivated for generations in poetry, painting, outdoor culture, archaeology, and the cultural-historical school curriculum.

With reference to Stoller (1989) and Howes (2003), Judith Okely writes, “knowledge comes through the skin and all the senses” (2012, 1). From this perspective, I focus in particular on the link between sense perception, representation, and power, as formulated by Pink: “a rethinking of the ethnographic process through a theory of place and space that can engage both the phenomenology of place and the politics of space” (2009, 23). Like Bender and Winer (2001), we can say the conservation authorities are, in this case, trying to drive competing sensory imaginaries into “exile.”

Stonehenge research has been one-sidedly concerned with shedding light on how early Stone Age and Bronze Age people experienced the site, and how they understood their universe. By contrast, my focus on sensory imagination is concerned with how people experience and imagine the site in the present. In this respect, it rapidly becomes clear that the source of the stone circle’s fascination lies not so much in its symbolic “content,” as in its massive size and onslaught on the senses. Indeed, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) also bases its listing of Stonehenge as a WHS on the fact that it is: “one of the most impressive prehistoric megalithic monuments in the world on account of the sheer size of its megaliths” (UNESCO 1986). What fascinates us is the sensory impression they create, and the fact that we do not know how they got there and what they represent triggers our imagination.

I will use the term “imagination” in two distinct senses. First, it refers to the subjective construction of mental images in the mind generated by cognitive, sensory, and emotional impressions. I hear sounds that affect me and imagine their source. I am told a story that affects me and imagine the narrative characters. Similarly, I enter the Stonehenge WHS, and I am impressed by the size while its meanings and values are imagined.

But, second, the sonic imaginations of tranquility and noise when promoted by an English state agency and a professional nongovernmental organization (NGO), which also happens to be the country’s biggest landowner, are obviously not just the product of individual fancy. They are performed and promoted by identifiable interest groups and institutions for whom they have epistemic status. To account for this, I use the concept of the “imaginary” as this term has been elaborated by Castoriadis (1987) and defined as a culturally given in the form of an ethos or a cognitive schema (Anderson 1983; Taylor 2004). In a more psychoanalytic adaption it has also been thought of as collective fantasies (Lacan 1977). Such imaginaries are not the result of subjective imagination but rather constitutive of them. Imaginaries are produced and disseminated by culturally reproductive institutions, such as the educational system and heritage management, and are embodied individually through everyday social practice. However, Claudia Strauss warns that in many uses the concept has become the new shorthand for culture with its connotations of homogeneity and continuity. She argues for a more dynamic use of the concept to be able to account for diversity and change. She encourages us to study “concrete material and symbolic conditions, on the one hand, and the understandings, emotions, and desires that individuals develop as they experience these conditions, on the other” (2006, 323). In the following, I try to follow her program.


A Sensory Order

Despite all the resources both English Heritage and the National Trust have channeled into creating tranquility and dignity in the area, there is one element they have been unable to eliminate: Amesbury Byway 12, a local gravel road that runs north to south along the western edge of the former car park and whose continuation passes just 100 meters away from the stone circle itself. It is the only available right of way in the area covered by the environment project. Local people, various outdoors organizations, and other interest groups have combined forces to form the Stonehenge Alliance whose aims, among others, include the protection of this road. The road is used by hikers, cyclists, drivers of 4×4 vehicles, and people involved in hunting, riding and horse-and-carriage driving as well as a colorful collection of alternative groups who use it for parking and camping. This has been, and remains, a persistent source of noise—in both the literal and the metaphorical sense—which challenges the monumental tranquility that English Heritage and the National Trust are seeking to create. The most insistent intrusion, from the point of view of the conservation authorities, is the gathering of pagans, neodruids, and other spiritual groups that camp on the roadside. At the solstices and the equinoxes, they claim to have the right to use the stone circle for their diverse ritual purposes.

In this context, I understand noise to be all those actors and factors that challenge the monumental tranquility that the conservation authorities are attempting to establish. Jacques Attali defined noise simply as “denial of difference” (Attali 1985, 19). In my extended use of the term, it implies all types of sensory impulses that occur outside their standard contexts, creating ambivalence, confusion, and even provocation. Michael Herzfeld wrote the following about such combinations of sensory impressions and cultural values:

Bodily sensations and cultural values are mutually engaged at all times. Our task is to explore not only the variety of these associations but also their consequences for the whole range of social relations and acts. Social codes determine what constitutes acceptable sensory behavior and indicate what different sensory experiences mean.

(2001, 243–44)

As a continuation of this thought, in the section that follows I will use the term “sensory order,” by which I mean an institutionalized combination of, on the one hand, the sensory (bodily sensations) and, on the other, cultural values and imaginaries that are, in turn, built into legislation and institutional frameworks through professionalization and the establishment of hierarchies of taste. All this has the effect of consolidating certain sensory imaginaries.

Porcello and colleagues (2010) point out that the anthropologist’s task is to investigate “the cultural embeddedness of sensory experience, and the historical and political relations between sensory orders and social orders” (53). Implicit in the term “sensory order” is the idea that the way we experience certain places, either directly or indirectly, is related to certain types of power relationships. Further on in the same paragraph cited earlier, Herzfeld writes something that became an important inspiration for my work: “Relatively little of this [sensory coding] finds its way into ethnographic writing. When it does, it is often because the explicit exegesis of knowledgeable informants has legitimized it—has made it ‘real’” (Herzfeld 2001, 244, quotation marks in the original).

This formulation meets my analytical aims quite precisely, showing how authoritative cultural heritage management establishes a certain sensory order through different initiatives—political, legal, and physical, which come to appear more real (natural) than alternative arrangements, which are then experienced as disturbance. In a way, one might say that the environment project at Stonehenge demonstrates a conflict over which imaginaries map on to which values, and which sensory practices are “suitable” for which places.


New Dawn

When English Heritage launched the environment project, it commissioned a promotional video that expressed this issue in condensed form. The task was assigned to the Squint/Opera branding firm and the audio production company Coda Cola, in London. The working brief from English Heritage was very simple: to make a film that was “convincing,” but “calm and measured.” It wanted no rapid takes or camera movement, and most definitely no noisy audio. The brief concluded with a highly specific instruction (at the bottom of the sheet): “Do not talk to the druids!” Squint/Opera rapidly settled for the concept they formulated as bucolic—rural pastoral. The music they chose was the so-called Russian Theme that introduces the fourth movement (andante in G major) of Tchaikovsky’s Serenade for Strings in C major, Op. 48. The film4 is divided into three sections: the first presents the problem (the noisy and undignified place); the second announces the solution; and the third shows the new, transformed landscape. Several short takes establish that the problem stems from noise and crowding, and the lack of opportunities to experience the wider landscape. The text “Dignity of Stonehenge severely compromised” is overlaid on the images. Next, the film presents the solution: moving the visitor center, cutting off the road and sowing the area with grass, among other elements of the environment project. The whole of this sequence is accompanied by a cluster of randomized sounds that gather around the chord D, the dominant in the G major scale. This creates a persistent tension between the first two sequences. However, it is also the opening note of the Russian Theme, which is therefore experienced as a resolution when it fades in as an accompaniment to the third part. The emotional effect is striking. The film also uses a very effective visual rhetorical device whereby the intrusive elements in the landscape—especially Byway 12—are whisked away as if by magic as the camera pans in a majestic movement away from the new visitors’ center and toward the stone circle. The visitor center is presented as if it is “floating down from the heavens” and landing feather-light on the ground like the purest manna from heaven.

In a statement, Loraine Knowles who was the director of the English Heritage department in charge of Stonehenge said of the environment project: “The way in which people visit Stonehenge in the future will change: we will be uplifting the whole experience to a level that befits this extraordinary and important monument” (BBC News, February 19, 2013). English Heritage’s most senior manager, Dr. Simon Thurley, the then chief executive of English Heritage, followed up with this piece of pure revivalist rhetoric: “A new dawn for Stonehenge is truly upon us! … English Heritage finally has a scheme that will transform the setting of the stones and our visitors’ experience of them” (The Guardian, July 11, 2012).

The Stonehenge WHS Management Plan that was adopted by English Heritage in 2009 envisaged that the achievement of peace and tranquility at the cultural heritage site would, in itself, cause the monument to regain its dignity and literally stand out in splendid isolation. The plan stated, “We will care for and safeguard this special area and will provide a more tranquil, biodiverse and rural setting for the stones” (Young et al. 2009, 2). In the National Trust’s Stonehenge Estate Land Use Plan (2001), the objectives are formulated as follows: “The objective is to restore the dignity and isolation of Britain’s greatest Prehistoric monument, enabling people to appreciate the whole landscape” (8 [my italics]). The plan goes on to describe a strategy for creating tranquility in which the three principal priorities are: (1) to maintain and extend permanent grassland to create an appropriate setting for the upstanding monuments; (2) to remove woodland and scrub; and (3) to remove or screen inappropriate structures and roads. The paired terms “appropriate/inappropriate” are not defined in greater detail. It is worth noting that the vegetation in early Neolithic times was characterized as “an open wooded landscape”—so not exactly open grassland.


A Noisy Place

Barbara Bender (1993, 1998) describes Stonehenge as an extremely “noisy” place, in reference not only to the high decibel levels resulting from roads, crowds of visitors, rock festivals, and druidic rituals but also to the conflict that surrounds it. She argues that landscapes are not passive localities that are isolated from the social, but arenas that are shaped through use and reuse, appropriation, and challenges. For many involved parties, there is still in vivid memory the so-called Battle of the Beanfield in 1985, when different New Age-groups clashed with the police over access and use of the area. It was the violent culmination of an intense conflict between various countercultural groups and the police concerning the annual Stonehenge free festival that had been going on since 1974. Their imagination of historical, spiritual, and political dignity of the stones was not of the tranquil sort. The festival took place over several days leading up to summer solstice gathering tens of thousands of participants. As already mentioned, Byway 12 that runs just a few hundred yards from the stone circle has in many ways come to represent this rift between various popular interests and the conservation authorities. Still today, well after the current Stonehenge Improvement Project was completed, the road is there with its variety of campers as a disturbing reminder that there are other acoustic constructions of the past and other ways of imagining value and dignity. These events and performances of the past are deposited like sediments in the landscape not easily erased (Bender 1998, 25). As the writer John Michell said, “One might almost suppose that it was specially designed to accommodate every notion that could possibly be projected onto it,” a statement that is quoted on the wall in the new visitor center.

Bender’s studies show that, in contrast to the tranquility and dignity that the cultural heritage managers are seeking to impose today, Stonehenge is, rather, the result of countless disturbances and interventions over the course of five thousand years. She tries to show how the conflict and intrusion represented by the alternative and countercultural groupings are a historical continuation of the appropriations and challenges that have clearly occurred in the area from Prehistoric times onward. She uses the term “palimpsest” to describe this layered depositing of different interests and practices in the landscape (Bender 1998, 26).5 Her metaphor also refers to the fact that, at any time and at any place in a landscape, there are traces of earlier sensory orders that speak of other ways of traveling in the terrain, exploiting resources, and using one’s senses. We can extend Bender’s line of argument to say that the conservation authorities are trying, through the environment project, to erase the underlying inscriptions and overwrite the whole with an authoritative text.

The archaeological evidence shows that, in its own time, when the stone circle, the burial mound, the processional track, and the constructions between Stonehenge and Durrington Walls were being built and used—between 3100 and 1600 bce—thousands of people lived in and around the installations. It also shows that they were rebuilt and extended, torn down and reconstructed more or less continuously (Pearson 2012). Traces of different kinds of land use and animal husbandry are present in the area throughout the whole period. It was then abandoned quite abruptly and left to disintegrate. Through Celtic times, from around 500 bce, the Roman era, from 45 ce to around 410 ce, and thereafter through the whole of the Middle Ages, the installations appear not to have been the object of any special veneration, according to archaeological and historical records. From the 1700s, when they were “rediscovered” and valued as cultural heritage, the material shows that they were marveled at and admired without being surrounded by tranquility and serene silence. Several kinds of material provide evidence of this.

In Salisbury and South Wiltshire Museum, there is an extensive collection of illustrations of Stonehenge dating back a couple of hundred years. They strikingly illustrate the crowding around the stones. There is, for example, a picture by an unknown artist from 1850 to 1875 called Coursing at Stonehenge, which shows a collection of people on foot, on horseback, and in different horse-drawn vehicles, all moving in different directions. The picture is highly dynamic, while lacking in perspective and focus. Some people are standing and talking, others are leading hounds, and others again are simply going about their business. The stones loom up in the background and the whole scene is overarched by a sky in which the sun streams down through a gap in the clouds.

The illustration shows quite clearly that crowds of people, noise, and traffic do not necessarily contradict the elevated and the divine, illustrated by a heavenly light radiating through the clouds. Moreover, the presumed locals and day-trippers of the day give no indication that all the racket and crowding is hampering their experience. Until the visitor center was removed in 2013, the public would walk in line through the pedestrian tunnel under the A344 and along the asphalted walkway around the stones, where they would take their photographs and then go back home quite contentedly. An average visit lasted around 20 minutes all told.

In the period from 1922 to date, the annual number of visitors has risen from 38,000 to over 900,000 (English Heritage Handbook 2013–2014, 6). It is as a counterweight to this rapid growth in mass consumption of the cultural heritage site that the environment project must be understood.

Still, ironically enough, in early December 2017, the last time I visited Stonehenge, it happened to be World Samba Day with its global call to lose oneself in the hedonistic world of Carnival. As a special treat to Stonehenge visitors, Bristol Samba, a congregation of joyful celebrators had chosen the stone circle as their place of marking the day. The National Trust volunteer present at the occasion opened the barrier protecting the stones for the samba group to get inside. When asked directly, she had never heard of tranquility and dignity and looked at me quite puzzled and with poorly concealed suspicion. The happy tumult attracted quite a crowd of visitors, who took pictures and seemed to enjoy the incident greatly. It did not seem to detract from their general experience of awe and wonderment in the encounter with the stones.


“Tranquility”

The conservation authorities’ construction of tranquility thus seems to be a relatively novel and even contested sonic order. Consequently, it is appropriate to ask how this has come about and through which currents. In this section, I will try and track some of the “supply routes.”

One important and direct effect stems from the highly active quango6 Campaign to Protect Rural England (CPRE). Since 1926, the CPRE has been active in the battle to preserve and protect what it sees as the unique values of the English countryside. One of these essential qualities is, precisely, tranquility, and the organization has an extensive program for combating all kinds of intrusions on rural tranquility—such as light pollution, urban development, traffic noise, and visual and acoustic deterioration in the general environment. In all media and interviews, the CPRE claims, “the tranquillity and peace of the English countryside is one of its most important qualities.”7

In 2007, the CPRE attained the status of a consultative body for the Rural Tranquillity Act, which it was instrumental in getting passed. It works closely with English Heritage on projects where the management of cultural heritage sites involves preservation of the landscape—Stonehenge being an important example of this.

Since 1995, through collaboration with an organization then called the Countryside Commission, the CPRE has undertaken tranquility mappings of all England, including surveys of “local perceptions” of tranquility and the values assigned to it (MacFarlane et al. 2004). When people were questioned about what they perceived as tranquil, close to 100 percent of respondents stated that it involved some connection or other with nature. The experience of tranquility involves hearing or seeing “a calming and natural view,” “natural places,” “countryside,” “just the sound of nature,” “quiet natural sounds,” like water and birds, “wind blowing through foliage,” a “beautiful view,” “a wide vista,” “seeing water,” “seeing the ocean,” “visual beauty,” “a babbling brook, sunshine in the park.” “unsullied and traditional,” “seeing wild animals behaving naturally,” “distant thunder,” and “the smell of newly cut grass.” This quite clearly indicates that the sensory category of tranquility in this context is imagined as a fusion of nature and culture.

When it comes to perceptions of why tranquility is important, the answers are commonly along the lines of “good for the soul,” “getting away from it all, like being in another world, stress-free,” “being able to reflect without interruptions,” “being at peace with yourself,” “forgetting work,” “everything in balance,” and “being at peace with God.” Others laid weight on the social aspect, giving answers such as “the absence of other people,” “not having to see crowds of people,” “alone,” “nobody else,” “just me,” “absence of rapid movements caused by humans, such as motor vehicles—slow movements, such as grazing animals,” “going for a hike in the countryside, as a free as a bird,” and “taking care of the natural surroundings and conserving cultural heritage, as well as getting away from all the dreadful everyday stress and strain.”

A couple of significant aspects gradually became quite clear in the CPRE’s material. The first is that tranquility does not just relate to aural aspects but also encompasses the visual. Seeing water is just as important as hearing it. It is a multisensory phenomenon. Furthermore, some important qualities contribute to the experience of tranquility, such as the feeling of the wind against one’s skin, which implies that tactile elements are also involved. In other contexts, it appears that smells and aromas also come into play. People want to smell newly cut grass. The interceptive occurs when people walk or move their bodies around in the landscape in order to experience tranquility in the best possible way. Based on my own field work on footpaths in this area, as well as in Devon and Cornwall, it is evident that clothing, equipment, and, not least, one’s approach to the people one meets in the countryside are decisive for the success of the experience of tranquility. In this way, tranquility involves an array of social skills in addition to the overall sensorium.

Thanks to the organizational links between the CPRE and English Heritage, this quantification of tranquility and peace has seeped into the physical development of Stonehenge through the environment project. The fact that these principles have been passed into law through the Rural Tranquillity Act has, naturally, inordinately strengthened their impact.


Tranquility as Cultural Heritage

But other currents and impulses have also contributed to the type of tranquility involved in the environment project at Stonehenge. In the English context, tranquility is linked to the historical construction of the countryside, in a highly complex entanglement of diverse sensory practices. As hinted at by many of CPRE’s respondents, this tranquility is part of the landscape and is, in this way, seen as tradition and cultural heritage. To describe this cultural-historical, created sensory order, I will, in the section that follows, use material from poetry, pictorial art, and music, based on the simple notion that it is through such media that a shared sensory imaginary is created in a population. Maureen Duffy (2001) among many others shows how the idea of the rural English idyll grew up in the 1790s as a reaction against industrialization. It was in precisely the same period that Stonehenge was rediscovered as cultural heritage, cast in a strongly romantic light. This has contributed to the common view of the site as an iconic example of what is perceived as a peculiarly English idyll and rural tranquility.

Duffy writes, “By one of those ambiguities or ironies for which we are famous, just as England’s ‘green and pleasant land’ was subsiding under the weight of the ‘dark satanic mills’, a wave of interest in rural life began” (2001, 139). One of the strongest impulses in this stream was the new romantic poetry that caught on and became highly popular among the populace, to the extent that many of its poems have become fixed reference points for the way people talk about “the English countryside.” According to Duffy, we can talk about a literary “line of descent” (145). The author sees this poetic construction of the countryside as the seat of tranquility, slowness, authenticity, and innocence as a peculiarly English variant of the romantic quest for the sublime (Eagleton 1990). The upper-class English people who had taken the Grand Tour had all experienced the Alps and their “wild character.” England’s topography could not compare with something like that, so the sublime was “translated” in the domestic landscape, so that the great could be valued in the small—in other words, the idyllic and the picturesque. Duffy takes the view that this is the starting point for Romantic neoclassical concern with landscape architecture, and interest in “the English garden.” There are striking connections between current tranquility policy, and the English garden and aristocratic park, where “the manor” nestles in discreet and noble seclusion amid a peaceful, rolling landscape. These kinds of stately homes were also the first buildings the National Trust began to conserve, and they still account for the vast majority of the properties it owns.

One of the best-known and most defining poets in this pre-Romantic current was Thomas Gray (1716–1771), whose most famous and important poem is, perhaps, “Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard” (Gray 1751). Several stock phrases in the English language are drawn from this text, such as “the unlettered muse” and “kindred spirit.” The subjects of the poem, the people who lie buried in the graveyard, are “the rude forefathers of the hamlet,” whom the authorial voice praises as its heroes. One of the verses contains just such a stock phrase and is, at the same time, a condensed construction of all that is exalted in the English cultural landscape:


Far from the madding crowd’s ignoble strife

Their sober wishes never learned to stray:

Among the cool sequestered vale of life

They kept the noiseless tenor of their way.



The expression “far from the madding crowd” has an even older antecedent in a line by William Drummond (1585–1649), “Farre from the madding worldling’s hoarse discords” from 1614. The actual stanza in his sonnet describes the same rural, idyllic atmosphere as in Gray:


What sweet delight a quiet life affords,

And what it is to bee of bondage free,

Farre from the madding worldling’s hoarse discords,

Sweet flowrie place, I first did learne of thee;

Ah! If I were mine owne, your deare resorts

I would not change with princes’ stately courts.



The terms “hoarse discord” and “ignoble strife” as a counterpoint to cultural heritage, the “deare resorts,” offer a fitting designation for the relationship between English Heritage/the National Trust and the groups that populate Byway 12—and who, in this context, play the role of “the madding crowd.” But these “noisy people” were quite evidently present at Stonehenge in earlier times. The print by an unknown artist mentioned earlier shows a crowded hunting scene in and around the stone circle. They were engaged in coursing, or hunting with greyhounds—an aristocratic pursuit of the 1700s and 1800s—which clearly expresses an appreciation of the monument that is quite different from the current concept of tranquility.

The expression “far from the madding crowd” was taken up again by the author Thomas Hardy in his novel of the same name, published in 1874. It was filmed with the same title in 1967 and again in 2015. The expression has, in other words, become a term associated with a sequestered, simple and quiet life that is nonetheless elevated and dignified.

Against this backdrop it is possible to claim that tranquility encompasses an element of being elevated above the profanity and triviality of everyday life, while also hinting at nobility in the form of a morally pure life. It also refers to the simple, in contrast to the complexity and complication of modern city life.


Painting Tranquility

Pictorial art has contributed to the experience of tranquility as well. Those traveling to Salisbury and its environs as tourists are offered tours that allow them to follow in the footsteps of England’s national painter, John Constable (1776–1837). It is possible to visit the places where he stood and painted what were to become his iconic motifs. He stayed in Salisbury several times over a twenty-year period from 1811. In this way, Constable is drawn directly into the experience of the Stonehenge WHS on Salisbury Plain.

A special exhibition of his works from this period was shown in the Salisbury & South Wiltshire Museum in Salisbury in the autumn of 2011. On display was the six-foot canvas, Salisbury Cathedral from the Meadows (1831), one of his well-known paintings. It is reasonable to say that Constable established a gaze or sensibility that has been formative in the way people have viewed the English countryside ever since, and this picture was also painted in the immediate environs of Stonehenge. It contains all the aspects of the Romantic aesthetic ideology (Eagleton 1990). The sublime, the idyllic, and the tempestuous are combined in one and the same image. It has the still, secluded pastoral scene of animals and people in the foreground, with the quietly flowing brook, the domestic animals and the couple who are strolling away across the bridge. The background is dominated by menacing gray clouds, which threaten a storm, and the enormous spire of the cathedral, which aims for the heavens and materializes the limitless space beyond. But only a few years later, Constable painted a watercolor of the stone circle itself, in which he adopted a gaze that was quite different from the one English Heritage and the National Trust call for in their environment project. The picture has intense dynamism and almost startling drama. It creates the impression of a meteor impact. Here, we see the stone circle painted from west to east, where it looks more than anything else like a pile of stones. There is no sign of tranquility or dignity in the image. This bears witness to the fact that there have always been different ways of seeing Stonehenge, something the current conservation ideology literally wants to silence.

Along with Constable, J. M. W. Turner (1775–1851) is recognized as one of the artists who shaped the visual image of the English landscape. He also stayed in Wiltshire at around the same time as Constable and made a series of sketches and watercolors of Stonehenge and its environs, in the area that is now covered by the environment project. The watercolor Stonehenge from the Amesbury Road from 1811 shows the stone circle in a light, almost transparent state.

One has the feeling that the forty-ton stones are hovering like a mirage on the horizon, given their ephemeral and elfin quality. This image conveys nothing of the bombastic rhetoric that was used by the leadership of English Heritage in its presentation of the environment project. Under Turner’s gaze, the megaliths appear almost ethereal.

The painting is also interesting because it shows a road that runs alongside the stones, precisely where the A344 was until 2013, when it was removed to recreate tranquility and dignity. Another watercolor by Turner, Stonehenge, from around 1825, is a pastoral idyll in which a flock and its shepherd are sleeping in and around the stone circle without showing any signs of awe. The “isolation” and “dignity” that are being striven for in relation to the monument today are not visible in these motifs.


Writing Silence

Lord Byron’s reference to Stonehenge in his epic poem Don Juan is often quoted: “The Druid’s groves are gone—so much the better. Stonehenge is not, but what the devil is it?” The formulation is amusing because it actually draws attention to the essential fact that not even the archaeological research that has been carried out for over a hundred years now can give us a definitive answer about what the site was used for and how it should be interpreted. The most recent comprehensive project, The Stonehenge Riverside Project (Pearson 2012), revealed a much wider ritual landscape in which the stone circle was highly likely to have been involved, but came no closer to offering definitive answers about its use and construction.

The very oldest literary treatment of Stonehenge dates back to Geoffrey of Monmouth’s text from around 1130, Historia Regum Britannia (Geoffrey 1973). This work is better known as the source of the Arthurian legends and directly links them to Stonehenge. The book tells how Arthur’s companion, Merlin the Druid, brought the stones from Africa via Wales and erected them at Stonehenge. In this way, a connection is set up between the monument and one of the strongest narrative traditions in England, and indeed Western Europe. Through this fusion of the Celtic Iron Age and sub-Roman “Dark Ages” in the history of the British Isles, Geoffrey introduces a quite central narrative segment in the assemblage that is the Stonehenge WHS today. I use the term “assemblage” here loosely in line with the formulation of the term by Deleuze and de Landa (Deleuze and Guattari 1987; de Landa 2006). In this connection, I understand it as a juxtaposition of factors that were, at the outset, distinct and that have combined to create a multitude of highly complex effects and forms, all of which are part of the context of Stonehenge. This appears to maintain the “noise level” at the WHS, because it resists a single dominant reading. Metaphorically speaking, things are not calming down. The fact that the place still appears to be a mystery from a scientific point of view naturally helps maintain the urge to constantly incorporate new practices and interpretative frameworks.

Geoffrey, for example, also draws a connection between Stonehenge and two other mystical sites in Southwest England—Glastonbury in Somerset and Tintagel in Cornwall. Glastonbury Abbey was an enormous church building, indeed the second largest in Great Britain, being only slightly smaller than Canterbury Cathedral. However, it was shut down and confiscated by Henry VIII during the English Reformation. In the 1200s, the monks there spread a rumor that King Arthur was buried in the crypt along with his queen, Guinevere. It is still an important pilgrimage site in neospiritual circles and is, today, prominent as a central arena for the alternative movement (see Ivakhiv 2001). In addition, the unusual ridge, Glastonbury Tor, is considered by the same circles to be Avalon, the holy isle to which Arthur was carried after his death. Tintagel, meanwhile, was viewed as King Arthur’s birthplace. Quite apart from the fact that King Arthur is, after all, a fictional figure who originated in the literary circles at the Plantagenet court in the 1100s and 1200s (Higham 2002, 223; Lupack 2007, 24), all these references are also chronologically flawed. The Celts, and the druids with them, came to this part of England over a thousand years after the stone circle had been abandoned. Glastonbury Abbey was built two hundred years after the time when the legendary king was supposed to have lived, and Tintagel dates back to Norman times—in other words, five hundred years too late to have been involved in these events. Nonetheless, these ideas persist among many of the alternative groups that lay claim to Stonehenge. This is especially true of the pagan groups and neodruidic circles. One of the central protagonists in the issue of Byway 12, who regularly takes the initiative when it comes to demanding access to the stone circle at the summer solstice, goes by the name of Uther Pendragon, which, according to Geoffrey of Monmouth, was the name of King Arthur’s father. The explanation for this narrative resistance is probably that, by invoking this identity, the group creates precisely the type of noise that Attali describes. Within the context of the Arthurian legend cycle, Pendragon naturally enjoys considerable honor on the strength of being a king. The person incarnating him today also behaves in “kingly” fashion in the ceremonial contexts in which he participates. Arthurian imagery, as expressed in British art, is also characterized by an enchanting tranquility. Christine Poulson (1999) shows that the visual depiction of mythological figures and motifs is frequently characterized by heightened tranquility and dignity—a tranquility and dignity that can be described using the same words as the atmosphere English Heritage and the National Trust are attempting to achieve at Stonehenge. In recent years, the painter Anne Sudworth has been particularly active in a kind of Gothic fantasy style. She has painted Stonehenge many times, along with Glastonbury and Tintagel. All are depicted under the light of the moon, steeped in cosmic emptiness and silence. In other words, the mystical Arthurian landscape also has the characteristics of tranquility and dignity.

Only when this populist, mystical dignity comes into confrontation with the tranquility regime of the state conservation authorities, with its monumental dignity, does it manifest itself as noise. As Attali wrote, “The simultaneity of multiple codes, the variable overlapping between periods, styles, and forms, prohibits any attempt at genealogy, a hierarchical archaeology” (1985). In other words, it is precisely by mixing chronologies that the hegemonic sensory order is called into question and challenged, and that disturbances arise.

This short account shows that the artistic and literary formulation of criteria for the experience of the Stonehenge WHS has taken several centuries to come into being, and that it is in constant flux, with new versions in development. In no way has it calmed down.


A Calming Cultural Heritage

The sensory imaginary that is constructed over centuries in art and literature is, in turn inscribed in the Stonehenge landscape and is constitutive of the gaze that is envisaged in the management plan (English Heritage 2009):

Typically, much of the WHS is an open landscape in which the sky dominates. The undulating landform, with large fields bounded by fences and long distant views of plantations, clumps of trees, roads and upstanding archaeological features, are the most distinctive characteristics of the downland plateau landscapes within the WHS.8

Here, we recognize the experience of the vast, limitless space “in which the sky dominates” as a typical trope expressive of the sublime. The description evokes a visual impression that resembles the translucent, hovering impression in Turner’s watercolor, Stonehenge from the Amesbury Road. We also find, once again, the emphasis on broad vistas that recurs in the CPRE’s mapping of tranquility and peace.

The description of the enclosed and intimate atmosphere of the Avon valley, which lies due east of the stone circle and is part of the ritual landscape, stands in marked contrast to this expansive quality. According to the rhetoric, it contributes vital dimensions to the experience:

Here, the River Avon meanders through cattle-grazed water meadows, bordered by thick woodland which extends up the valley sides in places. Small riverside settlements with distinctive historic buildings follow the valley floor, complemented by the designed landscapes of old parkland. The sense of tranquility and remoteness is enhanced by the visual containment of the wooded valley slopes.9

The quotation is a paradigmatic formulation of the romantic idyll, as developed in Constable’s picture of Salisbury. The appreciation of the secluded and the enclosed is also like an echo of Gray’s “cool, sequestered vale.”

Interestingly enough, the only traits of the romantic sensibility that are not reflected in the management plan are the dramatic and the exalted. This can be explained in light of the factors that are listed as intrusive characteristics in the CPRE’s mapping of peaceful areas. In this way, we see how the different sensory dimensions at the WHS—expressed through literary, artistic, scientific, and political currents, as well as a whole array of others, from the “madding crowds” of the alternative movement to the discreet cultivation of the middle classes—are all trying to appropriate the WHS in a never-ending “inheritance dispute.”



The Two Sides of Silence

The expression “far from the madding crowd” implies that tranquility and silence have an inside and an outside, that there is a noisy Other outside “the sequestered vale of life.” During my own wanderings on English footpaths, the exclusive aspect was very conspicuous and audible. It is an implicit and discreet culture that meets the stranger, where one must know the codes from within in order to participate, but at the same time, there are few opportunities to acquire these in any way other than through education and a relatively lengthy socialization. I can say this as a researcher because I myself have grown up in a comparable sensory order and am familiar with it. I also earned discreet acknowledgment of this during my walks, both on Salisbury Plain and in other places. It is an intrinsic aspect of discretion that it does not give away its codes and the rules of its games. Explanation will seem vulgar and intrusive to the tranquility that prevails among the fellow walkers, and the sanctions are many and effective. This is also confirmed in the responses to the CPRE’s quantification of tranquility. One of the respondents gives this very simple answer to the question about what tranquility is: “just me”—a sensory order that is quite free of otherness.

The silence and discretion that people are seeking at Stonehenge therefore has two sides—or more accurately, it produces two sides: an inside and an outside. The implicit discourse does not just reduce other voices to silence but also bars the way to outsiders. Tranquility’s binary other does not appear to be noise in the sense of loud sounds but intrusion, a term that is also used by the CPRE. This inherited tranquility and silence, in its peculiarly English manifestation, creates a space where otherness is effectively shut out—an ontologically pure space. Classen (1993) and Herzfeld (2001) point out that the senses are our “window on the world,” but it is important to add that some windows can be shut. The combining of sensory perceptions and cultural values, as Herzfeld expresses it in the earlier quotation, is difficult to change because it is embodied; but it is also—as I have tried to show—built into the physical landscape and is therefore experienced as a part of it. This came out quite clearly in the responses to the CPRE’s mapping of tranquil landscapes, where many people mentioned buildings, paths, and “traditional things” as part of the landscape. Like Keith Basso (1996), we can say that the silence “embeds itself” in the landscape. In this way, the prevailing sensory order also becomes a means of anchoring identity politics. Other ways of perceiving the same environment are therefore interpreted as invasive and inappropriate. In his book on landscape and power, W. J. T. Mitchell makes this one of his main points, when he says landscape is a “medium of exchange between the human and the natural, the self and the other” (2002, 5).

For my own part, I experienced this as an anthropological Eureka effect the first time I came to Stonehenge in my professional capacity. I was heartily welcomed by a National Trust representative, who spent a whole day off showing me around and introducing me, as it were, to the silence. She drove me in her Land Rover to precisely the spot on the plain where she thought I would get the very best experience of the vision of tranquility and silence. It proved to be on what is known as the Cursus, several hundred meters northwest of the stone circle, which looks especially striking against the horizon. Here, the A303 is well hidden under the crest of the ridge and is also out of earshot. She placed great weight on the idea that we should stand still and listen to the birdsong, which was real enough. She was quite right: I was enchanted. But as we stood there, sunk in monumental, historical tranquility, the gentle but insistent resistance of Linton Kwesi Johnson’s poem, “Two Sides of Silence,” from the album Bass Culture (1980) sounded within me.

Linton Kwesi Johnson is a trail-blazing dub poet who has a very special significance for me personally. He was born in Jamaica in 1952 but moved to England as a child, and has lived and worked there throughout his entire career. He has gradually achieved a quite remarkable status in English language literature, becoming only the second poet ever to have been published by Penguin Classics in his lifetime—and the first nonwhite person to achieve this recognition. The first time I went to conduct fieldwork about the Rastafari movement and reggae music in London and Kingston in the 1970s, Linton Kwesi Johnson was one of my very first “informants.” We have met on several occasions since over the years. This poem now gained a new and strong relevance on the sunlit spring day when I stood there and was led to the epicenter of England’s tranquility culture. His slow, almost menacing recitation of the poem droned in my inner ear:

To us / who were / of necessary birth / for the earths hard / and thankless toil / silence has no meaning. There is never a feeling / of tranquillity / or mere quietness / never a moment / of soundless calm / from within or without / our troubled selves.

The poem can stand as a model for understanding the power that lies in the implicit, physical encoding of sensory orders. Johnson’s voice rises from the colonial outside toward the impenetrable implicitness of the ur-English landscape. It is precisely that implicit tranquility and silence that deny him access to his own interior. The poem expresses the postcolonial ambivalence in the experience of belonging to a place but not feeling that one is at home and yet being unable to opt out of it. This postcolonial double-bind is one of Kwesi Johnson’s main poetic motifs, also treated in the text “Inglan Is a Bitch” from the same album.

W’en mi jus come to Landan toun, me use to work pan di andahgroun. But workin’ pan di andahgroun, y’u don’t get fi know your way aroun. Inglan is a bitch, dere’s no escapin’ it. Inglan is a bitch, there is no runnin’ whey fram it.

The thought of being present but absent is expressed effectively in the underground metaphor. Kwesi Johnson conjures up the two sides of silence: mute silence on the outside and implicit silence on the inside.

This unending silence / taut impervious, unbending / not lending an ear / to the most delicate of sounds / awaits the blast of bombs / which man will explode / to break this silent bond.

From this position, silence is experienced as an unbending and impervious wall. Silence as a “bond” that must be broken is an especially strong metaphor in this context, especially given that the word carries the sense of “chain,” and is associated with slavery and lack of freedom.

This therefore brings out another aspect of the way in which the senses operate socially and politically. Political and historical conditions are established for our sensory practices, which, both legally and physically, provide social space for certain experiences while ousting others. Suddenly, I understood what Bender and Winer (2001) mean by the term “exile” in the context of site construction. Kwesi Johnson ends the poem with this almost heart-rending dream of existence in “the mother land”:

where sweet-clothed sounds / can rebound / and their echoes glide / like a carefree bird / in rhythmic calm / to a mellow / pure, silent space.

This last formulation sounds almost like a word-for-word repetition of the responses about tranquility that were given in the CPRE’s survey. It could, without irony, be added to English Heritage’s description of its vision for the Stonehenge environment project. The prepared footpaths almost literally run in “soft obedience,” so that they blend into the landscape in a “natural” way in sublime tranquility. The implicitness and discretion form a part of the tranquility—the pure, silent space—and make it look like a meaningless, oppressive silence when it is heard from a position of sensory exile.




Notes

1. This study was part of the Contemporary Sound Spaces project, financed by Norway’s Research Council (NFR). The fieldwork was carried out in Cornwall, Devon, and Wiltshire, England, in the summer of 2011.

2. Stonehenge is a Neolithic stone circle on Salisbury Plain in Wiltshire, which was built and used in the period from 3100 to 1600 bce The conservation area extends 35 km north to south, covering around 650 acres and containing more than 700 ancient monuments, the iconic stone circle being the main attraction. In 1986, UNESCO declared it was a WHS under the official name of Stonehenge, Avebury and Associated Sites.

3. “Acoustic” is used here to refer to the movement of sound waves in physical space. Outdoor space, like indoor space, is characterized by certain acoustic relationships. In modern society, this is often a source of conflict. This is particularly true of things like traffic noise in the context of residential areas but also—as in this case—in relation to areas where there is a striving for “dignity.”

4. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nbx3S7L7soU.

5. A palimpsest is a parchment that has been reused and overwritten several times so that the previous texts are visible as shadows under the current text.

6. This acronym is often used in English social life and is short for quasi-autonomous nongovernmental organization.

7. http://www.cpre.org.uk/what-we-do/countryside/tranquil-places/the-issues. Accessed July 3, 2007.

8. English Heritage (2009, 23–24).

9. English Heritage (2009, 24).
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chapter 16

The Sonic Abject

Sound and Violence in the Legal Imagination

Veit Erlmann



Introduction

Modernity, the editors of the authoritative Oxford Handbook of Sound Studies state, “has brought about developments in science, technology, and medicine and at the same time increasingly new ways of producing, storing, and reproducing sound” (Bijsterveld and Pinch 2012, 4). Indeed, with modernity, sound becomes more “thing-like … measured, regulated, and controlled” (5). Maybe so. Yet as the current paradigmatic shift toward hyperobjects (Morton 2013), object-oriented ontologies (Harman 2010), new materialism, thing theory (Brown 2004), and animal studies (Haraway 2008) indicates, the very concept of object—along with narratives of subjectification based on “epistemic virtues” such as objectivity (Daston and Galison 2010)—has never been more uncertain.

In what follows I am making two claims. First, instead of an object, sound’s place in modernity resembles more that of what Julia Kristeva (1982) calls an abject. In Kristeva’s view, the notion of the abject differs from Freud’s concept of primary repression as a subject’s forbidden desire for a given object in that it is the antecedent ambiguity of the subject–object relation itself that is being repressed. Hence, in contrast to Freud, the return of repressed things like uncontrollable body fluids do not evoke specific traumas as much as they recall the fragility of the borders separating the inside from the outside. It is these unstable boundaries that form the space proper of the abject.

My second claim is that the tenuous relationship of a wide range of modern epistemologies to their respective objects of inquiry is perhaps nowhere thrown into sharper relief than in the abjection of sound in law. While much has been written about the sensory and aesthetic dimensions of the law and legal practice (Bently and Flynn 1996) or on the long and venerable relationship of law and music (Manderson 2000), what little attention sound has received in the humanistic study of law has usually been centered on sound as res, as the subject matter of rights. Yet what is often overlooked in the search for the articulations of the aesthetic and the legal is that in numerous areas of substantive and procedural law the objectification of sound frequently entails its prior abjection. Whether in criminal law, constitutional law, international law, and of course, above all else, copyright law, sound is generally repressed as a mere medium of an expression. As such, sound is not only barred from constituting an object of legal discourse but also is incapable of instantiating a (legal) subject in the same way that the voice is often naturalized as inextricably intertwined with subjectivity, agency, and intentionality.

The essay is in three parts. I begin by reviewing Julia Kristeva’s theory of the abject, focusing less on its place within the larger context of Lacanian psychoanalysis or its representation in the arts than on what I call Kristeva’s and other theorists’ “acoustic blindspots.” I will show that Kristeva’s work on modernist poetics, while signaling a radical departure from classical theories of language and signification in subject-formation, fails to account for sound as abject and a site of abjection because her perspective on sound is already filtered through a discourse that subsumes it under the realm of “symbolic.” In the second part, I review two cases of hate speech in which sound figures as a paradox. Both cases—one involving ethnic strife and mass violence, the other racially motivated injurious acts—illustrate the sense of unease and ambivalence that the law evinces in admitting sound into its discourse and practice whenever such sound appears to explode the rigid boundaries between form and expression, medium and content that underpin legal theories of agency and intention. I end with a short series of reflections on the sonic abject in judicial contexts in which the impossibility of speech threatens the very idea of justice either because a witness to unspeakable violence falls silent or because of an excess of semantically inarticulate expression of suffering and anger.


On the Edge—Music and Sound in Julia Kristeva’s Work

Julia Kristeva’s (1982) The Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection has what one might call an “acoustic blindspot.” Readers familiar with the conceptual history of “signifiance” may recall that the term—along with other original Kristevan portmanteaus such as “genotext” and “phenotext”—was subsequently adopted by Roland Barthes and developed into a theory of the musical voice that played a significant role in the formative period of what became known as New Musicology. Irrespective of Barthes’s early influence, however, musicological readings of Kristeva’s concept of abjection—which is intimately linked to the theory of “signifiance”—are scarce. There are some noteworthy exceptions though. For instance, in a wide-ranging classic of the field, Lawrence Kramer has sought to revive classical music’s waning appeal not by fetishizing its role as an anchor of enlightened subjectivity but by embracing music’s inescapable and irredeemable abjection (Kramer 1995). Kramer arrives at this conclusion by way of an intricate argument that bears closer scrutiny because of its significance beyond the realm of classical music and indeed the musical generally for the argument of this chapter about the sonic abject in the legal imagination.

Since the mid-eighteenth century, Kramer writes, music has been closely tied to what he calls a “logic of alterity” (35). Much of New Musicology’s initial project (including, prominently, Kramer’s own work) has centered on figuring this “logic” as the “opposition of form and sensuous plenitude,” or as the “rational” containment of excessive, “oriental,” “effeminate” sonority. But the opposition between the unitary identity that the Enlightenment self recognizes and the Others it depends on for the construction of that identity is not only an imaginary one, as Lacan would say, articulated within specific musical terrains and serving cultural institutions that continually reproduce this opposition. It also rests on a “systematic contradiction in the identification of self and other” (35). The “othering” that is articulated in the “opposition of form and sensuous plenitude” intensifies further when music as a whole comes to stand as the Other. It is then, Kramer argues, that this othering of music begins to decenter the process by which musical form constructs a musical self. For if “the self speaks through music when form contains (limits and encloses) sonority, then formally articulate music cannot stand as other. Yet the very presence within music of a position between form and sonority presupposes that something in music must be other” (36).

Significantly, Kramer never quite succeeds in distancing himself from the binary of self and other that he identified as being at the heart of music’s “logic of alterity.” Over the breadth and length of his article the eponymous abject hardly ever comes into view. For sure, Kramer advocates an auditory stance or what he calls a “performative listening” that “subsumes the logic of alterity but can never be subsumed by it.” And he too does envisage a type of “pragmatic” experience in which “presymbolic involvement, symbolic understanding, and keenness of pleasure or distress can all coexist, precisely because there is no imperative to reconcile them or order them hierarchically” (65). Yet such incantations of a “more contingent logic of postmodern musical experience” do not bring us a single step closer to the instability of the subject–object relationship, that strange je ne sais quoi that is said to be at the heart of music and that the reflexive self must discard to be itself.

But the problem is not Kramer’s alone. The difficulty to locate this “something in music” that is other also troubles emerging work on the cultural production of the abject in popular art forms. Thus, in a discussion of country music—a genre of music often decried for its alleged aesthetic plainness and right-wing political sympathies—Aaron Fox argues for country’s “alchemical” transformation from a state of abjection as “bad” music to an object of intense desire (Fox 2004), or, as Kristeva might put it, to the abject that “is edged with the sublime” (Kristeva 1982, 11). In a slightly different vein, Nataša Pivec finds that in the intense, in-your-face music videos of the rock artist Marilyn Manson various material, spatial, and symbolic forms of “dirt” are employed tactically to subverse “hegemonic masculinity” (Pivec 2015, 123). What unites this scholarship, beyond or precisely despite its Kristevan echoes, is something far more concrete and fixed than abjection though. It is the assumption that various forms of identity—masculine, country, working-class, and so forth—are already in place and that as such they can be deconstructed, restructured, or redeemed by harnessing the abject, by stabilizing the inescapably fragile boundaries between self and other by aesthetic means. Thus it is that country music’s abjection—its plebeian flouting of the rules of political correctness or of middle-class gender norms—is being subsumed under what Fox calls “a cultural logic” through which “bad” is sublimated into “good” (Fox 2004, 59). The abject sublime becomes readable within a social logics of race, class, and gender that may confirm or contest identities, without the process of identity formation as such ever being questioned.

In fairness, throughout Kristeva’s oeuvre a similar reluctance may be sensed to engage the sonic at the same level of theoretical rigor as in her readings of Céline, Mallarme, or Joyce. Thus, all assertions to the contrary of “signifiance” being an “unlimited and unbounded generating process” and enabling a “passage to the outer boundaries of the subject” (17), whenever she invokes music, there is a tendency to renounce such open-endedness in favor of a closed system of binary oppositions. For instance, there are two “modalities” of “signifiance,” the semiotic and the symbolic. Within these, the primary signifiers are also organized in opposites: rhythm and intonation are situated within the realm of the semiotic or chora, music and melody in the symbolic order. At the same time, however, within each of these modalities the relationship of these terms among each other is anything but obvious. Thus one cannot be but struck by the near-inscrutability of claims such as the one that Céline’s declared intention of mining the emotional depths by “imparting to thought a certain melodious, melodic twist” constitutes the moment when “melody alone reveals, and even holds, such buried intimacy” and when the worship of emotion “slips into glorification of sound” (190). Whence this total metonymy of melody and sound, redolent of romantic ideas of mellifluous excess undermining the rationality of musical form? Why this constant oscillation between the presymbolic intimacy of music and its containment in melody? And what is one to make of the perplexing assertion, in Kristeva’s pioneering Revolution in Poetic Language (1984, 93), that music is a nonverbal, signifying system that is “constructed exclusively on the basis of the semiotic,” when elsewhere we are told that the semiotic comprises nonsignifying pulsations of rhythm? Lastly, what is the meaning behind the suggestive if unlikely claim that in Céline, Joyce, and Artaud music and rhythm merge into a strange sort of polyphony that is meant to “wipe out sense?” (Kristeva 1980, 142).

Kristeva’s blistering analysis of Céline’s work in the last pages of Powers might provide some answers to these questions. In it Kristeva berates Céline’s project—modernism’s project—to let language “fly off its handle” as a failed project. On the one hand, Céline is to be applauded for having downgraded the “logical or grammatical dominant of written language.” But on the other hand Kristeva accuses him of undermining that effort by means of transformations situated at the deeper, “semiotic” level, through such devices as segmentation, preposing, displacement, ellipsis, and most crucially, intonation. Usually thought of as a mere acoustic instantiation of the language system, the latter especially for Kristeva exists prior to enunciation, producing language—and, of course, the subject of enunciation itself—through the symbolic integration of rejection and death drive (196). For all of his vulgar, hate-filled verbal convulsions, thus Kristeva’s crushing verdict, Céline is a “grammarian who reconciles melody and logic admirably well” (192).

Clearly, Kristeva’s sonic imagination is a rather impoverished one. Contrary to the grandiose title—“From Content to Sound”—of the chapter quoted previously, much of her work might be said to take us in the opposite direction, from sound to content. Kristeva’s failure to embrace sound’s abjection is due to her perspective on sound already having been filtered through a discourse that assigns to “rhythm” a subordinate position as the Other of more dominant parameters such as “melody.” By blindly reproducing the othering implicit in the common repertoire’s placing of rhythm at the bottom of the hierarchy of musical parameters, Kristeva fails to query musical form’s hegemony over the musical order, over and against sonority and visceral excess. Kristeva’s sonic world is firmly integrated into the symbolic order.

Still, although musicians and music scholars may find it difficult to relate Kristeva’s sweeping terminology to the specifics of musical grammar and practice, they might recognize in her writing something of the intensity with which previous generations of thinkers have tackled the je ne sais quoi of sound, a quest that has been renewed with unprecedented vigor in sound studies. Although this field may be credited for having provided during its formative period a much needed corrective to the dominance of vision as the sensory core of Western epistemology, current sound scholarship has since moved into what Jonathan Sterne and Mitchell Akiyama (2012) call a “postsonic” phase (556). Stretching the sonic spectrum to its outer limits—to unwanted, aesthetically disparaged, unbearable, repulsive, deafening, or barely audible sound—researchers are increasingly questioning “axiomatic assumptions regarding the givenness of a particular domain called ‘sound,’ a process called ‘hearing,’ or a listening subject” (Sterne and Akiyama 2012, 556). Good examples of such scholarship are David Novak’s Japanoise (2013), a study on Japan’s underground Noise scene, or Brandon LaBelle’s evocative Lexicon of the Mouth (2014), a part compendium, part philosophical essay on orally produced abject sounds such as sloshing, belching, or puking. But in doing so these and other authors do not simply open up new topics of investigation; they also alter conventional subject-centered methodologies. In tandem with this shift toward the edges of the sonic spectrum, sound is being repositioned from an object of knowledge to a way of knowing. Inspired by Steven Feld’s influential concept of acoustemology, the cultural study of sound stands in for a type of knowledge production about the world that does not a priori presume essences such as “human,” “animal,” or “sound,” and that, as a consequence, also refuses to recognize the subject–object framework structuring the relationship of such essences in traditional epistemology. Acoustemology, Feld suggests, accepts the “conjunctions, disjunctions, and entanglements among all copresent and historically accumulated forms as what holds the world together” (Feld 2015, 12). Perhaps the most promising direction, however, sound studies has taken in recent years is toward a deeper understanding of sound as abjection, that is, as an obliterating force deployed in situations of extreme violence such as war or torture. Thus, Suzanne Cusick (2008), in a seminal piece on sound and music in detention facilities used in the US “war on terror,” has probed the deterritorializing effects of sound and music during or as a technique of torture and the all-encompassing damage it inflicts on the perpetrators, their victims, the public, and even music itself. Meanwhile, J. Martin Daughtry (2015) introduced the term “abject acoustic victims” to refer to Iraqi detainees who were being hooded during interrogation and whose exposure to extremely loud sounds deprived them of sensory control of their surroundings, deterritorializing and reterritorializing self and other in its wake. The point, then, about such “belliphonic sounds” (another Daughtry coinage) is not only that they strip their victims of their entire being by casting the abject back on bodies that under normal circumstances would eject them as extreme, painful, or unpalatable. Occupying “intracorporeal acoustic territories” (107), the breakdown of subject–object boundaries created by such weaponization of sound at the same time opens up entirely new possibilities for radically reshaping conventional Enlightenment notions and rules of identity formation focusing on the autharchic body, feeding what Steve Goodman (2009) calls the “ecology of fear” in their wake.

But acoustic boundary violations are not confined to the association with real or threatened physical violence. Less traumatic (albeit by no means any less morally debilitating) is the way more aestheticized manifestations of the sonic abject invade, stretch, and explode the confines of what Didier Anzieu (1989), a student of Lacan, calls the “skin ego,” causing revulsion, disgust, and outrage in their wake. Steven Connor (2003), in a series of texts that draw on this and other related terms introduced by Anzieu such as the “acoustic envelope,” explores the role of sound in upsetting the conventional notion of the skin as a mere outer shell that separates the outside (other) from the inside (self). On this account, the tympanum is not what Derrida famously derided as the “organ of absolute properness,” that is, of the distinction between what is proper to oneself and what is the realm of the other (Derrida 1982, x). Quite to the contrary, skin as a whole, not just the eardrum, assumes resonant, acoustic qualities (Erlmann 2010). Skin is the space of nowhere par excellence and as such it belongs neither to the subject nor to the object. This is the reason why this border-space is eminently suited for inviting a different form of the sonic abject. As Lisa Coulthard (2013) points out in an essay on “dirty sound” in New Extremism (which includes films by the likes of Lars von Trier and Philippe Grandrieux), images and sounds of abjection, dissociation, and disturbance materially implicate audiences in what one might call a complicity of sublime acoustic violence.


The Silence of the Law

The question then becomes a broader one for the assertion of this chapter that sound is not an object but an abject of law. If the abject, according to Kristeva (1982), is what “does not respect borders, positions, rules” (4) and if, as shown above, scholars consider sound as one of the privileged sites of abjection, what work does the sonic abject do in the legal imagination? Why is it that the law is suffused with acoustic metaphors and procedures that are central to its functioning, when at the same time it goes to extraordinary lengths in keeping sound at arm’s length? Why do legal practitioners and legal scholars, facing an ever-growing presence and awareness of sounds in areas from environmental pollution, conflicts over land to debates about cultural heritage and intellectual property rights, turn a deaf ear to sound? Could it be that the law, as Stanley Fish (1999) famously puts it in his controversial essay “The Law Wishes to Have a Formal Existence,” “is continually creating and recreating itself out of the very materials and forces it is obliged, by the very desire to be law, to push away” (181).

We will return to Fish’s essay in more detail later, but first we must begin, in proper legal fashion, with a case. In September 2006 a Rwandan pop singer by the name of Simon Bikindi was put on trial at the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda on charges of incitement to genocide. In 1994 a largely passive world audience became witness to one of the worst genocides of the twentieth century in the course of which more than half a million Tutsi and tens of thousands of moderate Hutu were murdered within less than a hundred days. A key role in the mass slaughter was played by Radio Télévision Libre des Mille Collines (RTLMC), a station that flooded the Rwandan airwaves with Tutsi-baiting rhetoric and Bikindi’s songs. Although for much of its duration the trial looked and sounded more like a “musical trial” than a criminal trial, the tribunal frequently finding itself tuning into Bikindi’s music, hearing evidence from musicologists, and even listening to Bikindi himself as he sang his final statement, it was not his songs that Bikindi was eventually convicted for but two inflammatory speeches the singer gave from a truck in which, to the sound of his own music, he exhorted the public to go out and exterminate all Tutsi. In a way, then, Bikindi’s voice and music might be said to have provided the soundtrack to the genocide. But why is it, James Parker wonders in his pioneering Acoustic Jurisprudence: Listening to the Trial of Simon Bikindi, that the tribunal never explicitly engaged the materiality of sound permeating the “judicial soundscape” as a fact of law (Parker 2015, 3)? And, at the same time, why is the law “never without the problem of sound?” (2). At bottom, Parker concludes his review of the trial, the main reason for the Tribunal’s sonic obtuseness is the crude, instrumentalist conception of mass media, music, and the voice. In the chamber’s opinion these merely functioned as language’s handmaiden. For instance, RTLMC was seen as a mere vehicle for disseminating and amplifying messages of hatred. Similarly, music was to be understood as separate from song, as instrumental backing and as such irrelevant to the “content” or lyrics of the song. Or, examining two particular songs in which Bikindi obliquely called for the extermination of moderate Hutu, the court declined to admit these songs as evidence of Bikindi’s genocidal intentions because they had been composed long before they were disseminated during the genocide. In assuming that the meaning of a song is permanently and unalterably inscribed in it from the moment of its creation and that, hence, authorial intent and work are identical, the court subscribed to a profoundly romantic idea (and a Western idea at that), ignoring that music lives its own deedful life independent of the doer.

What about the voice then? On the one hand, voice is to speech what “music” is to the lyrics of a song: its natural embodiment and material form and as such extraneous to thought. But at the same time voice figures in a more ambiguous role drawing together vocalization, thought, intent, and even technology (RTLMC, the PA system, etc.) into a perilous, even tautological metonymy, or what Parker calls “expressive chain” (Parker 2015, 114–118). What enables this chain and ultimately secured Bikindi’s conviction, Parker argues, is a peculiar conflation of the jurisprudential reasoning underpinning the doctrine of incitement on the one hand and the legacy of phonocentrism as defined by Derrida on the other hand. In essence, the Tribunal treated Bikindi’s speeches as an “expression” of individual criminal intent. Yet the concept of “expression” is so deeply enshrined in a host of legal doctrines—from the law of evidence and the law of criminal procedure to copyright law—that it no longer requires justification, particularly in relation to the law’s most taken-for-granted, “natural” entity, the voice. This is the reason why the court had no difficulty in merging voice and subjectivity in its effort to lend plausibility and weight to the finding that in making these speeches Bikindi not only had genocidal intentions but that as such these intentions can clearly be deduced from his vocal utterances. Thus, ultimately, what is essentially an ontological problem—the “problem of sound”—here comes down to a question of juridical convenience. Eschewing sound by separating the sonic materiality of the voice from its enunciative outcome is simply a sophisticated “jurisprudential technique” for silencing the voice precisely “in the process of ‘giving voice’ to speech” (122–123). Through the “substitution of the language of voice for that of subjectivity” sound is sacrificed to evidentiary reliability and, ultimately, to the stability of the subject. But, as Fish cautions, such “technique” is far from being a sign of trickery or a lack of self-reflexivity. While the court’s decision to abstract meaning and intention and their expression in spoken (or even sung) language from sound and thereby also to deny sound’s agency to inflict bodily harm clearly highlights the paucity of law’s sonic imagination, such jurisprudential technique is the very “trick by which law subsists” in the first place (Fish 1999, 195).

In her Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative, Judith Butler faces a similar conundrum. Like Parker, Butler seems to imply that the notion that the judicial attribution of injurious speech to a singular subject and act is a matter of basic linguistics or a mere “grammatical requirement of accountability,” is a fallacy (Butler 1997, 50). And although she sees, like Parker, such attribution as little more than a “juridical constraint on thought,” she might also find herself at odds with Parker in rejecting any attempt at judicial censoring of injurious speech as curtailing the possibility of political opposition to such speech. More usefully, however, Butler also seeks to broaden the question of agency in hate speech by attending to the role of the nonconstative foundation of speech as transcending the utterer–utterance divide underpinning the concept of efficacious, violence-inducing speaking. In a familiar, Derridean move she denies to the utterer any claims to antecedence to the utterance. Much as “auto-affection” does not characterize a being that is already itself, the injuriously speaking, morally and juridically accountable subject first needs to be produced through a prior configuration in which the question of “who is accountable for a given injury precedes and initiates the subject, and the subject itself is formed through being nominated to inhabit that grammatical and juridical site” (46).

Throughout her analysis Butler studiously avoids the “problem of sound.” Except once—as analogy. Discussing a case in which the Supreme Court pondered the question whether the KKK-style burning of a cross on the front lawn of an African American family in St. Paul constitutes protected speech under the First Amendment (R.A.V. v. City of St. Paul, 505 U.S. 377, 1992), she touches on the relationship the ruling establishes between the “noncontent element (e.g. noise)” and the “content element” of speech. Delivering the opinion, Justice Scalia revisits the “fighting words” doctrine of constitutional law, according to which speech acts unprotected by the Constitution are those that “are no essential part of any exposition of ideas, and are of such slight social value as a step to truth that any benefit that may be derived from them is clearly outweighed by the social interest in order and morality” (Chaplinsky v. New Hampshire, 315 U.S. 568, 1942). This wording, Scalia argues in a remarkable twist of formal legal reasoning, would appear to legitimize the claim that “the unprotected features of the words are, despite their verbal character, ‘nonspeech’ elements of communication” (386). The term “verbal” here may come across as somewhat opaque, but as the sentence immediately following makes clear, it is meant to denote the sonic base of speech: “Fighting words are thus analogous to a noisy sound truck,” Scalia continues his argument. “Each is … a ‘mode of speech’,” and “both can be used to convey an idea; but neither has, in and of itself, a claim upon the First Amendment. As with the sound truck, however, so also with fighting words: The government may not regulate use based on hostility—or favoritism—towards the underlying message expressed.” In other words, in distinguishing between a medium (“noise-truck,”) and the content of an expression (“idea,” “message”) the justices effectively managed to fit a square peg into a round hole: the ruling elevates an otherwise punishable act of destruction (on someone else’s property no less) to a protected expression of a viewpoint. Or, as Butler puts it, by assuming a connection between the signifying power of the burning cross and what may or may not constitute speech, the burning of the cross is no longer a doing, an injurious act but only an offense that, although repugnant, is to be tolerated precisely for that reason (56).

But ambiguity remains. On the one hand, sound, construed by R.A.V. as a container of speech, is demoted to the rank of a mere nuisance to be prevented by means other than by proscribing the content of the speech it houses. Such sound, then, can be ejected from “order” and “morality” and their foundation in speech into a space from which it cannot exert any discursive power. Devoid of agency it simply endures in a state of abjection. But on the other hand the same sound, now stripped of its unproductive, violent force, reemerges in purified and, in a sense, inaudible form to support the unhindered flow of free speech.

Yet such is, precisely, the ambiguity of the abject. And it is the same ambiguity that also constitutes the very possibility of the law’s “formal existence.” This is what Justice Stevens must have had in mind when, in a dissenting opinion, he offers an alternative to what he calls the majority’s “absolutism in the prohibition of content-based regulations” of speech. The difference between injurious and free speech, he argues, cannot be formally established but by interpretation, that is, in context (427). A word, for instance, Stevens quotes legendary Justice Holmes, “is not a crystal, transparent and unchanged” but the “skin of a living thought” that may vary in “color and content according to the circumstances and the time in which it is used” (427). Ignoring the racial undertones of Holmes’s adumbration (duly critiqued by Butler), yet being mindful of the ambiguities of skin as a site of identity formation, it is worthwhile to examine the concept of “context” a little further and how Butler expands on Stevens’s opinion in support of her theory of hate speech. In Butler’s understanding of symbolic violence the relationship between a subject’s intention and the effect of his or her acts is not a causal one between a doer and a deed, but more a “kind of discursive transitivity” (47). The lethal power of contemporary acts of injurious speech is the cumulative effect of iterative uses of past “fighting words” and as such this more performance-like process is best grasped by attending to the moments, sites, and techniques in and through which that power is enacted.


Conclusion

In closing I would like to ask in what way the threat the sonic abject poses to law’s “wish for formal existence” might also serve to strengthen the law. What productive, regenerative force might inhere in those poignant moments when expressions of pain and suffering burst forth from the bodies of traumatized victims of violence and disrupt the legal protocol? This is the question that is increasingly preoccupying scholars who are seeking to come to terms with the sheer endlessness and monstrosity of twentieth-century carnage and how the literally unspeakable trauma experienced by the survivors of war and genocide tests the limits of the law to deal with such “evidence.” Writing about the Eichmann trial, Soshana Felman for instance wonders about the meaning of the moment when the holocaust survivor “K-Zetnik” collapsed in the witness stand. Do dramatic events such as this, the “mute cry” as he himself later called it, prove the trial a failure, as Hannah Arendt famously argued? Or is it rather an example of what Felman calls “necessary failures,” one that not only exposes the trauma but, more significantly, “creates a new dimension in the trial, a physical legal dimension that dramatically expands what can be grasped as legal meaning” (Felman 2002, 165)?

In a similar vein, in Sing the Rage: Listening to Anger after Mass Violence, Sonali Chakravarti (2014) argues that the particular tone, modulation, and cadence of an individual’s voice or what she calls the “kinetic dimension of anger” expressed by a victim of violence during proceedings of restorative justice such as the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission may open up new avenues for political agency and civic engagement. Although courts tend to shun such overtly emotional expressions as alien to the course of justice, affording victims the opportunity to sound (or mute) their deepest feelings and in this way to let go of the restraint imposed by the ideology of reasoned discourse, may actually be constitutive of justice.

Clearly, the contextual basis in which “expressions” can be judged as either being injurious or as being protected speech is a very fragile one and, to boot, one that the law constantly has to stabilize. But this effort to achieve “formal existence” does not operate by suppressing interpretation, context, and morality. Rather, as Fish eloquently puts it, law’s formal integrity is the result of two stories being told, “one of which is denying that the other is being told at all” (Fish 1999, 200) Translated into this chapter’s concern with the “sonic abject,” one might conclude, silencing sound by denying it the status of an object of legal discourse (at least in cases involving doctrines based on distinctions between “expression,” “idea,” or “act”) is the conditio sine qua non and, if we are to believe Fish, the very reason for law’s remarkable resilience (in bringing perpetrators such as Bikindi to justice, for instance). By the same token, however, it is not too far-fetched a counterclaim to suggest that the unease with the “problem of sound” articulated by Parker, Butler, and Stevens too partakes of what Fish calls a “feat of legerdemain” (184). If the contextualizing stance advocated by critical legal scholarship has no choice but to present itself as “common sense,” beyond contingency and interpretation, what better way to do this than by abjecting sound?
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chapter 17

Building Worlds Together with Sound and Music

Imagination as an Active Engagement between Ourselves

Kai Tuuri and Henna-Riikka Peltola



Introduction

As human beings, we constantly make sense of, interpret, and even make stories of what we hear in the world we live in. Notably, on such occasions when there are not, for example, visual cues available for affirming the activity that produces a specific sound, our ability to apprehend and understand sounds depends on our faculty of imagining. Thus, it can be argued that in an effortful activity of listening (Hargreaves et al. 2012; Krueger 2011; Petitmengin et al. 2009; Tuuri and Eerola 2012), the processes of hearing and imagining are more or less intertwined. Furthermore, since the environment where the sounds are being heard exists in a social reality formed in relation to other people, the act of listening also has intersubjective qualities. As LaBelle has stated, “In the movement of sound, the making of an exchange is enacted; a place is generated by the temporality of the auditory. This is our moment is also immediately, This is our place” (2010 xvii).

In line with enactive and ecological approaches to cognition and perception (Gallagher 2017; Noë 2004; Varela et al. 1991), we take imagination to be a constructive mental activity that is deeply rooted in an experience of being-in-the-world (Heidegger 1962), interacting with worldly phenomena, and “enacting or entertaining a possible perceptual experience” (Thompson 2007, 269). The result of such an imaginative activity is not exclusively about “sounds” or “music” but, rather, is an embodied, lived apprehension and imaginative realization of the sounding moment. Despite the linkage to perception, imagination is not bound to straightforward reality, but it is intertwined with creative freedom. For example, musical streams do not always refer to realistic sound sources but can refer to “virtual sources” (Bregman 1990) or “perceptual realities” (Clarke 2005; Voegelin 2014) thus constituting auditory fiction. Just as the author imagines by writing, and the musician imagines by improvising or composing new music, a listener can imagine by listening.

It is very easy to conceive listening—and especially the involved imagining—primarily as a subjective matter of the individual. Yet listeners within a certain population are able to produce similar extramusical associations and mental imagery on the basis of a particular piece of music, as if music offered them some kind of shared place of meanings (i.e., topos, see, e.g., Huovinen and Kaila 2015). According to the enactive approach (Thompson 2001, 2007), however, cognition is formed in dynamic interrelation with the self and others, meaning that engagement with music and sounds inevitably dip into issues of intersubjectivity. Some of these issues have biological and ecological roots, and some are results of a cultural intercourse. The enactive approach also holds that cognition is not confined to the physical brain: through a dynamic interaction between a living organism and its environment, the mind is seen as interactively extended into the world we humans live in (Gallagher 2017; Noë 2009). Thus, it is justifiable to ask where the boundaries of imagination are, and how imagination might exist as something socially extended between ourselves.

In this chapter, we will explore the social extension of imagining through a question of how shared places of imagining with sound are established and maintained. For this, we will adopt Tia DeNora’s (2000) concept of human–music interaction as an “in-action perspective” in order to examine particular aspects of social exchange and social embodiment in the practices of using music and sound for imagining. We will frame the aforementioned interaction as a constructive, dialogue-like process that fundamentally operates in a twofold manner. First, there is an individual person’s reflective, inner dialogue between the intuitive (i.e., felt) experience and its conceptual description (see Depraz et al. 2003; Petitmengin 2007). This conforms to the Kantian view that emphasizes the intermediary role of imagination between the intuitive and the conceptual elements of human cognition (Matherne 2016). The involvement of concepts and expressions is already deeply related to the communicative potential for sharing an understanding with other people. Within the overall constructive process of imaginative reflecting, this involvement of concepts opens up an interface toward another type of dialogue that comprises interaction (and exchange of concepts and attitudes) with others. In this second form of dialogue, socially shared imaginative engagements with certain sounds and music, as well as constructed discourses of cultural realities, are built and used. These communicative events are founded on the establishment of a base of socially shared common knowledge, shaped by cultural and historical factors, which is implicated in the construction of understanding and the negotiation of meaning (e.g., Littleton and Mercer 2012).



The Foundations of Shared Worlds

In everyday life, music provides people means to experience things beyond perceiving ordinary matters: one can escape or modify reality by constructing “auditory bubbles” (Dibben and Haake 2013) for blocking out environmental distractions, or even sonic possible worlds created with numerous possibilities of engaging with the sonic materiality (sounds, sensations) of the environment with our imagination (see Voegelin 2014). Similar to Gallagher (2017), we regard imagining as enacting something in bodily movement—as “pretend play”—that might include the use of props such as sounds or music. By becoming engaged in these processes, they allow one to expand the set of affordances1 or the affordance space in the form of a pretend play. This kind of engagement with sound and music can be understood, for example, through motor-mimetic imagining (Godøy 2001, 2003), thinking in movement (Sheets-Johnstone 2013), embodied simulations (Gallese 2005), or enactive imagining built on an “embodied resonator” (Tuuri and Eerola 2012). In other words, in imagination, one literally acts out what he or she hears, as Noë (2004) suggests. But it is important to notice that such embodied views have their focus on the minimal self rather than the narrative self (see Gallagher 2000). Concepts, thoughts, feelings, personal references, and memories constructing these experiences can be seen as affording possibilities to follow one path or another as one engages in imagining. Therefore, we also need to take into account how people create meaning with different levels of dialogue from these embodied experiences.

Dialogical thinking is bound to a person’s ongoing process of identity formation, in which narratives play the central role. For instance, autobiographical knowledge is conceptualized and expressed through narrative memories that give accounts to individual’s self-concepts (e.g., Singer 2004). Furthermore, narratives typically contain information about interpersonal contexts, and they rely on sociocultural concepts, such as visual imagery, familiar plot structures, and archetypal characters that “are linked to predominant cultural themes of conflicts” (Singer and Bluck 2001, 92). Narratives are not mere abstractions, but they are constructed through a history of embodied experiences and perceptions. The embodied processes and modes of interacting with the world enactively shape the conceptual structure of these experiences; thus, “metaphorical modes of thought” (Lakoff and Johnson 1980, 1999) are constantly in use when one is making sense of the surrounding world or imagining possible worlds. Being both embodied and socioculturally constructed at the same time, conceptual metaphors shape one’s understanding of subjective experiences but also provide a means for sharing the experiences with others in socially meaningful ways (e.g., Johnson and Larson 2003; Yu 2008). Both metaphorical modes of thought and narratives are anchored in the environment through the body. The reflexive, narrative self has a dialogical structure, as it is structured by the interiorization of speech (Menary 2008). Since narratives are based on fundamental linguistic capacities, they are primarily intersubjective devices that are used to “tell stories to others,” as Menary (2008) proposes.

We can now see that affordances for imagining, or possibilities for imaginative activity, are constituted on both the sense of embodied self-agency within the sonic environment and the sense of the narrative self in listeners, together with all their levels of abilities to make use of these possibilities. Thus, we propose that imagination in listening should be considered as something that happens through embodied resonances, as Tuuri and Eerola (2012) have suggested, but we also suggest that this approach should take into account the resonances with narratively and conceptually structured cognitive patterns that partake in enactive imagining. Such a theoretical expansion would be beneficial for recognizing the dialogical cognition—along with its inherent intersubjective dimension in exchanging and sharing concepts. Our assumption here is that, in a process of enactive effort of imagining, conceptual knowledge becomes realized as a part of lived-through experiences that are constituted on resonances between the felt/embodied and the conceptual domains alike. From this viewpoint, the understanding of concepts requires enactive apprehension that could be seen in terms of the pretend play of imagination (see Gallese and Lakoff 2005).

Music especially has been seen as an instrument of consciousness and imagination—an aesthetic technology driving human experience and behavior—because it provides affordances for coconstituting and structuring people’s experiences in everyday situations (e.g., DeNora 2000, 2011). Similar to language, music can be considered as a device for supplying scaffolding for cognition by providing an external medium that socializes or “draws out subjects’ experience and gives experience its shapes” (DeNora 2011, 313). Moreover, music is often combined with explicit verbal narrative (e.g., song lyrics), but not always. The difference between music and language lies in the nonverbal qualities of music that work in more ambiguous ways. Both speech and music can be considered modes of communication for joint activity, but the expressivity in music can rely purely on tonal and temporal relations, whereas speech affords a presentation of explicit ideas between people (Littleton and Mercer 2012). Thus, with music, the pretend play can be constructed from felt, kinesthetic aspects and can be experienced together with others in a level of shared affective spaces (or atmospheres, as Böhme [2000] conceptualizes them). These atmospheres, created with sounds and sensations, are presubjective and preobjective in a sense that the perception of the atmosphere as whole can give a certain state of feeling (e.g., a dissonant interval or the buzzing sound of an insect can create an inexplicably uneasy atmosphere) even before the source itself is identified (Vadén and Torvinen 2014). Furthermore, with sonic atmospheres the reality of the actual world can be made into a more ambiguous one, as they can add other dimensions to the visually perceived environment (Voegelin 2014).

To sum up and conclude this discussion, we are now able to outline frameworks of sonic imagining that, to some extent, are shared among people, affording the potential to communicate one’s imagining with others. These frameworks are conceived here as nested spheres, underlining the characteristics of each sphere in providing a specific epistemological layer of experience—a communal ambit that affords a particular enactive scope for imagining. The four spheres (see Table 17.1) are interconnected and manifest a continuum from unfocused embodied sensitivity to a more focused and more world-directed sense-making orientation. Along the same continuum, the spheres toward the left side emphasize a preseparation of the subject and the object, while the spheres toward the right side are self/world driven. Let us first consider the atmosphere as a profoundly shared reality of humans as living and affective organisms (see Stern 2010) and a transmodal, prereflective dimension of lived experiences (Petitmengin 2007). It provides commonalities in embodied apprehensions of a felt mood, or preliminary mood/situation structures in a sound (e.g., Douek 2013; Huovinen and Kaila 2015; Vadén and Torvinen 2014), and in sensitivity to dynamic changes within a felt mood that is comparable to vitality affects (Stern 2010). Second, the next framework, the kinesphere, refers to a body topography and the sphere of movement within and around the lived body (Laban 1980). The commonalities it provides to imagining refer to a kinesthetically conceived realm—the constitutive and creative ability to think in movement (Sheets-Johnstone 2013) and motor-mimetic affordances of sound and music (Godøy 2003). It can also provide a framework for the intersubjective apprehension of intentionality in actions (Gallese 2001) and empathically acquiring knowledge about the other’s movement experiences (Parviainen 2003). Third, the ecosphere refers to the sensorimotor reality of humans as a lived environment. It provides commonalities to, for example, imaginative apprehension of the actions of sounding objects (Godøy 2001; Rocchesso and Fontana 2003). Such action simulations are presumably multimodal, thus imaginatively realized in various sensory domains (Gallese and Lakoff 2005). Finally, the last framework, the culturesphere, stands for narratively and socially constructed reality between the members of a community (e.g., Littleton and Mercer 2012). The commonalities it affords include, for example, shared habits for comprehending cultural uses and occurrences of sound and music, as well as abilities to take part in the cultural narratives, concepts, and discourses that are involved.
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Imagination as Joint Engagement


In this section, we will focus on the in-action aspects of imagination, thus considering the constructive process of imagining as a dialogical and socially shareable activity. As already briefly described in the introduction, we see imagining as essentially used in, and constituted by, the dialogue-like mental activity of an individual as well as the interdialogue between the mental and socially shared activities. The intradialogue of mental imagining can be seen as a process involving an intuitive fulfillment of an eidetic enaction (such as dipping oneself in the felt domain of a sonic experience) and the optional part of expressing it (see Depraz et al. 2003). In other words, it is about using imaginative effort to bring the intuitive feeling into a form of eidetic description that is intersubjectively communicable. Any emerging expression, whether being uttered or remaining in the mind, constitutes a validation phase in terms of the appropriateness of the expression for describing the particular lived experience. The whole process of enacting, expressing, and validating is iterative and constructive, as conceptualizations and expressions become sources of a renewed objectification for consequent imaginative enactions, thus having an effect on how the “original experience” imaginatively reappears to a person (Depraz et al. 2003; Petitmengin 2007).

Here, however, our emphasis is on the social extension of imagining. Essentially, it is the exchange of communicable expressions that provides an interface to imagining as a social activity. Conceiving imagination as joint activity, the exchange of expressions affords new imaginative orientations and attentional positions in the participants’ mental imagining while, as a whole, constituting a process of joint imagining that becomes shared and validated between the participants. Thus, the interaction among participants in a joint practice should not be seen as a mere interchange of information but, rather, processes of “interthinking” (Littleton and Mercer 2012) and collaborative imagining. We are inspired by Murphy’s (2004) account of imagination as joint activity, in which imagining is seen as emerging from a group of interactants who use different kinds of expression (verbal, gestural, or media [such as sound]) to imagine something together. This social part of imagining, through an exchange of communicable expressions, becomes explicitly elicited in many types of collaborative interactions, such as creative or learning activities, in which more than one imagining mind are engaged in “what-if” ways of hypothetical thinking (Murphy 2004, 269). It should be remembered, however, that not all joint imagining activities have such a clear goal-orientation as the architectural design task that Murphy used as an example.

By our examples and analysis here, we will suggest that the joint imaginative engagement strongly relates to a cohesive group process of building worlds together. In design-oriented group imagining, this building is arguably an integral part of the task: a shared, imaginative apprehension of the problem, and the related world is pursued by the interactants in order for them to work on possible what-if solutions. But, in non-goal-oriented imagining too, there seems to be a tendency for building common worlds among a group (e.g., Tuuri and Peltola 2014). Efforts to build one can potentially serve many kinds of purposes for individual interactants; one might, for example, use the negotiations of a collective, imaginative ground as means to reimagine and elaborate the awareness and description of one’s personal experience.

We will take a look at two cases of joint imagining: one relating to group engagement in discussing experiences of the shared listening situation; and the other relating to joint imagining involved within the so-called autonomous sensory meridian response (ASMR) practices (see, e.g., Ahuja 2013). Of course, many other examples could have been covered, such as designing sounds via joint imagining within a particular use scenario (e.g., Pirhonen et al. 2007) or engaging in joint imagining through performing music in a group (e.g., Hart and Di Blasi 2013; Schiavio and Høffding 2015).


Case Example 1: Listening and Imagining in a Group

In our earlier study (Tuuri and Peltola 2014), we explored the processes of group interactivity in reflecting and sharing listening experiences. In the study, two groups of 3–4 people listened to short music and soundscape samples together and discussed them afterward. The role of the interviewer was to act as a mediator, providing structure, not content, to a dynamic group process and occasionally asking participants to tell more about a particular experience. The group activity was expected to encourage participants to communicate and elaborate their experiences together, while yielding interactional data on the process of socially shared experiencing and imagining. However, the two groups differed in terms of group dynamics, one of them being clearly more cohesive and oriented toward joint elaboration. Neither of the groups was given any extrinsic goal for the discussions, but the more cohesive group had a clearer tendency to negotiate for a consensus—a collective narrative on the experience. In spite of the differences, both groups yielded deliberative, interaction processes where imaginative ideas became elaborated in a joint engagement.

Within the group participants, imagination cannot only be taken as a faculty for reproducing the previous listening experience, but also as a faculty for producing original content (e.g., imaginative positions, concepts, and narratives) that makes a particular experience in general conceivable and communicable (see Matherne 2016). Thus, group discussions on listening concerned reciprocally a perception of the listened samples, as well as a creation of something new in terms of the possible ways of imagining these sonic experiences. This was evident in the negotiation processes, where typically individual group members picked up, and elaborated on, certain inspirational vocabulary, ideas, and concepts from the other members’ expressions (Tuuri and Peltola 2014). Consequentially, the exchange of such information helped individuals to rediscover and reimagine their experience, while also providing opportunities for reflectively validating the appropriateness of these ideas in terms of one’s own listening experiences. The joint engagement in a group provided a basis to both shared imagining and the imagining of individual members.

Agreements and disagreements on the exchanged information were usually spontaneously displayed in a group (Tuuri and Peltola 2014). But even in the cases of disagreement, there often seemed to exist a collective core understanding of certain felt elements of the listening experience. For instance, one music excerpt induced similar dreadful feelings of helplessness and insecurity to all group members in respect to the events they imagined in the music, but their experiences differed hugely in terms of visual objectification (Tuuri and Peltola 2014). In another instance, all group members agreed that the (apparently synthetic) sounds of music felt as if they were perfectly smooth pole-like objects but there was a dispute on the material, color, and tactile properties of these objects (Tuuri and Peltola 2014). In such cases, a certain felt atmosphere arguably remained shared, even though individual persons preferred different orientations and particular ways to live through an imagined realization of their experience, for example, to actually “see” the imagined world and its objects, agents, and events. In contrast to explicit comparisons of imagining, on some occasions, group members developed a collective immersion into a shared “evocative space,”2 in which more than one individual simultaneously lived through the flow of experience in order to describe it together (Tuuri and Peltola 2014).

Within the example just discussed, the intrinsic goal of joint imagining in a group could be seen in terms of how group members use sonic materials and each other’s expressions for building both collective and individual “worlds.” We suggest that participants of a group mainly engage in such interaction for the sake of the challenge of exploring different ways to experience sounds and music. Following the ideas of DeNora (2000), we assume that the meanings of these practices relate to a person’s ongoing identity-work that constitutes and reconstitutes that person as a particular type of agent, while providing ontological security through the sense of self-identity, as both a culturally and biologically organized whole (see also Noë 2015).


Case Example 2: Virtual Environments for Shared Imagining

The intersubjectivity and social quality of sonic imagination is quite apparent in the case of different musical traditions that have been used for creating special kinds of soundworlds, or atmospheres, in order to construct collectively shared emotions, beliefs, memories, and behavior for religious or other social purposes (e.g., Böhme 2000; Krueger 2016). However, as technological development provides new tools for social interaction, people can create new forums for shared sonic imagining. In addition to music, listening to nonmusical sounds can also be a way of engaging with an enactive play act for the sake of gaining pleasure. Thus, sounds can be listened to as if they were music—not only in the sense that they would create melodic lines or rhythmic patterns similar to music but also as temporal, sonic material for imagining and embodied experiences. Human beings have an innate tendency to seek pleasure (e.g., Rozin 2003), and sounds can be a source for pleasurable experiences.

There is a large online community formed around a previously unidentified sensory phenomenon, the ASMR. Individuals experiencing ASMR report highly pleasurable bodily sensations in relation to certain sounds or audiovisual materials, and with the help of technology, many of them have created a whole new culture around sounds on a scale that is quite significant (Barratt and Davis 2015). The community, consisting of hundreds of thousands of members from all over the globe, designs and produces media specifically to create a soothing ASMR atmosphere to be shared with the others. The case of the ASMR community is an intriguing example of how sounds with no apparent narrative function can bring people together to experience and share meaningful, embodied ways of listening through kinesthetic empathy (see Parviainen 2003) and shared imagining. Despite the fact that the online interaction between the creators of the ASMR media, the ASMR artists, and their subscribers is immediate and communal, the motivation for engaging with ASMR media might rely not on the social aspects of the community but more on the experience of listening to the sounds and enjoying the pleasurable embodied sensations in an atmosphere of virtual proximity.

Typically, ASMR media are videos that focus on producing sounds of a particular type, such as tapping on surfaces, whispering, or combining different kinds of “triggering sounds” with role-play simulating intimate, yet nonsexual situations involving personal attention and pretended dialogue (see, e.g., Ahuja 2013). The soundtracks of these videos are recorded with high-quality stereo microphones capturing even the quietest sounds, thus producing the kind of sounds that would not exist in the normal, human auditory reality; for instance, hearing the atypically amplified but originally quiet sound of someone almost silently tapping their nails on the wooden surface of a hairbrush. Often, the recording system has been built in the form of a dummy head—binaural recording designed to mimic the acoustic effects produced by the human head—or the artists use plastic, ear-shaped microphones to be touched for imitating the sounds of proximate human interaction.3 The videos are meant to be watched using headphones, creating a binaural experience of a three-dimensional soundscape. The ASMR videos can be used in experiencing an atmosphere of gentle intimacy, where the viewer can imagine sharing the same pleasurable soundworld with the ASMR artist. Through the feeling of the soundscape, the expressions uttered and actions performed in the videos, the viewer can literally feel present in the experience, caressing hair or whispering in ears, although in reality the viewer is alone at the computer with headphones on.

The ASMR videos can be considered as imaginary interplay between the artist and the viewer in a virtual sense. Similar to the engagement in joint musical performance, the social engagement is based on a real-time embodied presence and interpersonal attunement rather than verbal communication (see Schiavio and Høffding 2015). The goal-orientation of an ASMR media is in creating sonic ambiances that are felt bodily by the viewers, whose experiential space is not necessarily extended toward the sound sources per se, but lies unfocusedly in “synchronisation between inner space and outer space” (Petitmengin et al. 2009, 277). The viewer is pursuing pleasure and relaxation by attuning to the actions of an ASMR artist through bodily “resonance” (Sheets-Johnstone 2013) or kinesthetic empathy (Parviainen 2003), thus being able to feel the action-sound whole within their own body topography. The artists produce ASMR videos explicitly for creating this type of communal ambit that is especially connected with the experiential frameworks of atmosphere and kinesphere.

As mentioned earlier, there are certain correspondences between ASMR videos and recorded music, for example, since both can be considered as “devices” for supplying scaffolding to subjects’ experiences (see DeNora 2011), which are both private and shared at the same time. Moreover, even though ASMR recordings use everyday sounds, the sounds are not necessarily primarily attended to as sounding objects but are imaginatively approached, in a manner similar to musical objects (i.e., by putting the actual sound sources “in parenthesis,” see Tuuri and Eerola 2012). Of course, ASMR videos differ from music in the sense that they constitute much less ambiguous sonic worlds due to their explicit focus on a particular activity in a particular interactional situation.

Similar to our previous example of shared imagining, in relation to group listening, the members of an ASMR online community use the sonic materials of the videos and each other’s creations for building their common ASMR worlds. For instance, artists often refer to other artists’ videos, especially to those they personally like,4 and draw ideas from each other. Furthermore, the sharing of experiences relating to the so-called triggering sounds lies in the core of the ASMR practices: typically, the artists, being ASMR-sensitive themselves, describe the sounds that feel especially pleasurable on the videos as they produce them, and the subscribers share and discuss their experiences in the comments section.5 Often, there is also a tendency to create a sort of collective core understanding on a certain felt element of the listening experience of a certain video, resembling the social setting of the music listening study (Tuuri and Peltola 2014).


Conclusions

In this chapter, we have discussed socially extended imagining with sounds and music. Although the contemporary paradigm of (enactive) cognitive sciences embraces the extended mind approach (e.g., Gallagher 2017), social extension has been a rather neglected aspect in the literature on sound and imagination. We have promoted an idea that imagining is embodied activity—a form of pretend play that is enactively constituted on both the sense of embodied self-agency within the sonic environment and the sense of the narrative self in listeners. Thus, imagining is essentially interlocking with the enactive effort that constitutes not only the perceptual process of listening but also the creative and dialogical processes that build on the listening experiences. We have further proposed that these dynamic and generative processes of imagining are not only individual but also become exhibited and jointly engaged in social dialogues. These socially exhibited processes of imagination definitely merit more attention in the research on sound and imagination.

Through the two case examples, we described how people engage in a social interplay of imagining that uses sounds or music and that takes place in the socially constructed—and constantly reconstructed—reality of the members of a community. Within the examples, we proposed that the intrinsic goal of joint imagining could be seen in terms of how people use sonic materials and social dialogues for building both collective and individual sonic worlds. In many practices that involve group creativity, such as music-making or sound design, the purpose of such collective worlds might serve a particular collaborative goal. But we also want to emphasize that, in terms of the everyday life of an individual, the meanings of the socially shared imagining arguably relate to a person’s identity construction as well as a situational self-regulation of how sounds and music are experienced (DeNora 2000). By focusing on these processes of joint imagining, we can better gain an understanding of the various communal ways that people engage with sounds in order to build, dwell in, and share imaginative sonic places in their everyday lives.




Notes

1. “Affordance,” coined by J. J. Gibson (1977), refers to a meaningful action potential that an environment or an object provides for the living organism.

2. This type of real-time interplay is arguably comparable to the prereflective elements of joint musical performance (Schiavio and Høffding 2015).

3. See, for example, JellybeanASMR (2015): https://youtu.be/NmWYQ5EC1Vs?list=RDQMpNW0IkbjmFk. Accessed January 5, 2018.

4. See, for example, GentleWhispering (2017), describing the style and voice of another artist (04:44): https://youtu.be/OiLqonbHJeo?t=284. Accessed January 5, 2018.

5. See, for example, GentleWhispering (2017), enjoying the sound of touching a plastic-covered card booklet (14:10) and the comments and hundreds of “likes” for those crinkle sounds in the comments section: https://youtu.be/OiLqonbHJeo?t=850. Accessed January 5, 2018.
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chapter 18

Sonic Branding

From Brand Image to Brand Imagination

Clara Gustafsson



Introduction to Sonic Branding: What’s the Consumer Got to Do with It?


This chapter concerns sonic branding as a subfield that exists within other business research (and related) fields—most notably in consumer culture theory (CCT), strategic brand management, and consumer behavior. I point out that such fields as music sociology and media studies are important gateways to enriching the present understandings of the subject of sonic branding within business research. The main reason for this is that the immersive ethnographical methods used in these fields afford insights into consumers’ everyday lives and use of music and music technology that are needed to bring sonic branding into the future as a united field of research inquiry with practical relevance to brand managers.

The chapter presents a critical account of the sonic branding field—from the viewpoint that today’s research is focused on music to a degree that is disproportional to brand and consumer. I suggest that sonic branding needs to refocus on consumers’ everyday experiences concerning music. Rather than researching music as such, brand researchers need to consistently center on the branding issues (such as “whether brand loyalty is affected by genre of music playing in a commercial”) and not on the musical issues (i.e., “whether genre affects brand loyalty”). This is sometimes a very small difference in perspective, as in the provided example. However, if the field is to gain impact, it needs to be a branding field first.

Without sounds, many brands would find themselves robbed of part of their brand identity; people do associate Nokia with their sogo (i.e., “sonic logo,” see, e.g., Vijaykumar et al. 2012); the Nokia Tune, and Apple’s message sounds have become part of our everyday life in the cities. Traditional sonic branding tools such as using jingles and sogos will continue to be used by brands, and music sponsorship is not likely to stop either. These represent a traditional way of reaching consumers through the touchpoints with the brands where music can be used (stores, websites, TV, etc.). Nowadays, there is a more readily available option for using music, and the traditional preoccupation with finding all of the customer interfaces to send the same musical message seems to have become an obstacle. Today, we could be asking how to “explore” music, regardless of one’s location or the brand’s location (see, e.g., Lusensky 2010, 97). Can brands use music as a “technology … of social ordering” (DeNora 2000, cited in Bull 2007, 6–7) and, in this sense, as a means of getting close to consumers in their existing everyday routines? Although it does not seem far-fetched, this is not what most brands are doing today. While Apple is a part of many consumers’ everyday life via music, few other brands are following their lead. I believe that (among other assets) Apple has two main assets that they know how to use for sonic branding purposes: (1) brand used as platform for music technology; and (2) updated knowledge of how consumers use music. These two points, widened and applied beyond the limited Apple example, are at the basis of the discussions in this chapter. I will expand theoretically on how both strategic brand management and cultural branding (i.e., the prevalent branding theory in CCT, see, e.g., Arnould and Thompson 2005; Holt 2002) need to reconsider music not as “music and sound,” but as a technology of branding, first focusing on the unique social ordering properties music holds and what enables the brand to tap into these properties. I will do this by discussing the kind of consumer insight into imagination, nostalgia, and music as a social ordering technology that comes from ethnographic methods and perspectives (e.g., Bull 2007; DeNora 2000).


The Centrality of the “Unmanageable” Consumer to the Scattered Sonic Branding Field

Sonic branding has been defined as branding with sound, for instance music (Jackson 2003). Sonic branding is not the only term used for this kind of branding research, although it is apparently the most common one, together with “acoustic branding” and “audio branding” (see, e.g., Gustafsson 2015; Kilian 2009). Branding per se means creating brands with a strategic intent—in the last decade, this has famously been described as mainly a divide between two perspectives “Owning [brand] associations” or “Performing myths” of social importance (Holt 2004, 14). The former is central in strategic brand management, whereas the latter is central in cultural branding (Holt and Cameron 2010). The strategic part of any branding effort, or sonic branding effort, has often made it unclear how consumers can logically take part in the process, because strategy is generally seen as the domain of managers. Taking a cultural branding view, consumers can however be included as brand strategists—as coproducers of brand meaning directly and indirectly through the important roles brands play in today’s consumer culture (Holt 2002). This coproduction of meaning happens as brand managers appropriate meanings created by consumers (Holt 2002) or as consumers themselves forge important relationships with their brands (Fournier 1998). For example, Oreo cookies have cultural significance in the United States; consumers eat them in their own specific, often ritualized, ways (picked apart, cream layer first, with milk, etc.), and on specific occasions (reward, Saturday night, for comfort, etc.). These ways of eating Oreos are shown in TV shows and social media and find their way into a collective thinking about the brand that is not directly connected to the way that the brand managers have chosen to communicate the brand. Nevertheless, for the brand manager to ignore the cultural meanings that are created in this way around the Oreo brand and product would be unwise, as it provides a valuable connection to the consumers. Because meaning and value for the brand is created by consumers in this way for those brands that do become the most valuable, consumers can be seen as brand strategists (cf., e.g., Holt 2004).

In the sonic branding literature, however, these kinds of cocreational acts are mostly concerned with the “prosumer”—a conceptualization similar to that of the consumer as brand strategist, albeit not centered on brand meaning, but instead on the consumer’s production of meaning/content more generally in the market (see, e.g., Ritzer and Jurgenson 2010). Notably, the DJ as prosumer of music (Giesler and Pohlmann 2003; Giesler and Schroeder 2006) or the artist’s struggle to maintain authenticity in the face of brand sponsorship (Kubacki and Croft 2004) are prevalent themes. The consumer of today has famously been described as “unmanageable” and as an “overused” concept (Gabriel and Lang 2006). However, because we live in a “consumer culture” (Slater 1997), the consumer is, and will be, a central figure in business research. The consumer described as possibly “unmanageable” does not lower the need to find out more about consumers for the purpose of branding—rather, the opposite. In this chapter, I argue that future sonic branding research would gain from including the consumer as a valuable cocreator of meaning via platforms. Here, a platform is an outlet of music and/or sound—it is usually dependent on technology, although this is not a necessarily the case. An iPod, a car with a stereo system, or a church with church bells are examples of platforms (see Bull 2007). Facebook, YouTube, and Spotify are other examples of important platforms for consumers in today’s consumer culture.

Work on sonic branding coming from the field of business administration curiously tends to focus on the sound more than on the brand. This has been true since Kotler’s (1973) article on atmospherics and Bitner’s (1992) soundscapes article were introduced. This leaves us with theories about sound and place, with a weak connection to brands overall. Sonic branding is a scattered area, with many labels (Kilian 2009), and what has been done so far is very difficult to map out. Two literature overviews have been carried out in the field, dating the field back to the late 1980s/early 1990s (Brüner 1990; Gustafsson 2015). In business research on sonic branding there are a few subareas that can be seen: consumer behavior research with a focus on how changes in music affect consumers’ purchasing intentions; sonic branding books with a mainly practical intent; CCT writings that are preoccupied with cultural notions of music; and prosumption of music, the latter often tied to the art-versus-commercial-intent divide or the “emancipation of the consumer” debate (see, e.g., Bradshaw and Holbrook 2008). As can be seen from this, there is a lack of common ground beside the interest in music in a market context. There is no common focus of attention, or intentional macrolevel “theme,” here apart from that concerning the music as such.

Researchers have been interested in the possibilities of changing the tempo of in-store music (Milliman 1982) or the perceived fit between music and visuals used in adverts (Bode 2009; Macinnis and Park 1991)—music has even been highlighted to the extent that there is no clarity about brand strategy in the sonic branding field. There are a number of noteworthy books with a branding focus (e.g., Jackson 2003; Kilian 2009; Lusensky 2010; Treasure 2007). However, these contributions are of a more practical orientation. They are often not intended to be part of the academic conversation, as they are interested in the dynamics of sonic branding when it is used as an actual strategy in practice. They get inspiration from the foreground figures of sonic branding such as Milliman (1982, 1986), Yalch and Spangenberg (1990), and Oakes and North (e.g., 2008).

The potential for sonic branding is vast. It has been suggested that a possible additional theme can be traced in terms of the preoccupation with the consumer in these writings, and this is demonstrated by how the consumer is emphasized at different stages of the research within the subdisciplines (Gustafsson 2015). This means that the consumer can be used as one common denominator to focus this research as a field, guiding the way toward the sonic branding of the future. This mainly makes sense because, without the consumer, sonic branding efforts have very few receivers. In the literature, the consumer is generally portrayed as the carrier of, for instance, emotion, and associations that can be connected to a certain brand via music by building a music identity for the brand (Lusensky 2010, 100).

Many recommend that the brand should create touchpoints, meaning the places, communications, or technologies through which the brand “touches” the consumer through music/sound (Jackson 2003; Kilian 2009; Lusensky 2010). Thus, the consumer is placed as an imaginary hub in a wheel of touchpoints (e.g., Kilian 2009). However, believing that the consumer is at the center of analysis because the consumer is placed at the center of the model would be a mistake. To be at the center of the analysis, it is the needs and functions of the person that would be focused on and not the effect of the brand’s music and sound on the consumer. One such function of consumers is the ability to imagine different scenarios, different usages, and even different worlds for the brands and the music. Arguably, touchpoints are not strategic; rather, they are tactical ways for brands to attempt to follow consumers in their music use and listening habits and to leave a mark.

Although Lusensky (2010) does not stringently use one theoretical perspective, but seems inspired by a range of ideas that are sometimes contradictory, he locates one of the most interesting shifts in the history of sonic branding. Whereas the field has been preoccupied with background music, practices have evolved to be preoccupied with foreground music instead (Lusensky 2010, 122). In other words, we have gone from an interest in muzak, played in the background, to an interest in music that consumers are meant to notice and even actively engage with (122). The field is now in between these two: background and foreground. This also means that the field is stuck in-between touchpoints (tied to the background perspective) and platforms (related to the foreground perspective). Whereas Lusensky does not point this out, he is using both the touchpoint and the platform design side by side to show how a brand’s “music identity” is formed by his firm’s branding method. With the platform model, the consumer is seen as an active agent, seeking out new music. The touchpoint models chase after the consumer with music, constantly risking the brand being perceived as intruding with its music. I will discuss further the platform model, and the corresponding new role of the consumer, later. First, the cultural context in which the consumer plays a role in branding is discussed (based on the main argument separating strategic brand management from CCT and cultural branding perspectives of the consumer’s role) in order to lay the theoretical groundwork for the new strategic importance of using the sonic platform as a metaphor.


The Role of the Consumer—Spectator of a Brand Image or Cocreator of Brand Meaning?

Whereas brand image and brand identity arguably became the most useful branding concepts in strategic brand management in the 1990s, they never managed to explain and encompass the consumer’s cocreation of the brand (Holt and Cameron 2010). Although brand image is defined as the stakeholder’s view of the brand, the way that stakeholders, such as consumers, create the image are not considered in strategic brand management; what is considered is how well management has been able to create the brand image by creating a brand identity that consumers then mirror in their view of that image. In other words, any difference between (perceived) brand image and brand identity (created and communicated by brand managers) is seen as a mismatch that needs to be corrected by brand managers (Holt and Cameron 2010). Because this is the foundation of strategic brand management even today, there is a vast difference in the fundamental view of the consumers’ role in branding within strategic brand management compared to CCT.

What is seen as a mismatch, in need of repair, between brand identity and image in strategic brand management, is basically seen as “cocreation of brand meaning” in CCT. In other words, the very mismatch itself provides new lifeblood for brands, new meanings that can be used to infuse the brand with more up-to-date, or culturally viable, material for its own communications. This mismatch can also be used to observe and detect what consumers perceive that this brand is useful for. Of course, the tenet of strategic brand management is largely quantitative and, in that sense, is reductive in its stance. However, the more qualitatively oriented CCT field does not render the notion of identity and image outdated, but it questions the notion that managers are supposed to steer clear from the consumers’ impact. In sum, the idea of how to manage a brand based on identity and image differ greatly between these two to the extent that they can be seen as belonging to two different paradigms. Cultural branding is then the branding subfield belonging to CCT.

Applied to sonic branding, this divide between the two paradigms leaves us with, on the one hand, research efforts based on how to use sound to increase the likelihood of purchase (strategic brand management) and, on the other hand, research efforts examining the role of the consumer in creating sound that have an impact both in the consumers’ own lives and in the companies’ or brands’ marketing communications and image. For instance, a strategic brand management researcher doing sonic branding work would try to think of how to set up an experiment where the role of music tempo, genre, loudness, tonality, and so on would supposedly affect the consumers’ purchasing intentions. This becomes relevant, then, because purchasing intention is the main consumer parameter in strategic brand management. By contrast, CCT research will typically center on how consumers come to experience a “relationship” with their favored brands (as well as with brands they do not like) and, in sonic branding, this is then examined via how this relationship is mediated by sound/music. In a sense, the consumer’s imagination is used by strategic brand management to create a mirror image of what the managers are creating, whereas in CCT the consumer’s imagination is generally seen as an even more important creator of brand meaning than that of brand managers.

Whereas strategic brand management consumers are steered by managers, CCT consumers are providing new insights to brand managers. A version of this reasoning is mapped out by Holt (2002) in the dialectical model of branding paradigms and so it is not a new notion. However, here I am highlighting the difference between strategic brand management and CCT specifically because Holt seemed to assume that strategic brand management was the “old” (“modern”) brand paradigm, and that CCT would replace it. This is not what has happened. They now exist in parallel, much like a quantitative management option inspired by psychology and a qualitative critical stand consisting mainly of sociologically inspired theory. This has happened for several reasons, one surely being that students in business prefer a clear and simple management model (Aaker 1991) to a sociologically inspired and complex cultural model (e.g., Holt and Cameron 2010). At the same time, qualitatively oriented researchers tend to lean toward the cultural model because there is a need to understand the interplay between brands’ and consumers’ use of music and not just the correlation between different in-store music usage and purchase intent.


The Role of Imagination in Relation to the Quality and Locus of Music in Sonic Branding

As recent research in sound and virtuality has explored (Grimshaw and Garner 2015), imagination makes the individual music consumer a producer of music beyond the sound wave. What does it mean to imagine music? Grimshaw and Garner extrapolate the meaning of “sound” to include imagined speech—this makes the notion of imagined music more viable, as we all imagine speech a lot of the time. In a similar vein, we can see our favored brands’ logos inside our minds without much effort. So, what does this mean to sonic branding research? It means that the view of music is opened up and encompasses both the imagined and the real music and brand. Imagination belongs more in the realm of “impressions than ideas” (Grimshaw and Garner 2015, 139). This means that imagination is much like one of the senses—“We cannot shut out our imaginations or our memories any more than we can close our ears and disconnect our senses” (158). In other words, imagination is at a level with hearing, seeing, smelling, tasting, and feeling, although, importantly, it is seldom treated this way in the literature (see, e.g., Kassabian 2013 for a recent exception).

Hume’s Treatise from 1888 is oft cited among those philosophers that have worked on imagination (Grimshaw and Garner 2015; Warnock 1976), and Hume thought of imagination as a precondition for our memories (Hume 1888). However, Grimshaw and Garner do not agree with Hume’s view of imagination as transporting memories and ideas to create impressions—instead, they believe that imagination is more than a transporter. Imagination is part of the impression itself, they suggest. They also seem to hold “impression” in higher esteem than they hold “ideas.” This is interesting because of how it leaves us with a definition of imagination that is about impression. It is this version of imagination that I use here as a concept that makes an impression rather than necessarily making ideas. In sonic branding, the music’s quality and locus (see Table 18.1) are possibly the main instruments in trying to frame impressions, or to guide impressions in a certain direction.


Table 18.1 The loci of music primarily considered in the research carried out in the corresponding fields, and the qualities in music that are considered to have the most impact within the fields represented respectively




	Field
	Locus of Music
	Quality of Music



	Sound Studies
	Music player (personal or other)
	The sound waves, sound quality



	CCT (qualitative methods)
	Brand, store, commercials, personal music player, art
	Enabling nostalgia



	Music Sociology
	Being heard by a person
	Enabling embodiment



	Strategic Brand Management/Sonic Branding
	Brand, store, commercial
	Possible vehicle for brand identity/Image, Influencing purchase intent



	Consumer Behavior (quantitative methods)
	Brand, store, commercial
	Enabling mnemonics, Influencing purchase intent




Source: Based on Gustafsson (2015).



Table 18.1 maps out the various loci, in terms of music and place, of the five fields of sound studies, CCT, music sociology, strategic brand management/sonic branding, and consumer behavior. A similar, although more complex, version is available in an earlier review of sonic branding–related literature in these various research fields (see Gustafsson 2015 for a consumer-centric version of the table). As can be seen from Table 18.1, the subfields of sonic branding have various different viewpoints in terms of the quality of music that is considered the most important in the bulk of the research. It is interesting to note that, whereas the qualitatively oriented fields of CCT and music sociology center on enabling nostalgia (a sentimental yearning for another time; see, e.g., van Dijck 2006) and embodiment (when the rhythm of the music translates into bodily reactions, even as altered heartbeats; see DeNora 2000), the quantitatively oriented fields largely center on influencing reactions—such as purchase intent and mnemonics (i.e., music’s functioning as a quick memory device, the way sonic logos often work as an instant reminder of a certain brand; see Tom 1990). In order to gather around a mutual vision of future sonic branding research focusing on the consumer as well as departing from the brands and branding aspect rather than the music aspect, I suggest that the fields will gain from combining their future research efforts around the qualities of music that they, taken together, already take an active interest in. (See Table 18.1, under “Quality of Music,” for the division by subfield.) The least interesting aspect, from a cultural point of view, would be the academic, in-depth aspect of analyzing sound waves and the sound quality because it is so far removed from the everyday lives of the consumers, being more to do with the musician’s, technician’s, or researcher’s interest in sound quality. Out of the above, the sonic branding triggers of consumers’ imaginations are, surely, the strongest in the enabling of nostalgia, embodiment, their notion of brand image (Holt and Cameron 2010), and mnemonics. Can these qualities of music be made to come out in other loci as well, on platforms of future sonic branding efforts? In order to find possible future directions of a sonic branding field that uses the potential of the “prosumer,” I suggest we turn to imagination as a lens through which we reconsider the borders and usefulness of the current loci, shown in Table 18.1.

If we believe that music can be heard even if it is not played out loud, this basic figure showing the borders of these subfields becomes much more questionable. In other words, if we include the notion of music as both exosonus (perceived, primarily, via sound waves) and endosonus (perceived via the imagination of sound) through the use of imagination (Grimshaw and Garner 2015), we may just have found a way to seamlessly transgress the borders of all the discussed fields, through the consumers’ imagined music experiences in relation to these loci (see Table 18.1). The common denominator across these fields, in terms of consumer/listener experiences, expands vastly with this conceptualization of how we perceive of music meaning that the subdivisions should become increasingly harder to make. New sonic branding possibilities will open up across the board when truly including imagination as a lens, especially as the fields are also increasingly cross-fertilized. One implication would be that the consumers themselves can act as a locus of music, or even as a platform. The notion of touchpoints would then seem less relevant, because the imaginary music experience is clearly centering on the consumers and their imagination. It is not centered on the brand, nor on where the music is played from (as it is not necessarily played at all). However, it could still be related to nostalgia, and perhaps mnemonics, and in that way brought back to what the existing fields have gathered knowledge of. I build my suggestion in this chapter on the idea that we can incorporate an increased interest in researching imagination with existing research on nostalgia and mnemonics.

To further our understandings of what the sonic branding of the future (in such areas as consumer imagination and nostalgia via platforms) can look like, I will find support first and foremost in Bull’s (2007) media studies ethnographic work on how the iPod has transformed people’s notions of mobility and organization of themselves via their consumption of their music libraries. This work importantly shows that consumers imaginatively use new music technology in ways that brand managers could not have foreseen and have still not adapted their sonic branding practices to be able to use in full. I suggest that if the iPod has indeed created a “privatization” of music (Bull 2007), then this research perspective and method, in turn, can be used as a lever to find out how to continue to evolve branding toward (or with) these privatized music consumers, and anticipate the future needs and uses. I suggest that this could possibly involve a shift toward the socialization of music.


The Role of the Consumer—Turning Everyday Insights and Imagination into Sonic Branding Theory via Ethnography and the Platform Metaphor

The challenges for sonic branding as a field are not separated from the challenges shown in related ethnographic work. Ethnographies can show the everyday use and concerns that functions in people’s lives such as the integration of music with lifestyles, everyday problem solving, and the need for nostalgia create today. Nostalgia means a longing for an imagined, or idealized, past or future (Brown et al. 2003). This means that nostalgia is not possible without imagination and impression (cf., Grimshaw and Garner 2015). Music’s nostalgic functions for people, in other words, make them imagine personal things through music and this is part of their own sense-making processes with music (DeNora 2000).

For sonic branding to step into the future as a united field, both researchers and practitioners need to embrace the fact that as consumers see new technology as problem-solvers, the technology will help shape how they listen to music and make sense of the world through their experience with that music. For instance, the music libraries that we can carry today in our phones or MP3 players are almost limitless. Less than ten years ago, this was still not the case, although we could carry a large collection of music with the iPod. Young children and young adults have not experienced a time when they had to choose a cassette-tape to bring along with their Walkman. Because of this, the younger generations will be most likely to listen to music generally in a slightly different way from those generations that have experienced a world where their choice of music was very limited. The event of the MP3, and later the streaming of music, has changed the way people listen to music (Bull 2007) in the sense that all recorded music is potentially available to consumers—at all times. As Bull points out, most consumers probably did not anticipate this, and it has changed their relationship not only with music but also with their mobility and their access to nostalgia (for instance). This is important to the future of the sonic branding field, because many changes in consumer culture eventually lead to large cultural shifts that brands need to be part of to stay relevant to consumers (see, e.g., Holt and Cameron 2010). The relationship between brands and music will reach such a shift every now and then, and it is something any brand can keep track of by knowing their consumers.

The field of sonic branding needs to focus in on what the branding part is actually doing in “sonic branding.” The traditional preoccupation with music’s traits, such as tempo and fit together with the advert, has left the field utterly void of important models that can be used as a base for further branding research. Consumer agency is also largely missing in the analysis—the step through which music becomes meaningful for brands is treated as a mere transport between music use (e.g., tempo) and effect (purchasing intent). Surely, this kind of research has been in demand, and surely the field needs to see more studies that also integrate consumer agency as an important creator of brand meaning in the use of music, namely, sonic branding.

In his groundbreaking book Sound Moves: iPod Culture and Urban Experience, Michael Bull (2007) takes the reader on a journey through our new music landscape. Since the book came out, the smartphone has largely replaced the iPod, and music services have replaced the private music library, but this book still sets the tone for ethnographic music research today—especially as Bull’s research includes the cellphone as well as the iPod. Bull tells the story of how portable music technology has evolved and how this has changed people and the way that people listen to music and use music. His claim is that mobility, the private, and the way that the urban landscape is experienced have changed dramatically since people started carrying all of their music with them, rather than a small choice from their music library. His interviewees tell him about the soundtrack that they play to themselves—being able to control their own music throughout the day and to make any choice from their music library. There are stories of managing one’s commute and shutting the world out, of using the car as a music machine, and of changing moods and transporting oneself mentally by choosing a tune that has a certain memory connected with it (Bull 2007).

The more macrolevel effects of music on consumers are difficult to study with quantitative methods. Effects of tempo, genre, and loudness on purchase intention or brand loyalty can be tested. Nostalgia, entrainment (i.e., when the body moves subconsciously to music; DeNora 2000), and the notion of mobility (Bull 2007) are perhaps not even interesting from a cause-and-effect perspective. However, it has been argued that this is what gives people a deeper relationship with music (Bull 2007). It would be useful to the field of sonic branding, if quantitative measures were not allowed to overshadow these more macro-oriented concerns related to how music and people interact or the reasons why people seek out music. People do not seek out music because of a certain tempo or fit. They seek it out to have meaningful input from it in terms of, for instance, an increased sense of mobility (Bull 2007). Sonic Branding should not have to chase after consumers through touchpoints but should reach out by being meaningful platforms. I suggest that the elements of Table 18.2 comprise some of the most central points of departure for new solutions (see Table 18.2) when seeing music as a technology of social ordering.
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Ever since the invention of muzak, brands have had to try to make people engage with their music, while many consumers have tried to turn away from it (see Bradshaw and Holbrook 2008). There is a paradox in this—consumers generally like music, but they often do not like “piped” music. Music can be intrusive (Bradshaw and Holbrook 2008). Why is it consistently hard for brand managers to realize that music can be intrusive? The way to understand this issue is to gain meaningful knowledge of how consumers choose to interact with music—to get to know how they use music. Just as the former, legendary Scandinavian Airlines (SAS) director Jan Carlzon famously said, “We don’t fly planes, we fly people” (Byttner 2012), the sonic branding field needs to refocus and say “We do not do research on music and brands, we do research on how consumers use music as vehicles of (brand) meaning.” As Grimshaw and Garner (2015) point out, imagination has more to do with “impression” and less to do with “idea.” Consumer impressions of the brand are, importantly, related to their nostalgic moments with brands through music. This has been intensified through the privatization of music—consumers can control their own nostalgic moments. If this is analyzed in terms of touchpoints, we risk seeing privatization of the public space and use of music as a problem, as a barrier for brands to try to break through. If we decide to get to know consumers (i.e., immerse in their everyday experiences with music), and search for ways of acting as useful platforms for them, we will find new solutions that better fit today’s branding and music landscapes.

Table 18.2 is meant to be used as an initial map, guiding the way for future, consumer-oriented directions. I have taken two of the main concerns of the present chapter (brand nostalgia and music technology), two keywords from the sonic branding field (“control” and “purchase”), and two keywords from Bull’s research (“mobility” and “privatization”). I have combined them in a way that takes inspiration from the present concerns of the sonic branding field (see Table 18.1) and used Bull’s research as a sounding board to give it a different angle than before. The table thus incorporates Bull’s (2007) research on consumers (to the right in the table), with the two main concerns in previous sonic branding research (to the left in the model), resulting in a suggestion about future directions (presented along the bottom of the table).

A tentative conclusion of my reading of Bull as providing possible sonic branding insight is that sonic branding can use the private (technology, uses of music) to make music social (again)—see Table 18.2. The way that I have chosen to describe this is also inspired by Bull (2007) and the cases that he uses of the iPod, the car, and the cellphone. These are generally understood as platforms—respectively, platforms for music, platforms for travel, and platforms for communication—while they are also all potential platforms for music and brands.

I propose that the platform metaphor is more useful for sonic branding than the current touchpoints metaphor (e.g., Kilian 2009; Treasure 2007). The touchpoints metaphor suits a strategic branding paradigm that tries to reach out and make imprints of their brand’s associations in the consumer’s minds, creating the appropriate mnemonics through music technology in each available touchpoint. As I have argued here, there is a need to combine the subfields, to focus on branding and the consumer to achieve a sonic branding field of research, rather than diverse efforts of researchers in these subdisciplines. Adopting the view of cultural branding, that consumers are important cocreators of brand meaning, we need platforms rather than touchpoints to connect and immerse the brand meanings with these consumer-created meanings. As we have seen, the platform can be an object that consumers and brands have access to and that enables music and brand to take on meanings that are useful to both brand and consumer. However, by stating the importance of platform rather than touchpoint, I would like to welcome new interpretations of how this can be visualized, interpreted, and used in research and practice. Table 18.2 is also meant to suggest how informative the ethnographic method can be toward the aim of including consumers in the platforms.

In Bull’s (2007) immersive research, there are stories of avoiding music that reminds the person of their ex-boyfriend after a break-up and stories of longing for home and listening to the music that recalls an earlier home. While consumers are actively using both technology and music to organize their days, and their experience of their everyday life (see also DeNora 2000), and while this is studied ethnographically in other fields, business research lags behind in this respect. There are studies of DJs as “Sonic Cyborgs” and of the art/commerce divide—but there is no real foundation, like the methods and questions asked by ethnographers such as Bull, to be seen in the business research on music so far. Without this kind of research, sonic branding is only operating at the surface of music’s impact on brands and consumers.

To begin with, existing perspectives can be incorporated. I have indicated how this can begin to be done in Table 18.2. One of the main ideas in Sound Moves is that the privatization of music through iPod use also leads to listeners being even more entwined in a “matrix” of the private and the public/shared by being constantly available on the cellphone and going in and out of different states of listening and organizing their day through these devices (Bull 2007, 51). This is interesting for marketers, as there is an answer here somewhere about how to reach the consumers of today on their own terms; reaching them in ways that are not intrusive to them but are part of their own comfortable everyday routine. So far, I suggest that marketers have tended to misunderstand these cues, because it is not about finding a way into consumers’ lives through intrusion via touchpoints. Rather, it is about bringing something to consumers that will fill a void, or have a meaningful function, in their lives through inclusion—by designing any platform with consumers rather than for consumers (cf., Holt and Cameron 2010).

Apple manages to be an iconic brand to consumers and perhaps they are the only brand that manages to achieve this through sonic branding. A brand like Harley Davidson has an iconic sound, but they are not an iconic brand because of that sound or because of their understanding of consumers in general. However, Facebook works as a powerful brand and part of its uniqueness (compared to, e.g., Twitter) is in its inclusion of sonic elements—even though it is built largely on consumer-generated content, Facebook does not strategically explore sound as a technology to build its brand. Facebook surely has user data that tells them exactly how people consume the music available on this particular social media platform, but Facebook does not use this knowledge for sonic brand platform building purposes. There are touchpoints used by other brands in the way that consumers encounter sound in disparate clips, but no platform strategy about sound as brand-building technology for Facebook. In terms of letting consumers go from the private to the social, and back again via sound (Bull 2007), Apple is the one brand that truly masters sonic branding today. Why are other brands so far behind? I suggest that it is primarily because they tend to treat sonic branding as if were about music as such, when it is really about the music experience that the brand allows for, or provides. Because of this, Table 18.2 can begin to give a fresh start to practitioners as well as sonic branding researchers, refocusing attention toward platforms and consumer insights in relation to mediating and using the experience of music in sonic branding. Control, purchase, mobility, and privatization (i.e., Bull’s key concepts) are mapped out with nostalgia and music technology, which are the fundamental concerns in most sonic branding studies, resulting in a suggestion of future directions for sonic branding. Reading Bull (2007) and DeNora (2000) reveals consumer perspectives on sonic branding that lead to more questions than they answer. However, there is a lesson to be learned about how music leads to social ordering that I suggest is useful for finding future directions in sonic branding. Bull and DeNora both consider music a “technology … of social ordering” (DeNora 2000, cited in Bull 2007, 6–7), Bull naming the church bell as one such instrument. The composer R. Murray Schafer (1993) has focused on the sound pollution versus beloved soundmark aspects of the city. He names church bells chiming as one of the old beloved key sounds of the city (however, the newer a city sound is, the more it is generally considered as polluting the city soundscape [Schafer 1993]). There is also the use of music for self-organization, and one such instance is the ordering of one’s imagination through the use of music (DeNora 2000). DeNora exemplifies this with a consumer trying on clothes while imagining wearing the same clothes in the kind of surroundings that she thinks would be suited to the music playing in the store fitting room (147). These examples from various fields shed light on consumers’ day-to-day lives as organized with sound in a way that is central to the understanding of the organization of people and cities, that is, societies. Meanwhile, sonic branding research has only recently begun to incorporate this particular social aspect at all.

DeNora’s work could be used in the same way as Bull’s work is used in Table 18.2—to open up the sonic branding perspectives toward the consumer’s (the person’s or listener’s) use of music. Immersion with Bull’s research leads to the conclusion that platforms are, and will be, more useful conceptualizations of the brand’s reaching out through sound than touchpoints, because the platform approach has strategic potential when consumers and the brand, rather than the music, are at the center of sonic branding analysis. Using DeNora’s research as the primary eye-opener toward the ethnographical perspectives on “everyday” music use might lead in another direction than using that of Bull (2007). However, I regard nostalgia and technology as two main links between sonic branding and other, related research on music consumption. Again, nostalgia means a longing for an imagined past or future (Brown et al. 2003). It does not have to be a memory that one has experienced that the music evokes; if it is nostalgia, it is in some sense, or entirely, imagined. Therefore, this works well with the notion that every song evokes another personal memory (Bull 2007) or even the idea that music helps organize imagination (DeNora 2000, 146). Nostalgia, memory, and imagination are key components of how consumers both use and experience music, and we still know very little about how this works in a branding context.

Although Table 18.2 describes a simplified way of allowing sonic branding to take influence from a specific work in media studies—which does not for instance acknowledge the theoretical sources used by Bull (2007)—this is a way of highlighting that the ethnographic method offers insights needed to go forward with the notion that we are moving from background to foreground music (cf., Lusensky 2010). Listening to consumers listening, and their imagining of the future, is the way toward a future sonic branding paradigm where consumers are at the center of analysis and brand strategy is at the center of modeling the future brands. In other words, in future sonic branding, the studied entity is not music itself. Rather, it is the interactions and impressions that music supports, or bars, that are studied. That way, beneficial uses of platform as metaphor for the loci of consumer interactions with the brand via music in sonic branding research can be pinpointed. As I have argued, imagination can even make the consumers themselves into one such platform.


Conclusion: The Important Role of Consumers When Introducing the Platform Metaphor in Sonic Branding

I have stressed the importance of using the brand strategically via platforms in sonic branding (as opposed to finding touchpoints) and of welcoming a qualitative approach to the consumers as the ones who use the music technology and the ones who organize themselves, their imagination, and their social lives with music through the available platforms. This does not mean that sonic branding should ignore music research, nor does it mean that a quantitative approach is considered less useful. Rather, it means welcoming a sonic branding approach that is more culturally embedded, and still strategic, in its design. Echoing Bull (2007) and DeNora (2000), it means reimaging sonic branding as a branding strategy where sound is the technology for social ordering and the consumers’ ordering of the self and their imagination.
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chapter 19

Radio Imaginaries

Music, Space, and Broadcasting in the 1950s

Morten Michelsen



Introduction

Since its earliest days, radio has been a wonderful tool for transcending “time, place, and/or circumstance to think about what might have been, plan and anticipate the future, create fictional worlds, and consider remote and close alternatives to actual experiences” (Taylor 2013, 792). This quote is actually a brief definition of the concept of imagination taken from a handbook in developmental psychology. It demonstrates how well radio and imagination sit together, or rather, that radio is utterly dependent on the imagination of its listeners (and producers) in order to do its cultural work. In the last few decades, as radio studies as a distinct field of research has blossomed, this has become one of the basic tenets put forth by, among others, Crisell (1994), Douglas (2004), Hendy (2000), and Hilmes (2012).

In this chapter I would like to explore a few of the possibilities for imaginative work that radio has afforded. Several commentators have noticed a duality, often ordered in conceptual pairs like intimate/social, private/public, or introvert/extrovert, in the imaginative uses of radio. Georgina Born, for one, has noticed that transphonic technologies like gramophone and radio are “both interiorising, in the domestic provenance of early sound media and the inter-corporeal, prosthetic uses of telephony, and exteriorising, in those media oriented more to engendering collective forms of life and work” (2013, 3). From an anthropological angle, Jo Tacchi supports this, although her implicit model is relational (between self and others) and she talks about “degrees of sociability” (1998, 27). Susan Douglas has laid out the duality in detail in the cultural analysis of the first chapters of her book, Listening In: Radio and the American Imagination, and she adds that radio both constructed and blurred the lines between the opposites mentioned (2004, 9). Drawing from such articulations of a basic duality, I will in this context explore the field of radio imaginaries between the microsocial and the macrosocial and analyze how radio as sounding has afforded ways of understanding and ordering socialities or ways of socializing close by and far away.

One important theme in my discussion is related to what I will call the microsocial radio imaginary. This refers to the work being done by the many individual listeners when listening and when using sound in identity work and in managing close social ties to known persons and spaces like the home. Another important theme is related to a macrosocial radio imaginary. This refers to how listeners use radio to conceive of themselves as part of larger social groups whose members do not know each other (imagined communities). Both imaginaries are related to yet other imaginaries, here first and foremost spatial imaginaries, be they more concretely geographical or more abstractly orientational. They might associate certain persons with certain sounds or social groups with specific places—nation being perhaps the most obvious, but also an imaginary Africa, as we shall see—or with general spatial organization like up/down or close/far away. Although separated for analytical purposes, the specificity of micro- and the generality the macrosocial radio imaginaries are of course closely related. David Hendy has put this well:

The act of listening to the radio is, then, quite paradoxical. It prompts us to explore our innermost thoughts and memories, but it also takes us out of ourselves. It stimulates idiosyncratic mental images, but also panders to our desire for the familiar song and the shared experience. In the end, then, the act of listening is defined by this paradox. (2000, 121)

The distinction between the two imaginaries is not entirely clear, and much activity takes place in between the two imaginaries defined previously in a sort of processual mediation. It might be added that radio’s potential for imaginary work is supported by the fact that the sounds listened to are mediated; that is, their sources are invisible and intangible.

The rest of the chapter will be taken up with, first, a theoretical discussion of the imaginaries mentioned already, including theories of listening and of assemblage, and, second, a presentation of a few examples of the imaginaries. The workings of pre–World War II radio have been dealt with quite extensively (e.g., Douglas 2004; Hilmes 1997, 2002, 2012; Lacey 1996, 2013; Leonhard 1997; Méadel 1994; Scannell and Cardiff 1991), while those of postwar radio (especially in Europe) have not drawn much attention. Therefore, I have chosen examples from the 1950s, when radio practices concerning producing and listening were fully established but still continually challenged in new ways, and television had not quite taken over (in Europe). The challenges were, of course, not nearly as fundamental as before the war, but I would like to underline some decisive points anyway. The first has to do with the growing quality of radio sound, an improvement caused by the continual, technical developments made by radio set producers and by the introduction of FM (frequency modulation) in the 1950s. The point being that this increase in sound quality contributed to further consolidation and the fencing in of the microsocial middle-class family structure in its primary habitat: the home. The second has to do with radio content. As the number of national broadcast channels grew, there was more room for specialized reporting and for new types of magazine programs. I will focus on how radio dealt with the decolonization of Ghana in the 1950s in the use of spatialities, sounds, and musics in combination with the listeners’ imaginations to provide the idea of what actually happened in this, at that time, little known and much mythologized continent. The third example is a Danish variety show that either balances on a point between the personal or the public or flickers back and forth between the positions—depending on listener strategies.


Radio as Assemblage

Georgina Born’s cultural sociology is helpful in trying to understand the multifarious and complex qualities of music in its many socialities. She has invoked the concept of assemblage as developed by Deleuze and DeLanda among others. Conceiving the musical object as a constellation of heterogeneous mediations and, thus, as an assemblage, she identifies music as “an aggregation of sonic, social, corporeal, discursive, visual, technological and temporal mediations” (Born 2011, 377). For analytical purposes such a musical assemblage might be construed as consisting of four planes of social mediation:

In the first plane, music produces its own diverse social relations … In the second, music conjures up and animates imagined communities … In the third plane, music is traversed by wider social identity formations … In the fourth, music is bound up in the social and institutional forms that provide grounds for its production, reproduction and transformation.  (Born 2011, 378)1

I would like to explore radio in the same perspective: as a complex set of mediations held loosely together in an assemblage, but not by offering a grand analysis of radio as an assemblage.2 Instead, I will concentrate on the first two planes, which I think sit well with the two radio-related imaginaries sketched earlier. Apart from music producing its own diverse social relations in the first plane, Born writes that this happens in “the intimate microsocialities of musical performance, music ensemble and installation site: the social and corporeal interactions and intersubjectivities set in motion among performers and audience and other participants” (2013, 32). I think postwar and (partly) pretelevision radio production and radio uses—radio practices—have similar intimate socialities. Not among musicians, but among family members having their turn at listening alone or together through the day or groups of friends listening together. Such listening situations are partly structured within a given radio assemblage. An example of an assemblage could read like this: a home where the radio hardware, the actual broadcasts, the living room and its furniture, the composition of the family, its social status, and its musical background all influence each other in ways that are far from obvious but nevertheless happening and creating a temporary sense of relatedness in a specific place (Michelsen and Krogh 2017, 520–521).

The second plane of Born’s analytical model of music’s social mediation is intended to discuss “music’s capacity to animate imagined communities, aggregating its adherents into virtual collectivities and publics based on musical and other identifications. These are musically imagined communities that … may reproduce or memorialize extant identity formations, generate purely fantasized identifications, or prefigure emergent identity formations by forging novel social alliances” (Born 2011, 381). Radio’s contribution to the articulation of the imagined communities of modern national states is well known and I will only touch on it briefly in what follows. More important are the constellations of listeners and broadcasts that inform many different kinds of imagined and temporary communities and spatial imaginaries, as will be demonstrated in the case on broadcasts on Africa.

Here, the conceptualization of radio as an assemblage works as a frame for understanding the relations and the mediations between the micro- and macrosocial imaginaries. It is within this framework that listeners, radio producers, radio administrators, institutions, industries, broadcasts, daily flows, and technologies become part of practices as they bring along their dispositions and habitus in acts of cocreating imaginaries of different sorts. Also, referring to radio as an assemblage reminds us that the following analytical steps are only dealing with a small part of this complex and dynamic sociocultural field, namely, the actual technologies and broadcasts rather than the larger institutional or social aspects.


Radio Listening, Cocreation, and Imagined Communities

When a subject encounters an object and tries to understand what it is all about, the subject brings along its preconceptions to understand it, and if it cannot be understood through pure convention a certain amount of imagination is necessary in order to enter a process of understanding. Variations on this theme have been well developed in aesthetics and pedagogics since the mid-nineteenth century, not least in relation to explaining what went on (and what was supposed to happen) in encounters between audiences and musical works. When broadcast radio came about in the 1920s, the theme also became important to radio practitioners and theoreticians, among other things in order to explain the new medium and in order to inscribe it in an established tradition of experiencing. Thus, the listener’s imagination became an important part of the radio assemblage because broadcasters thought it necessary for listeners to cocreate the broadcasts. In the early 1930s, the first head of the Bavarian Radio, Kurt von Boeckmann, said that

as the result of such aural education we get a quite incredible activity and intensification of the imagination. Thus the wireless listener experiences in daily renewed moments of keen inner concentration the true omnipotence of the word and its pictorial force.  (von Boeckmann quoted in Arnheim [1936] 1971, 136)3

Here, von Boeckmann demonstrates how the interplay between radio and listeners’ imaginations was important to early radio officials. According to him, radio trained listeners so that they would be able to live a richer, and more contemplative, inner life. It is important to point out, though, that the imaginative work concerns much more than creating mental pictures. Listeners may also draw on their experiences concerning emotions, feelings, and moods when cocreating (Chignell 2009, 69): they may draw on all kinds of private memories and engage in nostalgia; they may reperform physical experiences and use their bodies to stroll along in the living room to a rhythm or even to dance; they may hum, talk, or sing along to crooners and presenters.

To radio theoreticians, notions of cocreation appeared early on and they are still important to media scholars today when reflecting on what radio is. The fact that some theoreticians have cast radio as a blind medium (Arnheim [1936] 1971, 133–203; Crisell 1994, 1–7) has underlined the fact that listeners needed to use their imagination in order to get the full experience. To some (e.g., Crisell 1994, 7), the lack of a visual dimension had to be redeemed by the imagination, to others (e.g., Douglas 2004, 31), the lack enabled the freeing of an imagination no longer hindered by the restriction of a visual regime. Some recent introductions to radio studies and radio production still take up the discussion of blindness and, thus, the need for imaginative cocreation (for example, Starkey 2014, 26; Chignell 2009, 67–71).

This notion of imaginative cocreation, be it related to vision, tactility, or abstract thought, highlights how the cocreation of individual listeners has been (and is) important to the assemblage of radio and how it contributed to the forming of listeners’ microsocial imaginaries and to their taking part in macrosocial imaginaries. It must be mentioned that even though cocreation opened up to listeners being active in some way or another and contributing to the production of personal and societal meanings, it soon becomes clear, when looking at old day-to-day schedule sheets and listening to surviving broadcasts, that radio in its intimacy, its everydayness, and in its openings toward a world out there only afforded certain models for cocreational work and left out others. This is particularly clear in the choices of music offered.

My use of the imaginary stems from a sociological tradition where political philosopher Charles Taylor is among the central writers. Drawing on, among others, Habermas and Anderson he proposes a definition:

The social imaginary is not a set of ideas; rather it is what enables, through making sense of, the practices of a society. … I am thinking rather of the ways in which people imagine their social existence, how they fit together with others, how things go on between them and their fellows, the expectations that are normally met, and the deeper normative notions and images that underlie these expectations.

(Taylor 2002, 91, 106)

To Taylor the most important point about the imaginary is that what people imagine about their social existence enables and informs social practices. It is this functioning of the social imaginary that I propose to look for in relation to how radiophonic constructions afford specific, cocreated imaginaries related to the listeners’ close social sphere and to their broad social sphere. As the radio set and the loudspeaker were introduced into the intimate sphere of the homes as status symbols and as centers of entertainment, the physical and auditive layout of living rooms changed along with the relations within the family. Also, the relations between the intimate and the public changed as radio made public situations and persons heard through mediated sound. For example, prime ministers and celebrated singers might suddenly come alive in your living room through their voices; at the same time indicating intimacy (by obliterating a sense of distance) and distance (by the fact that they are socially and geographically far removed from you).

Just like the notion of radio’s blindness, the notion of radio affording imagined communities is as old as broadcast radio itself, and the eminent radio theoretician Rudolf Arnheim devoted a full chapter to it in his book on the aesthetics of radio ([1936] 1971, 226–257). The term itself only became theorized by Benedict Anderson in the 1980s, and it is central to Michele Hilmes’s (1997, 11–23) and Susan Douglas’s (2004, 23–25) accounts of the history of US radio. Anderson’s by now classic concept was originally used for analyzing nation-building and nationalism but also to characterize other types of communities ([1983] 2006). By “imagined,” Anderson just wanted to stress that in communities larger than primordial villages members do not know and will never meet their fellow members. More interesting to him is how communities are imagined, for example as kinship networks or social classes (6). In her discussion of early US radio in this perspective, Hilmes always stresses that radio both united and divided the nation: “As the nation found a voice through radio, the ‘imagined community’ of the twentieth-century United States began to take shape. Yet it would be a mistake to assume that it spoke univocally” (1997, 13). For example, before World War II radio was an enormous help in making several generations of US immigrants accept that English was the country’s lingua franca while at the same time upholding a wealth of social distinctions according to accent, dialect, sociolect, and ethnolect—and musical genres.

Nation-building was of course dear to European broadcasting organizations as well, and they also contributed decisively to specific configurations of gender, age groups, social classes, and taste cultures within the nation. The educated classes found a new medium for imagining themselves as a separate social class, while women and children across (many) social classes were offered imaginary communities according to gender or age, and fans of musical genres could partake in imaginary taste cultures of the broadcasters’ choice—how to like jazz in a radio way (through music appreciation rather than as entertainment) was for example hotly contested in the 1930s and 1940s (Scannell 1981, 251–252).

In the following, imagined communities will be used to discuss how listeners come together across space; how they may be part of the institutionally based communities of the radio presenters and DJs; and, not least, how they may imagine themselves joining, for a brief while, the communities being reported on in broadcasts. Central to the imaginative work being done by listeners is the notion of co-presence, of being together with other listeners, the presenters, and/or the communities being reported on in the real time of the broadcast. Through the repetitive weave of weekly schedules the feeling of belonging may become more consolidated, while more intense and unique listening experiences afforded by specific broadcasts may offer brief and intense experiences of belonging.


Sound and Spatial Imaginaries

In the case of radio, imaginaries are most conspicuously put to work through sound though practices related to technologies and other materialities may set off processes of cocreation as well. This goes for spatial imaginaries too, and they are important for making the other radio-based imaginaries work. Beginning with Edmund Carpenter’s and Marshall McLuhan’s assertion that the qualities of sounds make and shape the space which they inhabit (Carpenter and McLuhan 1973, 35–37, referred to in Revill 2016, 6), the cultural geographer George Revill succinctly sums up how sounds work in space:

Sounds interact and mask each other high or low, loud or soft, incessant or fugitive. In spatial terms, heard sounds give embodied sensation to properties of depth, distance and proximity, suggesting feelings of clarity, delicacy and intimacy, transforming and animating the experience. Sounds envelope and reverberate deeply within bodies in ways which are specific both to their phenomenal properties and to historically constituted modes of listening, understanding and interpretation. These qualities of sound produce particular kinds of density, texture and form to sonic space at the same time they provide sounds with the valence and mutability key to the contingency and vitality of sonic spatiality suggested by Carpenter and McLuhan. (2016, 11)

This comprehensive description of what I would consider a spatial imaginary, touches on several aspects of sound research. One is related to the analysis of music produced in multichannel recording studios and is mainly based on the illusory space created by the stereo signal but also on a wealth of outboard devices like digital delays. Another is related to material and historical studies of sound, and here sounds in space as social processes are important, here “space is conceived as multiple and constellatory, as mediated and mediating” (Born 2013, 20).

I will focus on how the actual sounds and musics are intertwined with the social imaginaries. Transphonic sounds imply spaces in many ways. As sounds unfold in space, recordings and radio relays carry with them more or less specific information about the spaces in which the sounds take place (Michelsen 2016a). Individual listeners may cocreate the spaces suggested by the broadcasts, imagining the space of the program announcer or the dance hall of the dance orchestras being relayed. By “using” the broadcast they may add to their own listening space by creating an affective space, for example an added spatial intimacy afforded by crooners or a festive space by importing the dance hall to the living room. Obviously, the broadcasts also give listeners the affordance to imagine themselves as part of a sounding community, be it the dancers, the listeners, the nation, or whatever.

Cocreation was connected to the ideal of active listening promulgated by radio officials all over Europe. Passive listening, or tap listening as early radio officials in France and the UK condescendingly called it, was the opposite, and officials officially railed against it while tacitly accepting it, as is evident in the actual, daily flow of German, British, and Scandinavian broadcasts. Tap listening afforded reverie, which was not considered creative in any way by officials—even though reverie might be thought of as a less regimented way of cocreating or maybe just creating. In her book, Listening Publics: The Politics and Experience of Listening in the Media Age (2013), Kate Lacey analyses the modernization of listening as radio came of age. Her point of departure is that listening is not passive at all but active and that the passive/active dichotomy has been treated far too simply and is indeed problematic. Her example is that hearing and listening are considered passive and active respectively, while listening as such is considered passive in relation to other activities. Instead, she posits “listening as a public act [and] as a communicative activity” (5) and she continues by discussing different modes of listening:

“to listen” is both an intransitive and a transitive verb. In other words, it is possible to listen without necessarily listening to anything. Listening can therefore be understood as being in a state of anticipation, of listening out for something. The listening public is in this sense an always latent public, attentive but undetermined.

 (Lacey 2013, 7, italics in the original)

Contrary to most, Lacey considers the listening public a parallel to the reading public. Both are potentially critical and definitely not passive. Listening out is complemented by listening in, meaning listening to something. At a definitional and analytical level she states that listening out is “an attentive and anticipatory communicative disposition” while listening in is “a receptive and mediatized communicative action” (8). Transcending the bipolar relation between active and passive listening makes it possible to understand listening in general as cocreative and an opening toward taking part in radio imaginaries.


FM and the Control of Radio Sound (Microsocial Imaginaries)

Related to microsocial radio imaginaries and Born’s first plane of social mediation is an inward movement, a tendency toward closure and temporary ordering of physical and mental space from the point of audition of the individual or small social groups like the family (cf. Moores 1993, 75–88). Radio might be a help at several levels with regard to constructing temporary or more stable selves and groupings, to erect fences and lay out border areas that control the admission to persons or groups, and, of course, to help in pinpointing the Other beyond the confines. As analyzed by Simon Frith, radio’s contribution to cultural and societal closure may be related to the development and consolidation of the middle-classes, especially in the psychosocial construction of the nuclear family in its home (1988, 29–36). During the postwar years (c. 1945–1960) the changes radio had brought about earlier had become conventionalized. It did not mean that radio developments stopped here, only that changes may be understood within criteria laid out in relation to prewar conditions. This will be demonstrated below in relation to the introduction of the FM (frequency modulation) band. Two main consequences were FM’s suspension of radio contact beyond national borders and FM and other radio industry technologies’ contributions to better sound quality and the resulting changes in listening strategies.

In Europe, FM slowly took over from AM (amplitude modulation) as the preferred way of broadcasting in the 1950s. As the new mode of modulating radio waves had a broader bandwidth, it was necessary to move the FM signals to a new part of the frequency range between 88.0 and 108.0 MHz (VHF). The reason for the shift was that the European AM radio spectrum had become overcrowded. On top of that, the allies (following World War II) needed several frequencies for entertaining troops and producing propaganda. In 1948 they and other European countries sat down in Copenhagen to decide on a new distribution of the European radio frequencies. The result was the European Broadcasting Convention that left Germany practically without any radio frequencies in the AM area. As a consequence, Germany became the first country to turn to FM. Several countries followed suit soon after, and in 1955 the BBC entered the FM bandwidth with three national channels.

Using FM had two huge consequences: the reach of the radio signal became shorter; and the sound quality got better. The shorter reach changed listening practices around Europe. Earlier on, the radio dial had ordered known and unknown places in Europe in curious ways, either along a scale or in a circle (Fickers 2012, 424–431). Each place sounded via its radio signals and, depending on time and weather, listeners all over Europe could listen in on these strange sounds. Most European newspapers carried radio schedules for 10–20 foreign radio stations, making it possible to plan a radio evening with contributions from all over the continent. With FM, the effect of state monopolies on the spreading of radio signals became more evident. You could still find plenty of broadcasts on the medium- and shortwave bands, but, as convenience has always been important, most listeners, having tuned into the FM band, stayed there, thus limiting their choice.

An important exception in the 1950s was the AM broadcasts from the US-controlled Armed Forces Network and Radio Luxembourg, which from time to time broadcast modern, popular music from the United States. Also, if living near to borders, one could eavesdrop on the neighboring countries. A third exception was the appearance of pirate radio ships from the late 1950s, some using FM, others AM. So, although the nation-states had a monopoly on spreading radio waves, it did not and could not control what listeners listened to. Despite these exceptions, FM contributed to the closure of international radio space, limiting possibilities for imagining communities across borders and strengthening radio-related communities as exclusive, national phenomena. This was contrary to the situation before the war, when ideologies of nationalism and internationalism could coexist without any problems (Michelsen 2016b, 82–83).

The second consequence of FM, better sound quality, must be seen in connection with the rapid developments in radio equipment production that also had better sound as a major element in the competition. Not least because of its status as Europe’s largest radio equipment producer in the 1950s, the German radio company Grundig is an obvious place to look for articulations of the discourse on commercial radio technology and its affordances in relation to social imaginaries. In a catalogue from 1953, the company mentions the conflation of FM and radio technology:

FM, the frequency of joy—established in Germany in 1949—assures an almost undisturbed reception and delivers, apart from the offers in the other frequency areas, a broader choice of broadcasts in a tonal quality which you would not have considered possible earlier on.4

Here, external FM and internal sound quality are combined with, more abstractly, waves of joy that are hardly imaginable. Also, notions belonging to the sound fidelity discourse, which began before World War I and became central to the marketing of hi-fi in the late 1950s, popped up; for example, in the phrases: “Music as it really is” and “the very final nuances in sound perfection.”5 The goal was to render mediation transparent despite the fact that the hi-fi equipment was a costly commodity, a highly visible status symbol, and an important part of the radio assemblage.

“Perfection” was a major Grundig buzz-word, and what was perfected was the sound. Perfected sound was mainly relevant to music listening as the names of the two model series indicated. While the 1953 models were identified only by a serial number, the 1956 models came in two main series, the music model (Musikgerät) and the concert model (Konzertgerät)—in the world of Grundig, radio equaled music listening. If you did not have a Grundig Fern-Dirigent (remote conductor), you could adjust the sound using the presets on the radio (discrete, speech, “wondersound” [Wunschklang], orchestra, jazz; Figure 19.16) or the four regulators for separate frequency areas. The more expensive sets contained two to five separate speakers, and Grundig also launched a nonspecific three-dimensional sound that resulted in a “pleasant, well-formed sonority.”7 The result was—again according to Grundig—that the sound reproduction changed from “directed” to “spatial,”8 thus enveloping the listener in a 1950s edition of surround sound that caressed rather than addressed you. It was a sound that was a part of the interior decoration rather than a sound agent in the living room, and thus an important change to the radio assemblages and the acts of cocreative imagination.



[image: image]
Figure 19.1 A Grundig radio ‘keyboard.’





The listening situation itself is depicted in several drawings (a popular way of illustrating in 1950s advertisements) from sales folders. The first picture (1953; Figure 19.2) depicts a solitary, introverted woman juxtaposed with a radio set. The juxtaposition suggests that she is listening intensely to the sounds emanating from the radio. The text “Perfect to the last detail” is a comment on the technology and perhaps also on the listening experience because of its place between woman and apparatus. The second (Figure 19.39) also has a solitary woman listening, this time in the living room. She looks at the gadget she is holding in her hand, the remote conductor, a tone control used for adjusting the sound without leaving the chair.
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Figures 19.2 and 19.3 Cover pages from the 1953 and 1957 Grundig product catalogues.




Each in their own way, Grundig’s technology, discourse, and pictures all point to the luxury of listening silently at home. In what has been shown here, listening is feminized and solitary. It must be mentioned, though, that it is possible to find pictures depicting couples listening in silence. Before the war, radio was described as the hearth around which the family gathered, so, at least according to the Grundig advertisements, this was a change in the micro-social radio imaginary. In the 1950s, television had taken over the role as the living room entertainment altar for the whole family. Apparently, the assemblage of radio listening had become more intimate, but whether listening is concentrated or the radio sounds afford reverie is impossible to decide. This is, of course, one discourse on one practice. A somewhat parallel, solitary listening situation developed in Germany as car radios became popular, while advertising discourse on the transportable transistor radios stressed youth and sociality. Also, radio used for background listening, as one of the push buttons on the Grundig radio points to as a possibility, would probably continue as the most widespread way of listening; solitarily listening by the German Hausfrau working in the home, and maybe socially when it accompanied the family in the weekly bathing sessions and the Sunday meals.

FM and a number of technologies including better radio sets contributed to the further consolidation of the assemblage of the middle-class family home by pointing to radio sound as a specific and luxurious quality that will fill your rooms. Because of the quality, it is not aggressively loud; rather, it is embracing. This became one part of the new middle-classes’ way of dealing with their new homes in the suburbs. Becoming conscious of sound, sound became part of what living in a detached house was about and thus a signifier for the individuality of the middle-class family and its members and an aid to negotiating changed identities. All this may be partly real and to a large extent imagined by the figure of the consumer appearing at that time. The imaginary part can be seen in the public image of the equipment.


Sounds of Africa (Macrosocial Imaginaries)

Macrosocial radio imaginaries, on the other hand, describe an outward movement, an opening up toward the world, be it other sounds, other people, or other spaces—a temporary ordering of the world out there from the perspective of your favorite listening armchair. In this way, distant places come closer, and, depending on the concrete situations, either lose or gain in allure. What interests me here is how speech and music were combined with other kinds of sound in order to give more nuanced and affective impressions of the world, especially the world outside Europe. I have chosen music-related broadcasts about Africa and African music as examples, simply because Africa-related search words gave more relevant results than search words related to Asia, India, or China in the BBC Genome Project.

In the 1950s, the BBC broadcasts concerned with Africa from a musical perspective changed quite a lot. During the previous decades, the little music with reference to Africa (apart from the white minority of South Africa) that had been broadcast had been in the exotic vein, for example suites on African themes composed by Europeans and played by one of the BBC ensembles.10 Basically, there were next to no broadcasts of African music made by black people. But around 1950, a few ethnomusicologists, who later became accomplished professors in their field, produced brief series on aspects of African music. A missionary, the Reverend A. M. Jones, had three talks in 1950 called African Music in Northern Rhodesia and, three years later, Ernest Borneman did a four-part series under the title of Music in West Africa. A. M. Jones had two further talks in 1953, as did the South African Hugh Tracey. The tenth broadcast, on Ewe Drumming in 1953, was by Dr. Seth Cudjoe, himself a Ewe. The remaining broadcasts between 1950 and 1954 were South of the Sahara (1952), a collaboration with the French Musee de l’Homme narrated by John Lomax, and The Tone Language of the Yorubas (1950), by the language scholar E. L. Lasebikan. From the program description in Radio Times, all of these appear to have been made on an anthropological basis. Two other broadcasts on African music demonstrate other angles. One is a documentary using recordings from the royal tour of South Africa and Northern and Southern Rhodesia called Africans Singing (1950) and the other, Western Influences on African Music (1950), discusses the meetings between Bantu (as it was known then) and European music in the process of migration toward the cities. The producer, John Ngcobo, who was a Zulu, sang some examples to piano accompaniment. Sadly, none of these have been handed down as recordings.

All fourteen broadcasts used field recordings to demonstrate their points, and musicological analyses by way of musical parameters (especially rhythm) were important to the presenters. But the music’s context, its social aspects, was important to them as well. Apart from the French collaboration, there is no mention of “primitive” music. Instead, judging from contemporary articles by A. M. Jones (1949) and Seth Cudjoe (1953), the argument was put that African music must be understood in its own right, not in comparison to European music. Also, such commentators did have an ear for music-cultural changes taking place, noting that contemporary African popular music was different from traditional musics without deploring it.

I have found twenty-six different broadcasts from 1955 to 1959 with roughly the same profile as the broadcasts from 1950 to 1954. John Blacking and Klaus Wachsmann each did a three-part series (1955/1956), as did several other ethnomusicologists. In this period, there was a bit more stress on contemporary African music. The composer and head of music at the Nigerian Broadcasting Corporation Fela Sowande did some broadcasts of his own and other contemporary composers’ music and the problems arising when composing between traditions. The BBC also released a few broadcasts on African popular music on record under the titles of Commonwealth Cabaret (1955) and West African Serenade (1956).

The point here is that the 1950s BBC broadcasts on African music made it possible for at least some listeners (if they wanted, were awake after 10 p.m., and listened to the Third Programme) to enter a new kind of transnational community. It was still imagined, but the imagination played out within a different context compared to earlier. It was a change from the explorer’s tales of traditional colonialism toward that of scholarly knowledge produced by Africans and Europeans involved in the early formulations of a post-colonial agenda. It became possible for British (and European) listeners to entertain a more complex notion of what Africa was about: an Africa whose music was different from, but on a par with, European music; an Africa whose music had both an old and a contemporary tradition; and an Africa where music and context were hard to separate. This Africa was presented to British and European listeners by way of sound and no longer only through spoken and written narratives. And it was a documentary sound, not the imaginary sound of Africa heard through a symphony orchestra. The many field recordings set in motion a new imaginary where you heard a specific music recorded in a specific and sometimes named place.

We do not know what recordings were actually played in the broadcasts, but normally such recordings would also convey a sense of the space and the sociality in which the sounds and the music took place, thus making the place more manifest. Even though they were recordings, they may have worked as radio relays, that is, reporting from and documenting other places. The documentary stance resulted in giving name to specific cities and countries, thus differentiating the vague “Africa.” Judging from the brief program description in Radio Times, most of these broadcasts were governed by scholarly (and “objective”) thinking underlining the documentary aspect and thus moving the sound of Africa away from the exotic imaginary toward concise knowledge, taking away (some of) the mystery of the Dark Continent. In this way, sound and music contributed to the notion of the imagined community of empire, by bringing colonies and commonwealth members into your living room, while at the same time disassembling the notion of empire by dividing it up into singular countries each with their characteristics.

I will turn to one of the few surviving broadcasts—a portrait of the village of Tito in Ghana—stored in the Danish radio archive, using speech, interviews, and on-location recordings of music and soundscapes.11 The broadcast was part of a series called African Voices. The subtitle of the actual broadcast was “A Village and a High School in Africa.” The thirty-six-minute broadcast was aired on May 19, 1958, at 7:35 p.m. on DR P1. The producer and the speaker was the journalist Jørgen Vedel-Petersen, who had traveled around Africa in preparation for the series. The portable tape recorder (probably a Nagra) had by that time become a basic tool for journalists and made it possible to produce sonically complex documentaries. Here, Vedel-Petersen uses hard cut, fade-in and -out, and voice-over. The broadcast’s content might be summed up as in Table 19.1.


[image: Table_Image]


The broadcast has ten different spaces: three different music performances; the speaker alone; the speaker and the high school leader; speaker and Mr. Mansa; the chief’s father and translator; chief Tobe Gobodake IX alone; speaker and Danish family; and complete silence. The anchor, or the speaker’s space, is the home of the broadcast. It is a traditional radio-institutional voice with hardly any reverberation. As the space without connotations, it is the objective voice, the panoptical center of the broadcast. It is not just the voice of Vedel-Petersen, it is also the voice of the institution—all in all, the paternal voice in a nonmarked space where knowledge and oversight reside. The space in which he talks with the high school leader (another person of knowledge) has nearly the same characteristics, while the interviews with Tobe Gobodake, Gobodake’s father’s speech (in his own language), and Mr. Mansa have background noises from the village. These interviews move us toward the most foreign space, that of African music. In this way, we, as listeners, move between well-known and little-known spaces. The surprise comes when we suddenly listen to a Danish family in Denmark. They speak in a Danish dialect and there is some background noise. In this way they are marked as different from the speaker, not as knowledgeable. And even more surprisingly, the broadcast ends by taking us back to the village.

The broadcast offers the listener a wealth of co-creative possibilities. The speaker’s narration is one. As a trained journalist he knows how to talk and choose the right words in order to fire the imagination. His narration is literary in the choice of words, and he is probably reading from a manuscript. Nevertheless, it works as an oral presentation when he describes the village and the high school and talks about problems like healthcare. This becomes obvious when contrasting him to the local Dane, who quite abstractly describes the village’s social and economic structure in a somewhat drawling voice. Another possibility is the frequent use of interviews with Africans and Danes; all interviewees are identified by name, thus underlining that they are individuals, and many listeners would probably create more or less vivid images of them in their minds’ eyes. A third possibility is music that the broadcast uses quite extensively (roughly one-fourth of the whole broadcast). There are at least three combinations: drums, solo singing, and choir; light, hand-held percussion, solo singing and choir; and choir alone. The speaker explains who is playing and singing and about what and where they do it. A fourth is the individual soundscapes of each section; they are not intrusive, but they suggest the bustling activity in the village. All these possibilities might raise imaginative questions about how people and things look, feel, taste, or smell, and thus they contribute to the imaginative co-creation of the broadcast.

Community is established in at least two different ways. First, (Danish) listeners are asked to imagine an African community far away from home. From the point of the listener the broadcast depicts an African community in words and in sound. Metalinguistic and musical sounds serve to concretize the otherwise rather encyclopedically presented village, to turn an abstract Third World village into a place, into Tito in Ghana. This happens through naming the village and a few of the inhabitants, and it happens through musical excepts, one from a welcoming ceremony, another from a meeting of the elders, and a third from a meeting of teachers from all over Ghana at the high school.

Second, the broadcast offers an imagined community across the great distance between Ghanaians and Danes. This happens within the narrative because a Dane actually lives in the foreign place and a Danish family is on their way to the village in order to take up work. It happens through naming villagers, and it happens through the journalist’s use of village soundscapes. The most important bridge—and supporting the others—is the interview with the Danish family. It lasts four and a half minutes, and contrary to the soundscape of the speaker and the high school leader, theirs is almost as noisy as the soundscapes of the village dwellers, and they react in the same way to the interviewer: answering the questions hesitantly. In this way the broadcast places “ordinary” Danes and “ordinary” Ghanaians in the same position: as people in the midst of noisy, quotidian life answering the questions put to them by authority. This offers the best possibility for establishing an imagined community including Africans and Europeans—even though it is still ruled by the “objective” reason of the journalist and the broadcasting apparatus. In 1957, Ghana had become the first African country to declare independence; I assume that this broadcast is an early negotiation of the post-colonial condition, and the previous pages have pointed out a historical shift in the way radio afforded a new, imagined Africa and offered “membership” to variously defined imaginary communities.


Mediating between Micro- and Macro-social Radio Imaginaries

The reasons for discussing mediations between the micro- and the macrosocial is that radio affords movements between the two in more or less complex patterns—radio both establishes and mediates between the two positions. Identity work might be deeply personal, but it still takes place in a social context. The middle-class family member is still also a citizen, and radio supports both ways of socialization via public service radio’s obligations to educate and entertain. Although this is seen as a dichotomy by many, radio has questioned it by juxtaposing the two areas next to each other and thus pointing toward an ideal middle-class citizen in whose world the categories of education and entertainment are hardly ever mutually exclusive. Radio mediates between place and space, between here and there, between local and global, now and then, the private and the public, and between producers and listeners. In this chapter we have seen how it also mediates between two very different imaginaries—the middle-class home and the African village—not in a one-to-one exchange but in an exchange that is partial and incomplete.

Mediations between place and space happen in many ways but mainly in trajectories from one to the other. Radio names and concretizes space, turning it into specific places with certain qualities demonstrated by sound (the microphone in the street or the postcard piece of music) and by narrative. On the other hand, places may dissolve into space as they become generalized. In the Africa broadcast on Danish radio (referred to previously), the sounds of the African village is a concretization of Africa and a token for the whole idea of Africa. The Africa broadcast brought the listener into contact with several soundscapes. They interacted in sequence, as one followed the other, and they interacted with your listening space, your living room.

Here/there is clearly related to the notion of Africa from the perspective of Danish audiences. Africa might open up as new knowledge and new sensations, the broadcast may “remove” you sonically to the African community or draw it into your listening environment and maybe even into an imagined community, but you might also enjoy the distance between yourself and Africa or simply not care. In a different way, the Africa broadcast mediates between home and away by way of its narrative, as the last five or so minutes is taken up by an interview with a Danish family in Denmark. We are back home—but with a twist, as the broadcast ends with less than a minute of African music.

While the here/there experience is mainly an individual one, it is related to the local/global mediation as well. The last one is more part of a public, analytical discourse that 1950s public radio contributed to. In many series, they analyzed the third world becoming the Third World in a modern sense in sounds and words, thus challenging received notions of imaginable communities and suggesting new ways of going about this. Often the producers managed to relate it to the listeners in their homes (for example, by including a Danish family in the broadcast as in this instance). This is probably the period when parts of the personal or abstract here/there metamorphosed into the cultural analytical local/global—if not yet terminologically, then in practice.

In all this mediation, one could ask if there are any positions in between. I would argue that there are. Relays from events to broadcasting houses to listeners establish a meeting between sender and radio sets mid-air. The sports broadcast is an example of this. The commentator interprets a lot of noises in a meaningful way for listeners who, for their part, are concentrating on sounds and speech in an act of cocreation, pointing their senses toward the radio and by implication toward the sports field. Their consciousness is moving toward the event while the commentator’s is moving toward their living room, establishing imagined relations between commentator and listener, among listener and the crowd present at the game, and among listeners.

Another example would be broadcasts in the genre of variety (or in German Bunter Abend [colorful evening]). The variety broadcast consists of a series of unrelated items put together by the producer—a little something for each taste that results in an extremely varied sound palette. The long series of unrelated soundscapes might be left out there by listeners, taken into their living rooms, or wherever. One specific broadcast, the Danish Broadcasting Corporation’s one-hour prime time show on P1, “Saturday Light” (Let lørdag) from August 6, 1955, consisted of the following types of soundscapes: music in the studio; talk (interviews) in the studio; street noise recording for background; several music recordings on tape and record; live recordings from stage shows; and a montage. All in all, throughout the sixty-five minutes there are sixteen discrete sections (Table 19.2).


Table 19.2 An Overview of the Content of “Saturday Light” (Let lørdag), DR P1, August 6, 1955, 10 p.m.




	Activity
	Performers



	Title tune (“Det var en lørdag aften”) and intro
	The regular studio group (piano, guitar, drums)



	Two choir arrangements and interview with the conductor
	Small, popular music choir with piano accompaniment



	Interview with a Copenhagen taxi driver and a visiting BBC television host (in English)



	Four arrangements of one Swedish song
	Records/tape



	Interview with a popular singer (Hans Kurt)



	“The Old Knife-Grinder’s Song”
	Hans Kurt with own accompanist (piano, celesta)



	“Donauwellen,” jazzified
	Studio group



	Topical poem
	Henning Moritzen (up-and-coming singer/actor)



	Potpourri of songs about the moon
	Studio group



	“An Artificial Moon” (song)
	Moritzen and studio group



	“We Want Beer” (song)
	Record, fades into the following



	Interview with brewery man about Danish drinking habits this summer



	“Mineral water with a straw” (commercial)
	Record



	Two recordings from the summer’s revues (one a parody of Chinese opera)
	Tape



	An adaption of Jules Verne’s From the Earth to the Moon (a well-known Danish reporter reports from a rocket launch in America, intended as a “War of the Worlds” prank)



	Title tune
	Studio group




The sheer variety of this variety broadcast indicates that it might be used for most things. Listeners may mentally wander back and forth between listening out for something interesting and listening in when it appears, for example the singers Kurt and Moritzen, or they may stay in the slightly alert mode of listening out all the way through (cf. Lacey, discussed earlier). By 1955, the tape recorder and the mixing console had become common tools in radio production. This allowed for new ways of producing and mixing live music with commercial and noncommercial recordings. To the modern ear, the editing is quite rough because markedly different soundscapes are juxtaposed without any breaks. Also, speaking above the recordings (and live!) was a new gimmick, as was the slow fade-out of music recordings. Contrary to radio announcers, the host has been placed in a soundscape with some reverberation indicating a large studio. But, as there is no live audience, there is no clear reason for this other than, perhaps, another gimmick. The point is that the many divergent soundscapes constitute a pastime and a flow produced in a new way specifically for what Lacey labeled listening out. Thanks in part to the new technology, the constant stream of music known from nonstop broadcasts like “Music While You Work” was interrupted as the constant change of topics debated on very different soundscapes created a pell-mell of information and sound, intruding not in an irritating manner, but as a constant flicker of sound not being internalized and yet not belonging to the world out there or being internalized for a short period and then left to itself. Radio blurs the borders between close and faraway, between private and public, and sometimes establishes positions in between; positions defined by their lack of specificity and, perhaps, lack of commitment.


Conclusions

In Europe, in countries that supported radio broadcasting as a state monopoly, the notion of radio’s role in community-building at a national level has always been very strong—for better or worse. The notion of public service was central to the formation of national communities, and it built on the idea of “the people” as a community, that needed to be informed, educated, and entertained. Even though most early policy makers in some ways thought of “the people” as an unenlightened mass, they paradoxically realized that in order to produce radio you needed their active cooperation in co-creating the broadcasts. Accepting the premise of enlightenment, everyone was invited to join the imagined community of national listenership. This was of course not one homogeneous group, and listeners could go for any of the many different imagined communities offered (music fans, housewives, children, etc.). Different kinds of interaction with the radio organization (early on it was listeners’ letters, public letters, appearances of representatives of “the people” in broadcasts, representatives on institutional boards, listener surveys) intensified the feelings of community. Such communities presupposed as well the creative co-creation of the many listeners. But as Frith has pointed out in relation to the BBC, as a bona fide community member you had to accept culturally to become part of the middle-class (1988). This became the model for the Western European broadcasting corporations after the war as they developed the cultural versatility of a postwar, middle-class imaginary.

Understanding radio in the home as an assemblage, the Grundig analysis suggested that one micro-social radio imaginary was concerned with the feminization of the living room of the radio home with its functional and light furniture as the woman of the house occupied it for listening to the radio, that its listeners belonged to the middle-class, that sound had become controllable and enveloping (perhaps even caressing), that listening took place while sitting down and relaxing, and that listening might be listening in or listening out—listening concentrated or using radio sounds as background to reverie. At the center of all this was the (female) middle-class individual in an introvert situation, which is in contrast to most prewar radio assemblages (Moores 1993, 75–88; Michelsen 2016a, 149–154). When transistor radios and car radio sets became popular in the second half of the 1950s, quite different radio assemblages presented themselves in advertising and in actual use.

In the second example, the Africa broadcast, which suggested a turn toward macrosocial radio imaginaries, the assemblage was mainly located in the localities, the people of the broadcast, and its prerequisite technologies as it offered membership to a series of imagined communities inside, across, and outside the broadcast. Some of these are related to the medium (listeners as a community), others to the social and political changes going on in the world at that time (postcolonialism). In this way, the broadcast produced the listener (Berland 1990, 187) as an attentive listener, but still, it is the listeners’ choice if they want to take up that position or if they are still listening out.

The third example, the variety broadcast, is most open to interpretation as it is extremely open in its offerings for use. The broad variety even includes the many sound (re)production technologies involved. It is hard to pin down the producers’ intentions (except, of course, to entertain), so the individual listeners’ uses would decide on listening in or out, if micro- or the macro-social imaginaries would be preferable. In general, listening out is probably the listening mode being produced by the broadcast, contemporary conventions concerning entertainment told that you did not really listen to it, even if you did, but as Lacey’s term indicates, this listening/not listening as co-creative listening is exactly what listening out is all about.





Notes

1. See also Born (2010, 232–235; 2012, 266–268; 2013, 31–35) for presentations of the four-plane model—and laid out in a three-partite form in Born (2005, 7).

2. Such a grand analysis can be found in Jody Berland’s classic article “Radio Space and Industrial Time: Music Formats, Local Narratives and Technological Mediation.” It was published in 1990 and deals with predigital and early digital Canadian radio, but it still is a very good example of an analysis of music radio as an assemblage, including analytical comments on all four of Born’s planes, even though her theoretical context is somewhat different, from the details of listening to radio’s organization of time and space.

3. Von Boeckmann was head of the Bavarian Radio until 1933, when he took over the German shortwave broadcasts. In his major contribution to early radio theory Rudolf Arnheim turned against the prevailing radio pedagogics of imagining: “Seen from the wireless point of view, one must make it quite clear that the urge of the listener to imagine with the inner eye is not worth encouraging, but, on the contrary, it is a great hindrance to an appreciation of the real nature of wireless and the particular advantages that it alone can offer” (Arnheim [1936] 1971, 137). His criteria for a successful broadcast are when it is full and complete in itself, adheres only to its own formal world, and needs no additions to the “reception of pure sounds” (135–142).

4. My translation of “UKW, die Welle der Freude—1949 in Deutschland eingeführt—sichert einen praktisch störungsfreien Empfang und bringt neben den Darbietungen auf den übrigen Wellenbereichen zusätzlich ein weiteres Programm in einer Tonqualität, die Sie bisher nicht für möglich gehalten hätten.” Text from the 1953 Grundig catalogue, quoted from http://www.hifimuseum.de/1953-grundig-radios.html. Accessed September 28, 2016.

5. My translation of “Musik wie sie wirklich ist” and “die allerletzten Nuancen der Klangvollkommenheit.” Text from the 1956 Grundig catalogue, quoted from http://www.hifimuseum.de/1956-grundig-radios.html. Accessed September 28, 2016.

6. Source: http://www.hifimuseum.de/1957-grundig-radios.html. Accessed September 28, 2016.

7. My translation of the last three words in the sentence “Die ungewöhnlich gute Wiedergabequalität erhielt durch die Einführung der 3-D-Technik eine wohltuend plastische Klangfülle.” Text from the 1957 Grundig catalogue, quoted from http://www.hifimuseum.de/1957-grundig-radios.html. Accessed September 28, 2016.

8. My translation of “Aus der ‘gerichteten’ Rundfunk-Wiedergabe eine ‘räumliche’ geworden.” Text from the 1957 Grundig catalogue, quoted from http://www.hifimuseum.de/1957-grundig-radios.html. Accessed September 28, 2016. The first Grundig stereo radios came on the market in 1959. They were not successful, as there were no stereo radio signals. Thus, the stereo sound experience had to wait for a few more years.

9. These come from http://www.hifimuseum.de/1957-grundig-musikschraenke.html and from http://www.hifimuseum.de/1953-grundig-radios.html. Accessed September 28, 2016.

10. For example Dorothea Barcroft’s African Suite consisting of five movements (“On Safari,” “Kraal Song,” “Shamba Song,” “Kenya Idyll,” “A Massed Ngoma”) broadcast December 21, 1933, on the BBC Regional Programme.

11. In the BBC Genome Project, there is only one radio broadcast from the period in question dealing with Africa. It takes up the problem of South Africa, but it consists only of close-miked interviews. None of the interviews has any background noise, and the spatial information is minimal. The broadcast is The South African Dilemma, Third Programme, June 3, 1960, 10 p.m. http://genome.ch.bbc.co.uk/. Accessed September 20, 2016.
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Part III

Language






chapter 20

Audio Inside the Mind

The Poetics of Sound

Seán Street



Electric Language

That most sound-conscious of poets, Gerard Manley Hopkins—in a poem that begins “As kingfishers catch fire”—draws attention to a world full of everyday objects that sing the identity of their sources. It is a short poem, full of sonic messages “heard” in the silence of the mind, but containing a reality for all that:


Stones ring; like each tucked string tells, each hung bell’s

Bow swung finds tongue to fling out broad its name. (1990b, 141)



Hopkins—as so often in his poetry—reminds us of the world as audio studio, a place in which sound is linked to identity, received by the ears but interpreted by the brain, where the real “listening” happens. Whether it be the music of the spheres, or the song of the earth, what Gerard Manley Hopkins celebrates is the noise of life, that is itself a kind of epic sound poem, broadcasting twenty-four hours a day, in which everything—stone, bird, river, and beyond—sings proof of existence. The poem continues:


Each mortal thing does one thing and the same:

Deals out that being indoors each one dwells;

Selves—goes itself; myself it speaks and spells. (1990b, 141)



What many might hear as a random mix of noises generated spontaneously by location, situation, and juxtaposition, Hopkins interprets as a conversation in which the sound of everything becomes a representation of itself. We shall have cause to return to Hopkins’s theories of sound later in this chapter. That it takes a poem to point to our place in this universal sound environment so eloquently is no accident, because poetry and sound—sound and poetry—are intimately and fundamentally linked in the narrative through which we explore the world and our place in it. This examines the idea of the poetic in sound, and the relationship between poetry in the traditional sense—be it orally transmitted or on the printed page—and pure sound at the point where it becomes a form of poetry without words. Edward Thomas, in a review of Robert Frost’s second poetry collection, North of Boston, published in May 1914, wrote, “It is poetry because it is better than prose” (Walsh 1988, 190).

I have worked as a radio practitioner for most of my life, and for me, sound and poetry are kin; one element of their commonality lies in the fact that they provide images that the mind is required to interpret, but they are not prescriptive, allowing each of us our own personal sets of pictures. Both can be transcendent, taking us to places beyond the physical limitations of our immediate environment, and both are, at their root, sonic. In an early edition of the BBC’s journal Radio Times, an unnamed feature writer suggested, “it is not a strange thing that men have made poems about broadcasting, for the new magic … is of the very stuff of poetry” (Radio Times, December 1927, quoted in Street, 2004, 10). John Reith, the BBC’s first managing director, wrote in his book, Broadcast over Britain, published in 1924 just two years after the foundation of the (then) British Broadcasting Company:

When we attempt to deal with ether we are immediately involved in the twilight shades of the borderland; darkness presses in on all sides, and the intensity of the darkness increased by the illuminations which here and there are shed, as the investigators, candle in hand and advancing step by step, peer into the illimitable unknown.

(Reith, 223)

Little wonder that when, a year later, the BBC opened its first national transmitter on Borough Hill, Daventry, at the very center of England, on a site that had once been a Viking burial ground, the opening ceremony should include a specially commissioned poem by Alfred Noyse. The legend was that the Danes planted a tree at the center of their cemeteries, the branches of which were believed to transmit the souls of the dead to the afterlife. (A poetic concept in itself.) Apocryphal as the story probably was, the metaphor was not lost on Noyse; “Daventry calling …,” he wrote. A call sign as communication, invisible, yet potent:


All are in one circle bound,

And all that ever was lost is found. (Noyse, in Street, 2004, 21)



It is the power of the imagination, stimulated by mental pictures, tone, silence, and most powerfully, ambiguity, that links poetry in its most familiar form to the idea of a way of seeing and a way of saying through sound. It is that stimulus, the firing of the engine of imagination, that makes the poetic so potent and memorable, and memory is crucial to the equation; why do I remember the radio play or feature I heard and was moved by years ago, whereas I find it hard to recall what I saw on TV last night? I do so because my imagination was actively engaged: in a sense, itself a part of the creative process. There are technical devices that help this process: poets may use rhythm and rhyme to frame ideas, but in essence passion persuades and a transcendent idea or image will live because we have absorbed it and made it part of our being. The sense of our self may in time come to rely increasingly on the sound clues that inspire our memory, be it a song, an everyday sound, or a line in a poem.

Poetry is all about sound, from the images it creates on the page—silent sound—to the effect it has when spoken aloud. Shakespeare, of course, understood how the words could be shaped to maximum effect as he stirred and manipulated the emotions of his audiences:


     … The play’s the thing

Wherein I’ll catch the conscience of the king.



So says Hamlet in the last two lines of Act 3, and what member of an audience dares not applaud at that? The rhyming couplet is a flourish, a “ta-da” that echoes after it has been delivered. It is not simply the words, but the sound of them that demands a response. There are numerous sonic effects in the poet’s bag of tricks, such as alliteration, assonance, and onomatopoeia, that may be called on to create a reverberation that sings on in the mind of the reader or listener, becoming an aid to memory. A famous example of this is the “Skating” section in William Wordsworth’s long autobiographical poem, The Prelude, in which the picture is evoked in the mind by the choice of words, not only for their meaning, but for their sound:


All shod with steel,

We hiss’d along the polished ice, in games

Confederate, imitative of the chase

And woodland pleasures,—the resounding horn,

The pack loud chiming, and the hunted hare.

So through the darkness and the cold we flew,

And not a voice was idle; with the din

Smitten, the precipices rang aloud;

The leafless trees and every icy crag

Tinkled like iron. (1959, 26–27)



Words like “shod,” “steel,” “hiss’d,” and phrases such as “polished ice” and “tinkled like iron” do much more than create a narrative: they shape a picture in sound and vision. Wordsworth was passionate about the power of sound, and even wrote an eponymous poem on the subject, which begins:


Thy functions are ethereal,

As if within thee dwelt a glancing mind,

Organ of vision! (1909, 232)



It could not be clearer: hearing creates pictures in the mind, and the idea that because we can hear, we can therefore see through the power of our imagination. It is a concept that moves us beyond the poetry of the word to the poetry of sound itself, with perhaps the bridge being the opening to Dylan Thomas’s great “Play for Voices,” Under Milk Wood, in which the First Voice uses the words “hear” and “see” within the same context (Thomas 1968, 1–3).1

For the radio producer of creative features, documentaries or audio drama, as for the sound artist and the poet, these connections are crafted through artifice linked to the imagination; the skilled craftsman or artist is aware of the effect they are seeking to create, and equally they understand the techniques by which these emotional responses may be obtained from the reader or listener. I have already discussed some of these elements, and to these I should add the important device of rhythm, linked as it is in the most fundamental of ways to our own being, that of our pulse and our heartbeat. In his essay “The Symbolism of Poetry,” the Irish poet W. B. Yeats, wrote,

the purpose of rhythm … is to prolong the moment of contemplation, the moment when we are both asleep and awake. … If certain sensitive persons listen persistently to the ticking of a watch, or gaze on the monotonous flashing of a light, they fall into the hypnotic trance; and rhythm is but the ticking of a watch made softer, that one must needs listen, and various, that one may not be swept beyond memory or grow weary of listening. (1903, 247)

Words can be utility—a computer manual or a legal document—or they can be imbued with a kind of electricity that ignites something akin to the primal in the mind. As Claudia Daventry has written, “living language is loaded with ambiguity because not only its images but its very words have the inner heat of their individual histories” (2015, 174). And words are sounds in themselves.


Listener as Maker

Ambiguity is a major part of the poetry of sound because there is a key moment between hearing and decoding the signals we receive from the world around us in which sense and feeling play out a shadowy interpretative drama that can lead to wonder or terror; for example, unearthly screaming from outside our window in the dead of night can chill the heart before our brain has had time to ascribe the sound to urban foxes. Likewise, the sound of wind through trees may be rushing water until our eyes provide further evidence. The media theorist Mark Grimshaw-Aagaard discusses the nature of ambiguity in the perception of sound elsewhere in this book (this volume, chapter 5). Suffice it to say here that our rational minds, in their seeking to explain the world around us, may be the enemy of the poetic imagination, and sound, being invisible, is the phenomenon that requires the most active rationalization and therefore, some would say, the potential for a loss of “magic.” As the composer and author David Toop has written, “repeatedly, noise demands to be understood, or is this a misunderstanding of noise and its demand to be felt, which then becomes perverted into a quest for interpretation and explanation?” (2005, 73). A young child is surrounded by sounds it does not understand, for which it has little or no context. As we grow, we find our way through the world by “reading” its score, to use a musical analogy. The sound of our personal environment is constantly changing, improvising itself like jazz, and we are mentally in a state of constant interaction, translating and explaining this music to ourselves as we negotiate our way through each day. Occasionally, however, the ambiguous moment surprises the ear, either through an unfamiliar sound or something that may seem to us to be out of place or context. In the time between sleeping and waking we are often susceptible to this, and it is for the poetic sensibility, in that moment before understanding when a kind of sonic synesthesia occurs that can be disturbing, creatively liberating, or inspiring. This is most easily recognized in an unexpected progression of notes in a piece of music, when the mind anticipates one direction but is confronted by another.

In that moment we experience the difference between consciousness and self-consciousness; it is something that touches all of us many times in the course of a single day, although we may not recognize it. Indeed, it could be said that the act of recognition of such moments closes the door on them. Thus a phrase in a song, a child’s laughter or something heard that we cannot immediately explain, can place us firmly in the present second and has the power to transcend the mundane practicalities of life for an instant, something the writer Annie Dillard has defined as “the spirit’s unself-conscious state at any moment of pure devotion to any object. It is at once receptiveness and total concentration” (2014, 83). For Dillard, self-consciousness is a block to the pure experience of the present moment, and it is true. Sitting in the concert hall, listening to the opening bars of Mozart’s last sublime piano concerto, giving ourselves unself-consciously to the music, is spiritually transporting, but as soon as we find ourselves thinking, “this music is sublime,” we have stepped outside of the magic circle and are looking over our own shoulder. The music sinks back and becomes a soundtrack to the time and place, still wonderful but around us rather than inside us. There can often be a strange, other-worldly quality to our aural experiences, as John M. Hull has written:

It suggests that over which we have no power, which comes or does not come, which mysteriously starts and just as mysteriously finishes, to which we are always open but must remain attentive. … Sound is transcendent. (2013, 148)

The metaphysical quality of sound was not lost on the early radio pioneers. While they understood the technology, they were nevertheless captured by the wonder of the new medium. The BBC’s manager, John Reith, himself wrote of “the twilight shades of the borderland” (1924, 223), and the BBC’s director of programs, Cecil Lewis, mused on the idea that “the concerts of last year are still spreading out and on beyond the range of the visible stars. … Thus when we speak, it is not to the listener, or even to the world, but to the universe” (1924, 144–145). Because sound and experience are temporal, our relationship with the world around us is a continuing journey. Because sound is always present as it happens, always fading as it passes, it is a poignant link between ourselves as we are and ourselves as we once were, as well as a metaphor for our own transience. A freight train passes, its siren echoing across the plains. A car pulls out and accelerates down the road, and children’s voices fade as they move away from us. Such witnesses show sound to be the gift it is, something, whether we have the facility to play it back on a machine or recreate it in our imagination, that we seek to preserve and revisit as we move forward. We live in the present, but we are shaped by memory, and a sound in a living moment, a song, or a radio program can enter our consciousness and stay.2


Time and Space

Sound suggests the place in which it was created, and whether the personal image we create of that place is based on realistic knowledge or not, it remains “true” because we as the listener have created a context for ourselves imaginatively; as we listen to a play, a documentary feature, or a piece of sound art, we use clues provided by the producer or writer. Thus, through this process we become custodians of its mnemonic importance on a personal level, with the potential for recollection at great distances of time and circumstance. Creative audio is evocative, growing out of its connection with the temporal nature of life itself; we do not know what will happen in the next moment, and “live” radio retains its capacity to surprise in the same way. The sounds the producer places to evoke a mood or a sense of place have the power to stir the imagination into its own personal pictures, which in turn have the potential to become memories for the listener, both of the listening event itself and of associated surrounding sensory “happenings” that may become accidentally absorbed in the experience. In her crime novel To Love and Be Wise, Josephine Tey provides one of her characters with an interesting alibi: “She had watched a radio play, and had lain awake a little, half listening” (1988, 127). The italics are mine, and the point made here is that the link between listening and seeing is taken as read by the writer. As we have seen, radio works such as Under Milk Wood, although made of nothing but words, can be intense imaginative visual experiences. The human mind is a kind of radio producer/receiver in the sense that it possesses the ability to interpret feelings absorbed through sound, particularly when those sounds act as reminders of past events in our own history. By partaking in this experience, we can shape fantasies and fictions, often created from disparate and various audio symptoms of life around us in a partnership between imagination and memory. It goes far beyond the program itself.

The ghosts in our imagination that are stirred by sound and silence are poetic responses to signals we decode according to our own personalities, and most potent of all is silence. There are as many shades of silence as there are of the color white, something Thomas Hardy recognized in his poem “Silences”:


There is the silence of a copse or croft

   When the wind sinks dumb,

   And of a belfry-loft

When the tenor after tolling stops its hum.

And there’s the silence of a lonely pond

   Where a man was drowned,

   Nor nigh nor yond

A newt, frog, toad, to make the merest sound.

But the wrapt silence of an empty house

   Where oneself was born,

   Dwelt, held carouse

With friends, is of all silences most forlorn!

Past are remembered songs and music-strains

   Once audible there:

   Roof, rafters, panes

Look absent-thoughted, tranced, or locked in prayer.

It seems no power on earth can waken it

   Or rouse its rooms,

   Or its past permit

The present to stir a torpor like a tomb’s. (1979, 865–866)



The silences Hardy writes of are inside him as much as around him. We fear silence because deep down it echoes the idea of eternal nothingness. The poignancy of sound is that it is constantly disappearing, even as it is created, and silence is where it goes. The word “silent” is a fortuitous anagram of “listen,” and the more intense the silence, the harder we listen to it. It is the moment before the tiger springs out of the jungle, when a board creaks or a door opens. We notice when the birds stop singing. Equally, silence can be a potent, positive pause between things, an instrument of anticipation analogous with the dimming of lights in a theater before the curtains open, or the baton comes down on the first beat of a symphony. Silence is the sound in which the imagination is most highly tuned; it is the gateway to fear, expectation, and memory, all the more so as we become soaked in the noise of our modern world. It is to be treasured and savored, because today it is not the constant it was in Hardy’s world. Even Proust in his time wrote:

For a little while now, I have begun to hear again very clearly, if I take care to listen, the sobs I was strong enough to contain in front of my father and that did not burst out until I found myself alone again with Mama. They have never really stopped; and it is only because life is quieting down around me more and more now that I can hear them again, like those convent bells covered so well by the clamour of the town during the day that one would think they had ceased altogether but which began sounding again in the silence of the evening. (2002, 40)

Proust’s distinction between voluntary and involuntary memory in his writings is a crucial one, opening up the idea of the spontaneity of sound and its consequent potential for surprising the ear and mind. It is not only the sound itself, but the space in which the sound—or, as in Hardy’s poem, the silence—resonates, shapes, and colors the experience. A voice or sound within an anechoic chamber has nowhere to go, it vanishes the moment it is created. Listen to a sound created within a room acoustic; that acoustic becomes part of the very character of the sonic experience, whereas if we move from an internal setting to a space of a different nature, say an external environment like a wide open space, a canyon, or an urban street location, the quality and “personality” of the sound alters. Then consider the same sound as it is heard within a vast interior, for example a church, itself an audio instrument, a building in partnership with sound. As composers, Striggio, Byrd, and Tallis understood this; Gothic builders, and Venetian church architects such as Sansovino and Palladio created their great temples partly with sound and resonance in mind (Howard and Moretti 2009). The idea of the voice of God is given utterance in such spaces, as Bill Viola (1990) has written of Gothic architecture: “All sounds, no matter how near, far or loud, appear to be originating at the same distant place. They seem detached from the immediate scene, floating somewhere, where the point of view has become the entire space” (41).

The space dictates how we hear the sound, but our mind makes its meaning. When the sound recordist Chris Watson was working for the 2011 television series Frozen Planet, programs that explored the environment of the Arctic and Antarctic, he found himself often in huge spaces of apparently almost unchanging sound. There was one place, however, that invested itself with meaning. On January 17, 1912, Robert Falcon Scott and his team reached the geographic South Pole, only to find that the Norwegian Roald Amundsen had preceded him by five weeks. Scott’s men posed for a photograph, their faces etched with weariness and disappointment. None of them were to survive the eight-hundred mile journey back to their base camp. As part of an audio diary of his project, Watson recorded the sound at the Pole, close to the spot where the men would have stood for their picture almost a century before. It is an eerie, empty, bleak sound, the sound those men would have heard, unchanged by time. Without the knowledge of what happened in that very place, it has only the interest of a kind of specimen; imbued with the story, placed as a soundtrack to the photograph, however, it becomes unbearably poignant, a sonic memory of dead men. It is the mood imbued in the sound by implication that gives it meaning in such situations.3

Even within the domestic environment, found sound can catch us unawares through the nature of its transmission. We carry expectations of the familiar, so we notice when acoustic circumstances alter it. Birdsong belongs to the great outdoors, it is a sound we step into when we move beyond the confines of our interiors. To hear the sound inside a building is unsettling, not only because it does not belong there, but because it is changed by the acoustic it now inhabits. I have heard a pigeon making its mourning sound on my chimney, and it demands attention I would not give it, if I heard it in the context of the garden. Dillard observed the same phenomenon with a mockingbird that habitually nested around her home, striking up its song in high places, one of which being her chimney: “When he sings there, the whole chimney acts as a sound box, like the careful emptiness inside a cello or violin, and the notes of the song gather fullness and reverberate through the house” (2014, 106). The sudden spontaneous unfamiliarity of a known sound can make it new and strange and lodge its refreshed identity in the imagination and memory forever.



Experience Reborn

Sound as music in the broadest sense is capable of this, just as music in the traditional sense may be the most potent trigger of all, with its echoes, dynamics, and silences. The intervals between notes—as between words—are signifiers of meaning and emotion. Likewise everyday language can take on a musical quality both in terms of pitch, volume, rhythm, and vocabulary when invoked in the service of passionate feeling. How often does it strike us that witnesses to a great event or tragedy find an eloquence of expression in their responses? Before the written word there was language spoken, declaimed, performed, be it by troubadours or orators. While we can “hear” the sounds of a poem silently in our heads by reading to ourselves, a new element is opened up when the words are spoken, particularly in the case of certain poets for whom sound is part of the told narrative, as with Hopkins, who wrote to his brother Everard in November 1885, that “till it is spoken it is not performed, it does not perform, it is not itself” (Hopkins 1990a, 218). This, even as Hopkins explains his thesis in prose, uses word-shifts that echo his poetry and demonstrates, as Richard Swigg has written, “the extrication of a divine energy from inside the world’s particularities and now spoken into view” (2002, 17). It is at the moment of aural witness that sound communicates, before thought, before analysis, and before interpretation. It is something visceral that speaks to the primal in us, and it is always in the present at the moment of utterance, although that present may be recalled when the emotions have been touched sufficiently in the first place. A song played too often may lose its power to touch us, whereas the unexpected note from a choir in an empty church may overwhelm us, and forever takes us back to the place in which we heard it.

Imagination feeds memory, and music is ubiquitous in this. Yet we should focus here not so much on the hearing, but the creation, for in this there lies a mystery that belongs not only to music itself, but to all sound-related creations: the idea that the sound, be it a word, a phrase, a melody, or a cluster of notes, exists before it is articulated by the pen, the voice, or the instrument. This is the phenomenon that indicates the presence of the sound within the mind that then retains it long enough to transmute it to paper or the medium of transmission, a short-term memory transference that the composer Jonathan Harvey called “reordering,” a process beyond conscious thought (1999, 22). This idea is at the root of all artistic expression, and belongs to the initial transmission of the creation, something coming to the artist or poem before it comes from them. Likewise, at the other end of the arc, when in the early days of radio John Reith encouraged the serendipity of listening in his BBC audience, and the transmitter sprinkled its signals indiscriminately, the word “broadcast,” derived from the agricultural term for spreading seed on the ground, was apposite. In a world where we increasingly choose what, how, and when we listen to radio and television programs and podcasts, there is less emphasis on coming across something accidentally, and being touched by a spontaneous moment. The Australian producer Kaye Mortley has pointed to the appeal of the invisibility of radio’s transmission of sound: “I like radio to be radio [that is to say, wireless in the old sense of the word]. I like the idea that you don’t choose it, that it comes out of the air at you like manna from Heaven or the reverse!” (Street 2014, 120). The thought that fleeting sonic moments can move through us and past us, the idea that they touch us on their journey out into the universe and beyond, is itself a poetic concept, one that, as we have seen, created a sense of awe in the early broadcasters. For Mortley, part of the wonder of it is that “radio is writing that disappears” (Street 2014, 120).

“Writing” implies words, but it need not. As I have suggested, poetry is an idea beyond the fact of black words on white paper; it may be seen as a way of making, a way of thinking—indeed, a way of life. The demonstration of radio as poem, as exemplified by some of the work by the great BBC producers Douglas Cleverdon and Donald McWhinnie during the 1950s laid the ground and created the inspiration for a legacy that continues to flower—when it is permitted to do so—to this day. Works such as David Gascoyne’s Night Thoughts, broadcast in 1955, destroyed the idea of a sonic “fourth wall” dividing the program makers from the audience, with Gascoyne’s words, augmented by a powerful narrative score by Humphrey Searle, evoking the picture of isolated consciousness, as it were trapped in a radio studio, “seeing” the listener, each in their lonely locations, surrounded by darkness, yet through the power of sound becoming a composite whole of strangers sharing simultaneous experience.4

Two years later, Cleverdon worked with André Almuro on journal entries by Jean Cocteau to create a radio piece describing the effects of opium, a work he described as “an essay in experimental radio, utilizing the techniques of modern broadcasting to weld together sound patterns, both musical and non-musical, which have come to be known as musique concrète, and to evoke the mood of Cocteau’s brilliant writing” (Niebur 2010, 28). Also in 1957, Donald McWhinnie made his “Radiophonic Poem” Private Dreams and Public Nightmares using electronic sound and nonconventional instruments that by their very sound separated them from an image of human intervention and thus took the audience to a world of magic, science fiction, and the supernatural. In his introduction to the program, McWhinnie spoke of “a science of making sound patterns” capable of creating “a vast and subtle symphony from the sound of a pin dropping. … A sort of modern magic” (Niebur, 29). These and other experiments were to lead to a blending of radio and sound art that in turn saw the realization of a force that would redefine sonic possibilities across a range of media, leading to the creation of the BBC Radiophonic Workshop.


Radio as Poetry

Electronic sound has been a staple device in science fiction because of its capacity to surprise the ear into unearthly locations and ambiguous feelings, largely created by instruments and technologies that belong outside the realm of apparent direct human creation. The theremin is a classic example of this, but the development of increasingly sophisticated devices has provided the means of creating infinitely subtle effects that seem to the audience to come truly from other worlds. For the poetic film director Andrei Tarkovsky, using electronics in the soundtrack of his film The Mirror, ambiguity was everything:

We wanted the sound to be close to that of an earthly echo, filled with poetic suggestion—to rustling, to sighing. The notes had to convey the fact that reality is conditional, and at the same time accurately to reproduce precise states of mind, the sounds of a person’s interior world. The moment we hear what it is, and realize that it’s being constructed, electronic music dies. (1998, 162)

Radio has the advantage over visual media in this respect, because by virtue of itself, it is pure sound. Of course, there are many kinds of radio broadcasting, but the underlying essence of an invisible medium remains constant across its genres. The radio feature is in many ways the purest form of the medium, because its use of journalism, drama, found sound, and sometimes music make for a unique poetry that cannot exist in any other form, a counterpoint that creates polyphony in which all the elements have equal weight in the narrative. Of course, these elements all exist in their own right outside of the radio medium, but the radio/audio feature as a hybrid of them can only have its existence in the medium for which it was created. We may listen to a drama for itself, absorb the information journalism feeds us every day, and bathe in the music of our choice, experiencing each as a discreet entity. The features producer melds these into a form that makes something new and unique out of the composite. Indeed, it is composition in exactly the same way as a symphony or a sonata, and its subtlety requires perfect balance. It is also the form of radio most related to poetry. In an essay published to accompany a recording of her sound poem Horse, made with the composer and sound artist Peter Zinovieff, Katrina Porteous wrote, “in any poem, it is the musical relation of all the parts—concept, image, rhythm, and sound-texture—which gives that poem its unity” (2014). So it is with the radio feature.

Like the poem, radio—and radio features in particular—may transmute the experience of a real place to a created place within the mind. We may each of us listen to a program of sounds from a seashore, but the image created in our individual minds will remain our own, a personal picture evoked in the imagination by the audio clues and symptoms provided by the location recording. As Voegelin suggests, “radiophonic production has the potential to produce site-specificity not tied to place as architectural fact but as the temporal location of my auditory imagination” (2010, 160).

In the 1950s and 1960s, the famous series of programs known as The Radio Ballads, produced for the BBC by Charles Parker and Ewan MacColl were a groundbreaking attempt to create narratorless documentaries, free of “voice of God” studio commentary and powered by the new freedom afforded by portable recording. The programs were recorded on location and were full of spontaneous language and the sounds of the workplace. When one of the railwaymen in The Ballad of John Axon says, “Railways run through the back of your spine like Blackpool runs through rock” (Parker/MacColl, 1999),5 he is speaking a vernacular unscripted poetry that is indeed better than prose. But beyond the words, the sounds—train whistles, the work of railway sheds and muttering voices off-mic—make their own music, so it could be said that the other major device in the programs, the songs of MacColl that provide a linking narrative—are to some modern ears occasionally perhaps rather unsubtle; indeed, the flow of the documentary would work even were they not to be present at all. Music is without doubt a major part of the soundscape in cinema and television, but its presence, or overuse in pure sound stories can sometimes destroy the delicate balance in the relationship between maker, subject, and audience.

The producer and sound artist Colin Black finds that often the sound itself is sufficient to emotionally connect with the listener, and the overuse of other forces such as music can result in cliché and a sense of overmanipulation of the emotions. The engaged listener is tuned and intelligent, capable of the absorption of complex concepts, an active partner with the maker and the medium, a part of the process of storytelling. Just as a line in a poem can be rendered less effective by being too “purple” in its language and syntax, so a sound picture can be marred if the producer fails to understand how much of his or her work exists in the imagination of the audience. In other words, things can become too literal; the task is to strike matches of recognition and emotional empathy in the mind, sparks that can ignite the imagination, or equally be snuffed out by heavy-handed use of the colors in the palette. Poetic making in sound is a delicate blend of intuition, “feel,” technique, taste, and psychology. When the clear air around the imagination of the listener becomes clouded by signals that seem to instruct him or her how to feel, the ears turn off; as Black says, “it’s like being preached to, where the audience is focused into a corner to react in a certain way and is given no choice to come up with its own conclusions or interpretations” (in Street 2014, 117).

Often the more sparse the sound, the more telling the effect. A poetic analogy would be the seventeen syllables of a haiku, or the intense power of the brief poems of Emily Dickinson. A single drop of water falling into a puddle in a huge space can create a tsunami in the mind. We come back to silence, the clearest, purest canvas on which mood, emotion, and imagination can merge to generate a vast range of inner meanings. The film editor and sound designer Walter Murch (1985), has said, “Ideally, for me, the perfect sound film has zero tracks. You try to get the audience to a point, somehow, where they can imagine the sound. They hear the sound in their minds, and it really isn’t on the track at all. That’s the ideal sound, the one that exists totally in the mind, because it’s the most intimate” (in Weis and Belton 1985, 359). Broadcasters use the phrase, “on the air”: it is indeed potent and suggestive.


“In One Circle Bound”

There can be few better metaphors for the poetic relationship between sound outside and inside the mind, than the act of ringing a bell. As I have written elsewhere (2014, 123), the acoustic journey of a tone from the moment it is struck, through the decay of the sound, into a low hum and on into apparent silence challenges us to define when we are witnessing heard sound and when—at what point—it is created by the imagination, existing in memory. It is little wonder that bells are used as signifiers of the sacred. Radio—like poetry—has the ability to take you to strange places, and the key point is that we are complicit in the making of those places. Like dance or abstract painting, pure sound in the form of sonic art acts on our senses to open doors to individual worlds of imagination, each of them intensely personal and direct. Likewise, sound, working with our other senses—in particular sight—creates interactions and juxtapositions in the mind that are the very stuff of poetry. In his poem “Hearing the Ways,” Charles Tomlinson wrote:


In all its roused cells

The whole mind unlocks

Whenever eye listens

Wherever ear looks (2009, 440–441)6



The Tomlinson scholar Richard Swigg has pointed to the profound implications within these lines, resonating within deceptively small bounds, “compact with wakeful implication as ‘roused cells’ open the doors of further meaning, where ‘the whole mind unlocks.’ But the wholeness of the mind only ‘unlocks’ because an eye listens and, in acoustic sharpening, an ear ‘looks’” (2002, 287). Tomlinson’s words—and Swigg’s response to them—recall Shakespeare’s King Lear, a play that revolves crucially around the relationship between seeing and not seeing, imaginary perceptions and reality. Near the end of the play, Lear has this exchange with the blinded Gloucester:


Lear.: … you see how the world goes.

Glos.: I see it feelingly.

Lear.: What, art mad? A man may see how this world goes, with no eyes. Look with thine ears. (Act 4, Scene 6)



Earlier in the same scene, Gloucester, seeking to throw himself from a cliff top to his death at Dover, is persuaded by Edgar through word imagery alone that he stands in just such a vertiginous place:


Edg.: Come sir; here’s the place; stand still.—How fearful

And dizzy ’tis, to cast one’s eyes so low!

The crows, and choughs, that wing the mid-way air,

Show scarce so gross as beetles: half way down

Hangs one that gathers samphire, dreadful trade!

Methinks he seems no bigger than his head:

The fishermen, that walk upon the beach,

Appear like mice; and yon tall anchoring bark,

Diminish’d to her cock; her cock, a buoy

Almost too small for sight: the murmuring surge,

That on the unnumber’d idle pebbles chafes,

Cannot be heard so high. (Act 4, Scene 6)



Without his sight, Gloucester receives the images created by Edgar’s storytelling as a kind of sound poem, his mind in partnership with the maker of the “pictures,” an ancient connection that belongs to the time when there was no written text but only an orality communicating sacred and secular stories and myths. It is an inate skill we all possess, yet this kind of intense poetic response-experience tranferred to the everyday world requires attention, the part-learned, part-intuitive discipline of active listening, in which the relationship between the mind and the ear is trained in a relationship with the world that is sensitive and tuned by instinct as well as by the search for meaning. Let the spirit of the experience enter us first; meaning will always find its way in later. John Keats wrote to his friend Benjamin Bailey, “[Some] things require a greeting of the spirit to make them wholly exist.” He might have added, “like imagination … or memory” (Keats in Motion 1997, 218).

To actively focus on a sound—as in a radio program—is to unlock many potential layers of recollection. The shaping and crafting work of the radio producer is, as I have discussed, composition, a kind of music that preserves memory through the documentation of thought; each time we listen, the moment is recreated. Each time we remember, either prompted by sound, or silently in our own mind, it lives again. So where do these things begin, and when do they start to link with sound? We now know that listening begins in the womb. When my daughter was expecting her baby, she regularly played a gentle piece of piano music from a CD designed for prenatal relaxation. A week after her baby was born, back at home, on a day when the little girl was quite distressed, she played the track, and the child stopped crying, her eyes opened wide and she showed what can only be called recognition. It was an expression the young mother had not seen on her baby’s face before: it was recollection.

It happens at the other end of life too. As we move forward into a world where memory loss in various forms becomes increasingly a part of what we have to deal with—either in those we love or in ourselves—music and sound can unlock profound keys. People with temporary memory loss have been stimulated by the recognition of a fragment of song, and music therapy is crucial in work with people who have Alzheimer’s disease in its various forms, because the associative power of sound in the mind, the connections it makes for us with our past, and the note-by-note present tense of the experience tap into apparently lost parts of the self in profound ways. If we play a known and loved tune to someone who is apparently disappearing behind such a mental curtain, for the duration we may see them return to us, only to leave again as the song fades.

Our lives are framed by song and sound. It is at our beginning and our ending, and between that first and last page, our ears, mind and imagination are open. All sounds become part of us, but mundane sounds can be the most potent of all, things we never think about because of their pure utility, sounds that inhabited our everyday world just a few short years ago. Heard again when we least expect them, these things can jolt us back into a former self: Proust’s sense of involuntary memory can suddenly open a window, pull back a curtain. Samuel Beckett said, “The man with the good memory doesn’t remember anything because he doesn’t forget anything” (1949, 29–30). As with an everyday sound, so with a voice, perhaps that of a long-gone loved one. We may think we have forgotten their sound, but we would know it if we heard it now. And while we have their voice—even be it silently held inside our mind’s recording machine—we can invoke their memory. The poetics of sound provide a crucial component in the preservation of the Self, a direct connection with the present, and a powerful link to past times and known personalities in which their sound declares their existence.




Notes


1. All examples of radio broadcasts mentioned in this article are from BBC productions. It is worth noting that the first word in Thomas’s script is a direction: “Silence.” In Cleverdon’s production, broadcast on January 25, 1954, on the BBC Third Programme, the silence lasts for approximately seven seconds before First Voice speaks.

2. The temporal yet immediate and ubiquitous nature of broadcasting caused some practical and cultural conflict during its early days. Within the United Kingdom, some agents advised their theater and music hall artists not to accept contracts from a medium that consumed and disseminated material so voraciously. At the same time, at the “high” end of the cultural spectrum, the ephemeral nature of radio was considered by some to devalue its content; from 1929 to 1991, the BBC published its own journal, The Listener, in which broadcast talks could be given a platform of more permanence and thus more “weight.”

3. Chris Watson, lecture at the School of Sound International Symposium, South Bank Centre, London, April 6, 2013.

4. First broadcast on the BBC Third Programme on December 7, 1955.

5. Ewan MacColl, Charles Parker, and Peggy Seeger, The Ballad of John Axon, BBC Home Service, July 2, 1958. London: Topic Records, TSCD 801, 1999. (Commercial recordings of all eight of the Radio Ballads have been issued by Topic).

6. Reproduced by permission of Carcanet Press.
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chapter 21

The Acoustic Imaginations of East Asia

Kerim Yasar



Sonic imaginations are necessarily plural, recursive, reflexive, driven to represent, refigure and redescribe.

—Sterne (2012, 5)


Introduction

The acoustic imagination is conditioned by the environment and culture in which that imagination is nurtured. The soundscapes and musics one hears during crucial stages of cognitive development create the fund on which the acoustic imagination draws; while the sounds and musics heard later in life will enlarge and refine that fund, there appear to be limits to just how expansive one’s auditory perception can become past a certain age. This is most evident in the case of the sounds of language. As one popular neuroscience textbook explains:

By 6 months of age, however, infants show preferences for phonemes in their native language over those in foreign languages, and by the end of their first year no longer respond to phonetic elements peculiar to non-native languages. The ability to perceive these phonemic contrasts evidently persists for several more years, as evidenced by the fact that children can learn to speak a second language without accent and with fluent grammar until about age 7 or 8. After this age, however, performance gradually declines no matter what the extent of practice or exposure.

(Purves and Williams 2001)

We know, as well, that there is also a critical period for developing absolute, or perfect, pitch (Russo et al. 2003), and although there is increasing resistance to the idea that there is a critical period for mastering a musical instrument (Marcus 2012), there is still an abundance of evidence that beginning early—and, just as importantly, practicing as much as possible—is essential for cultivating performance prowess and general musicality. There is also some evidence that musical tastes—that is, the ability to appreciate new and different musical idioms—tend to stagnate in adulthood, at least for subjects in our contemporary, late capitalist context (Kalia 2015).

Given the overwhelming importance of early exposure for the accurate perception and recreation of sounds both linguistic and musical, it stands to reason that culturally and historically conditioned differences—not only in the imagining of sound but also in its very perception—are likely to be considerable.1 Despite the cliché that music is a “universal language,” the historical record suggests that music actually crosses cultural boundaries very poorly, and only after listeners undergo a long process of exposure to, and education in, the foreign musical idiom and the timbres of its instruments.2 What we enjoy hearing—indeed, what we can even tolerate hearing—whether it takes the form of soundscapes, language, music, or “noise” (a borderline meaningless term outside of its technical definition, generally reserved for soundscapes, language, and music one dislikes),3 will in turn influence what we imagine hearing, and how what we hear triggers other forms of imagination.

It is thus essential that the collective inquiry into the acoustic imagination cross cultural boundaries, both experimentally and historiographically, before it can make any universal claims.

This chapter considers the “Sinosphere” (discussed in what follows) as a unit of cultural analysis. While my primary concern is expressions of the acoustic imagination in the literary texts of this cultural area, these cannot be understood without first understanding the basic material and formal features of the spoken and written languages at work. The use of the imagination—and this includes the acoustic imagination—is an active process that draws on the symbolic resources available to the imagining subject, including the language in which that subject thinks. We have become increasingly aware in recent years that language and music are processed in many of the same areas of the brain, and in many of the same ways, such that the dividing line between the two is much more blurred than has often been thought.4 As belated as this scientific confirmation may be, it should not be terribly surprising given that speech and music are carried along the same sensory channel. It is also necessary, I would argue, to understand how sound, as a natural phenomenon, is conceptualized and understood in these cultures. How sound is conceptualized, I submit, helps determine how sound is imagined and represented.

Without such cultural background knowledge, there is always the risk that culturally specific assumptions about the nature of sound, and widespread misconceptions about the nature of East Asian writing, will limit or distort understanding of the cultural phenomena in question. Thus, before diving directly into literary texts, I devote a considerable portion of this chapter to describing the resources at the disposal of the East Asian literary traditions: their writing systems, their linguistic sound symbols, and their ideas and assumptions about sound as phenomenon.


The “Sinosphere”

This chapter serves as a brief—all-too brief, given the immensity of the terrain—introduction to manifestations of the acoustic imagination in China and Japan, and to a much lesser degree in Korea, particularly as they are found in the realm of literary culture. Although Vietnam is usually included in the Sinosphere5 and Mongolia is sometimes considered a part of greater East Asia, these traditions are not considered, primarily for reasons of space but also because they occupy somewhat more ambiguous positions, with Vietnam belonging as much to Southeast Asia and Mongolia belonging to Central Asia as either belongs to the Sinosphere.

The cultural traditions of East Asia are often lumped together as a single “civilization” because of their many shared cultural features that include Confucianism (or, as contemporary scholars prefer to call it, “Ru Learning”) and Neo-Confucianism, the use of Chinese characters and written Chinese as a premodern lingua franca, and the transmission of Buddhism as refracted through Chinese translations of Indian texts and Chinese philosophical and religious traditions. This heritage also includes the transfer of many forms of scientific, technical, and medical knowledge, as well as countless artifacts of material culture.

It must be emphasized, however, that there are also profound differences among these traditions, as well as innumerable class differences, dialect variations, and regional, subcultural, and microcultural differences within them. Most linguists classify Chinese in the Sino-Tibetan language family, while Japanese belongs to the Japonic (or Japanese-Ryukyuan) family and Korean to the Sillan family. There has been a long-running debate among linguists about a genetic relationship between Korean and Japanese—the two languages share a number of striking similarities—but this question is far from resolved (Beckwith 2007; Robbeets 2005). Despite a great deal of cultural transfer dating back nearly two millennia, these three traditions have followed distinct and very different historical trajectories, marked by different political systems, different economic bases, different approaches to war and diplomacy, and the list goes on. The result today, in the context of modern nationalism, is one of fiercely self-differentiating national identities and, given the history of the twentieth century in particular, a considerable degree of mutual animosity. Thus, while “East Asia” provides a useful category of organization (reflected in the institutional and discursive formations at the universities where many of us teach), it is also a problematic one, and even signifiers like “China,” “Korea,” and “Japan” must be understood as shorthand for cultural zones with a great degree of internal differentiation, contradiction, and historical transformation.



Writing Systems of East Asia


The acoustic imaginations of premodern China, Japan, and Korea survive primarily in the form of written texts. East Asia is by no means unusual in this regard: prior to scientific study of acoustics and the advent of sound recording and reproduction, human beings possessed a limited repertoire of means to represent sound. Some were musical notation, some pictorial representation, while others were intimately bound with language, taking the form either of sound symbolism or of verbal description, of what we might call “aural ekphrasis.” This linguistic delimitation took different forms in the spoken and written languages and, since my focus here is the literary acoustic imagination, we would do well to begin with the writing systems of East Asia and their phonetic characteristics.


Chinese Writing as Aural Medium

Tore Janson writes, “Most researchers believe that writing was invented independently at least three times: in Mesopotamia around the Tigris and Euphrates about 3,000 bc, in China not later than 1,500 bc, and in Mesoamerica three or four centuries bc” (2012, 52). As one of the earliest writing systems in the world, Chinese writing would provide the indisputable, and arguably indispensable, foundation for the writing systems of its immediate neighbors.

The Chinese writing system has been a source of fascination for Europeans at least since the seventeenth century, when thinkers as varied as Francis Bacon and Gottfried Leibniz saw in Chinese characters the potential to transcend the barriers erected by spoken language. Bacon described them as signs “which express neither letters nor words in gross, but Things or Notions” (quoted in Porter 2001, 40). Although Bacon did not make the mistake of considering Chinese characters pictographic, this ideographic conception would take deep root and persists in various forms to the present.6 As much as this notion might be a spur to the non-Chinese imagination, it is largely wrong.

The Shuowen jiezi dictionary compiled by Xu Shen in approximately 100 ce outlines six types of character formation: pictograms (xiàngxíngzì, a tiny proportion of total characters); simple indicatives or ideograms (zhǐshìzì); compound ideograms (huìyìzì, ideograms combined to create a new meaning in a “montage” fashion famously explicated by the Soviet film director Sergei Eisenstein [1949, 28–44]); rebus (jiǎjièzì, when an existing character is used to designate a different word with a similar pronunciation); transfer characters or derivative cognates (zhuǎn zhù), that is, characters whose meanings are borrowed from other characters; and phono-semantic compounds (xíngshēngzì, by far the most common type of character, combining a semantic component and a phonetic component). We see from this that Chinese characters are formed with considerable attention to their phonetic values, even while not being purely phonetic per se. It would be most accurate to describe the Chinese writing system as logographic with phonographic elements, rather than ideographic or purely phonetic.

As Chinese characters were adopted across the Sinosphere, they were assigned a range of phonetic values dependent on a panoply of factors, including the historical period of importation and the context of use. In Japanese, for example, a given Chinese character (or “kanji,” as the graphemes are called in Japanese) will have multiple pronunciations (or “readings”) that are approximations of those characters’ historical pronunciations in Chinese (called “on-yomi,” which often differ radically from the pronunciations in modern Mandarin). In addition, most characters have one or more native Japanese words assigned to them (“kun-yomi”) and any number of specialized readings for proper nouns. The proper pronunciation of personal names, in particular, presents special challenges, as some characters have a dozen or more possible readings when used in names. (The first order of business in a Japanese classroom is for the teacher to go down the list of students’ names and confirm the readings of the more difficult ones with the students themselves, because simply being a native speaker—even an educated one—is no guarantee of being able to pronounce an unusual name properly.)

One of the defining features of the premodern Sinosphere, even outside of China, was the use of written Chinese as the primary vehicle of official and learned discourse. Known as kanbun in Japan, hanmun and gugyeol in Korea, and hán văn in Vietnam, literary Chinese was used not only as a lingua franca for diplomatic correspondence but also, even more significantly, as the official language of Sinosphere elites who were not native speakers of Chinese. These systems contained elaborate markers and annotations in order to, in a sense, “translate” the written Chinese into a form intelligible as native vernacular. Of these systems, only Japanese kanbun is still in use (that is to say, it is still part of the compulsory educational curriculum), but in all of the traditions listed above, works written in literary Chinese constitute large and undeniably important canons of literary production.

The dominance of Chinese linguistic and literary models had profound consequences for the development of the Korean and Japanese languages and their literary tradition, a legacy visible in the large number of Chinese borrowings: approximately 60 percent of the words in dictionaries of both Japanese and Korean are of Sinic origin, although such vocabulary is less commonly represented in everyday spoken language (Shibatani 1990, 142; Sohn 1999, 12–13). There is one difference, though, as Peter Lee notes:

While Chinese graphs in Japanese are read in both Sino-Japanese pronunciation and the pronunciation of corresponding native words, thereby contributing to the maintenance of the latter, Chinese graphs in Korea are read only in Sino-Korean pronunciation, contributing to the atrophy of native words.  (2003, 26)


Writing in Japan and Korea

According to Bjarke Frellesvig, writing in Japan dates back to the fifth century but only becomes widespread in the mid-seventh century (2010, 12). During the early stages of writing, Chinese characters were used exclusively but, in addition to being used logographically, as they were in Chinese, they were also used phonographically, that is, as representations of sound largely disconnected from whatever semantic value the character might have had. This mixture of logographic and phonographic usage is termed man’yōgana because the technique was used extensively in the Man’yōshū poetry anthology. The phonographic use of Chinese characters led eventually to the development of kana syllabaries in around the ninth century ce, which are composed of simplified forms of Chinese characters. Similar phonetic uses of Chinese characters (or “hanja” in Korean) developed in Korea, including the hyangchal (local writing) system, which was used to write vernacular poetry, and idu (official’s readings), which added grammatical markers.7

Koreans did not simplify Chinese characters into pure phonograms as the Japanese did, however, and so the complexities of writing Korean using hanja persisted until the reign of King Sejong (1398–1450), when the hangul alphabet was devised to transcribe the language phonetically. There are different theories about who invented this alphabet; the accepted view has long been that the king commissioned a committee to do so but more recent scholars suggest that the king himself played a central and active role (Lee 1997). In any event, the hangul alphabet was introduced to the public in 1446 and quickly adopted by members of society who had until then been left illiterate by the difficulties of the Chinese writing that was largely the preserve of elite male scholars. The hangul writing system has been called “perfect,” “brilliant,” (quoted in Taylor and Taylor 2013, 78) “one of the great intellectual achievements of humankind,” and “perhaps the most remarkable [script] in the world” (quoted in Kim-Renaud 1997, ix) due to its consistency, ease of learning, and suitability for the language it is meant to represent. While perfection might be a difficult claim to prove, Korean hangul orthography is considerably more systematic, consistent, and elegant than that of most other written languages.


Sound Symbolism

Sound symbolism has been alternately a subject of both neglect and fascination in the study of linguistics; without wading into the debates that have arisen around the subject, I will here only briefly describe the types of sound symbolism employed in Chinese, Japanese, and Korean and hazard a few observations on how they contribute to the more specifically literary acoustic imagination in those traditions.

Although sound symbolism is present in Mandarin, it is not as widespread as it is in Korean and Japanese, both of which feature a relatively large number of sound-symbolic words and their proportionally frequent usage. One of the classes of sound symbolism prominent in Japanese and Korean is that of “expressives,” as Gérard Diffloth terms them (1994, 108), but which have also been called “descriptives,” “impressifs,” and “ideophones.” Mark Dingemanse defines ideophones as “marked words that depict sensory imagery” (2012, 654–672). Although some linguists claim that ideophones are linguistic universals (655), it is evident that they are far more common in some languages, such as Korean and Japanese, than others, and that in the languages of Western Europe they are comparatively difficult to detect. Sound symbols in Japanese are broken down into four types: giseigo, or animate phonomimes, that mimic sounds made by living beings; giongo, or inanimate phonomimes, that mimic the sounds of inanimate objects; gitaigo, or phenomimes, that depict states of the external world; and gijōgo, or psychomimes, that depict physical or psychological feelings.8

The more familiar forms of onomatopoeia are also present in all three languages, although, here again, they are used even more frequently in Japanese and Korean than in Chinese.9 In Japanese and Korean they are rendered phonetically using the kana syllabaries or hangul alphabet, while in Chinese they are represented by using specially formed characters or by simply using characters phonetically, with less attention paid to the semantic associations of the character.10 Although this reliance on a set stock of characters—as opposed to the resources available in more phonetic writing systems—might seem limiting in terms of the possibilities for sound symbolism in Chinese, we should remember that echoic or imitative words are almost always conventionalized and, in all cases, constrained by a given language’s phonemic stock. The tonal nature of Chinese dialects also presents sound-symbolic resources that are not present in other languages; for example, in Cantonese, hypocoristic or diminutive forms can be marked by a tone change alone (LaPolla 1994, 132). For these and other reasons it would not be correct to assume that Chinese literary texts make less use of sound symbolism than Japanese or Korean ones; indeed, as we will see later, the genre of Chinese vernacular martial arts fiction employed onomatopoeia extensively.


Sound and the Numinous, Sound as Physical Phenomenon

We move now from the acoustic properties of language to the physical and metaphysical understanding of sound qua sound.

Early Chinese thought postulated deep interconnections between sound and the larger cosmos. Not only was music a resonant reflection of the cosmic order but also human agency in the form of music could alter the cosmic order in ways both beneficial and harmful (see Trivedi, this volume, chapter 1, for thoughts on sound and the cosmos from an Indian perspective). As Erica Brindley writes:

Some authors thought that by paying meticulous attention to the type of music performed or the quality of the sounds emitted, humans might not only gain access to cosmic forces and powers, but they might also add to, create, and even perfect such powers by virtue of such activities. In such a way, humans could act as a vital link in a mutually defining process of cosmic-human interaction. The constant, additional cosmic input of human beings—as beings who complete the harmonies of nature in their own capacity as unique beings or as humans in general—gives meaning to human activity and endeavor in relationship to the musical arts.  (Brindley 2012, 159)

Korean and Japanese thought inherited many of these beliefs as part of the civilizational cargo that they drew from China, but they coexisted and, in some cases, competed with other, more indigenous, beliefs about sound. Both Korea and Japan possessed shamanistic and pantheistic beliefs that were often marginalized or repressed by more prestigious and systematized Confucian and Buddhist ideas but that, like much that is repressed, still continued to exert significant influences on thought, behavior, and cultural production. In addition to the power of music, indigenous Japanese thought also ascribed numinous power to the spoken word. This belief in kotodama (literally, “the soul or spirit of words”) holds that the sounds of spoken words (but not of words written on the page) have the power to affect things:

Kotodama has an ontic quality, being not only a sound that mediates between the mind and the object, but one that participates in the power or life of that object. In accordance with kotodama, the name of a person or deity could therefore be used for magical purposes. Through kotodama, words acquire the same symbolic value as art objects representing deities and other powerful spiritual entities, encompassing or participating in their power.  (Plutschow 1990, 75)

Nativist scholars of Japan often claim that kotodama is a uniquely Japanese belief, but it exhibits striking similarities to other beliefs, such as Hindu mantra, that take as a given the ritual power of at least some spoken language, particularly ritual language and poetry.

What these beliefs seem to share is an explicit connection of sound to the numinous in ways that collapse some of the distinction between the sacred and the profane. As Brindley puts it:

In early China, the spiritual character of the cosmos—including what we often designate as “supernatural” elements—was embedded deeply in the natural, phenomenal world. Indeed, people conceived of the reality around them in terms of an array of agents or agencies, without thinking of “spiritual” or “supernatural” as anything other than part of the “natural” world, and vice versa. In other words, what we today might classify as a “natural” event was often considered by the early Chinese to be imbued with sacred meaning or associated with “spiritual” agents such as ancestors or astral or earthly deities. Spiritual agents could effect changes in nature and human life precisely because they were considered to be a part of everyday reality. (2012, 2)

It is potentially easy to overstate the degree to which sound was considered of one cloth with the numinous in the moment-by-moment daily life of people in premodern China, Korea, and Japan, but these beliefs were unquestionably part of the cultural background and present to varying degrees in the psychic economies of premodern subjects in East Asia and, as such, cannot be discounted when discussing the acoustic imagination of these subjects. Indeed, they may be essential for understanding those acoustic imaginations.

At the same time, however, we should not assume that early Chinese understandings of sound were entirely metaphysical; as Brindley points out, the physical and metaphysical planes were considered part of a continuum rather than discrete, and early Chinese thought also included sophisticated work on physical acoustics. Joseph C. Y. Chen has shown that the study of acoustics was an important aspect of the earliest Chinese inquiries into the nature of the physical world:

In Chinese civilization, acoustics share with astronomy the distinction of being the first two branches of early studies of nature that received official recognition. Together with astronomy, acoustics occupied a unique position (such as Lü-Lì Zhì) in annals and official historical records throughout the ancient history of China. Literary records of work in acoustics go back as far as those in astronomy. This is not unexpected since acoustics, like astronomy, has the distinction of being one of the earliest fields in natural science to first establish a relationship with mathematics.

(1996, 63–65)

Chen makes his case for the development in dispute with previous scholarship on the topic, including that of Joseph Needham and Kenneth Robinson, who stated flatly, “Sound was regarded as but one form of an activity of which flavor and color were others.” Chen writes:

This characterization of the ancient Chinese belief of sound reflects well the majority of views of sinologists and historians of science. While there were indeed attempts to subjectively correlate sound with flavor and color, such attempts do not constitute the totality of the Chinese approach to sound nor represent the nature of the work of the ancient Chinese acousticians.  (1996, 65)

Chen further takes issue with Needham and Robinson’s claim that, where ancient Greek inquiry into sound was analytic, that in China was “correlative.” As Chen persuasively demonstrates, the Chinese understanding of acoustics was indeed analytical in its own right; he further challenges Needham and Robinson’s hypothesis that Chinese knowledge of harmonic ratios was a result of eastward transmission from Babylon to China.

Although early Chinese thinkers did not know that sound was the product of wave motion traveling through a medium, they did analyze sound on the basis of the discrete elements of pitch, loudness, and quality or timbre, distinguishing as well between single and compound sounds. They were aware that instruments made of the same materials could produce different timbres and inquired further into the roles played by size, shape, and other physical factors, as well as the differences generated by different styles of playing. They were also aware that some sounds, at least, were produced by vibrations. Early Chinese bell makers understood the relationship between the thickness of the vibrating surface and pitch. Chinese thinkers also observed the phenomenon of resonance, as evinced in this passage from the Zhuangzi (Book of Master Zhuang):


Let me show you my dào in what is called the tuning of the sè (zither).

Place a [tuned] zither in a hall and another in a room.

The striking of the gōng of one zither causes the gōng note of the other zither to vibrate.

The striking of the jué note of one zither causes the jué note of the other zither to vibrate.

This is because the notes are of the same pitch. (quoted in Chen 1996, 33)



This knowledge led to the development of the understanding of pitch and harmonic ratios, knowledge that was applied to the making of instruments and the composition of music, although the insight into harmonic ratios never developed into harmonic practices that deliberately exploited that knowledge.


The Acoustic Imagination in East Asian Literature


The Chinese literary tradition stretches back approximately three millennia; the Korean and Japanese traditions both go back approximately fifteen hundred years. All three encompass a diversity of genres and quantity of production that are easily the equals of Western literary production during the same span. It would be impossible here to present a comprehensive survey of the acoustic imaginations of these disparate traditions and their trajectories over time or to formulate easy generalizations about any of them, much less ones applicable to all three of them; what I will do, instead, is focus on some examples that illustrate a few of the forms that the acoustic imagination has taken in East Asian literary production.


Chinese Poetry


We poets struggle with Non-being

to force it to yield Being;

we knock upon Silence

for an answering Music

—Lu Ji (translated by Achilles Fang, quoted in Minford and Lau 2000, 634).



Chinese literature begins with lyric poetry, which remained the privileged form of literary expression for most of the premodern period. Unlike in the Greek and Indian traditions, theater would not become an established literary genre until a few centuries into the common era.11 The Shijing (the title of which has been translated variously as “The Classic of Poetry” and “Book of Songs” or “Book of Odes”) is the oldest collection of Chinese poetry still extant, with works dating as far back as the eleventh century bce. The poems are anonymous and even the identity of their compiler remains in doubt (although the Confucian tradition credits Confucius himself), but there is no question that the reception of the collection was profoundly shaped by the Confucian tradition through its inclusion in the canon of the “Four Books and the Five Classics” and the vast body of commentary that arose around that canon.

The earliest poetry followed prosodic rules regulating meter and rhyme; it featured four-character lines, mainly syntactic couplets. During the Six Dynasties era (220–589 ce), however, poetic forms witnessed an explosion of creativity, including the introduction of tonal prosody. As the Qing dynasty poet Shen Deqian (1673–1769) put it, “By the time of the Song dynasty (420–479), ‘nature and feeling’ were gradually eclipsed in poetry, while ‘sound and sight’ were completely unleashed” (quoted in Goh 2010, 2). Meow Hui Goh writes:

The Yongming poets called those who shared their ability to control sound zhiyin (“one who [truly] knows sound”). In earlier times, the epithet was not meant for one who understood the sound of poetry or of language, but for one who understood music. (2010, 24)

James Liu describes how tonal prosody functions as follows:

[V]ariation in tone involves not only modulation in pitch but contrast between long and short syllables. In the latter respect, Chinese verse resembles Latin quantitative verse, while the modulation in pitch plays a role in Chinese verse comparable to that of variation of stress in English verse.  (1966, 21–22)

Liu points out that alliteration and onomatopoeia were also sometimes employed, as well as occasionally complicated rhyme schemes. These innovations gave Chinese poetry a heightened musicality that would be fully exploited during this and subsequent ages of poetic production, including the Tang Dynasty (618–907), often referred to as the “Golden Age” of Chinese poetry. Needless to say, this musicality is almost entirely lost in translation.


Heian Vernacular Fiction

Despite coming to writing considerably later than their Chinese neighbors, the Japanese developed long-form fictional prose narratives earlier. Although the oft-repeated claim that Murasaki Shikibu’s Genji monogatari (The Tale of Genji) was “the world’s first novel” is complicated by inconsistent definitions of what constitutes a “novel” in the modern sense, there can be no question that literary producers, usually women, who were active in the imperial court during the Heian Period (794–1185) left behind a body of literary prose that, in its creativity, insight, and subtlety, is worthy of sustained study and attention. The Tale of Genji, in particular, has had a veritable critical industry arise around it.12

The Tale of Genji contains a number of sections that revolve around listening, and not only to music:

Genji had various autumn insects—bell crickets, pine crickets and the like—released into the heath in the west garden. On evenings when the breeze was slightly chill, he would go over to the quarters of the Third Princess to listen to their chirruping. … At dusk on the fifteenth day of the eighth month, the Third Princess was seated before the image of the Buddha near the veranda, gazing out at the garden in pensive meditation on the Holy Name. Two or three of the younger nuns were making an offering of flowers, and as the Third Princess listened to the soft clanging of the water vessels and the sound of pouring water, she was moved to sadness by the busy, fussy performance of rituals that merely served to remind her how much her life had been transformed. Genji paid his routine visit at just that moment. “The crickets are certainly in full cry this evening,” he said, joining the Third Princess and the other nuns murmuring a dharani to Amida. His voice was low, sonorous and noble. There were indeed many crickets chirruping, just as he said, but the cries of the bell crickets stood out bright and lovely … Genji called for a seven-string koto and played it for the first time in a very long while. The Third Princess stopped praying her rosary and listened attentively. The moon rose and Genji, moved by its radiant beauty, gazed up at the sky. Reflecting on all of the women in his life who had taken vows and all too soon changed their appearance—Oborozukiyo, Princess Asagao, the Third Princess—he produced tones on the instrument that were more poignant and passionate than usual.  (Murasaki 2015, 802–803)

We are presented here with a complex acoustic scene: the calls of multiple species of insect; the sounds of water and its vessels; a religious chant; spoken conversation; the sound of a rosary; and finally the music of the seven-stringed kin (qin in Chinese) zither. Each of these sounds would have been familiar to Murasaki Shikibu’s contemporary aristocratic readership, and indeed some of them might have been audible while reading, either in solitude or during group readings when the tale was read aloud, as group reading with one person reading the text aloud was more common than solitary reading.

This attentiveness to the soundscape was not unique to The Tale of Genji or to fictional tales. The following passage from The Sarashina Diary by Sugawara no Takasue no Musume (the daughter of Sugawara no Takasue) presents a similar blending of the musical and environmental:

Or again, when it is autumn and the moon is very bright: although haze may be stretched across the sky, the moon shines through so clearly that you feel as though you could reach out and take it in your hand, and with sound of the wind the voices of the insects making one feel that all the delights of autumn have been brought together, to hear someone casually strumming the strings of the sō no koto accompanied by sharp, clear notes blown on a flute—well then, one wonders why one was ever enthralled with spring.  (Sugawara 2014, 172)

The similarity of the two acoustic scenes described above suggests that there was a certain conventionalism at work in terms of which sounds were considered worthy of note. Certain sounds had very specific poetic connotations that were sustained across time as forms of cultural memory and webs of intertextuality. Occasionally, however, a more discordant note was struck, bespeaking friction between the poetic symbol and the reality:

One night just when I was thinking that dawn must be about to break, there was the sound of many people coming from the mountain. I was startled, and when I looked out, I saw that deer had come right up to the edge of the veranda and were crying to one other [sic]. Heard from close up like that, their voices were not charming.





	Aki no yo no

	On autumn nights,



	Tsuma kohikanuru

	the voices of deer longing




	Shika no ne ha

	for their mates



	Tohoyama ni koso

	should indeed be heard



	Kikubekarikere

	from mountains far away. (136–138)




However, the “realism” of this moment is itself a product of convention and intertextuality. As the translator, Sonja Arntzen, points out:

The author of the Kagerō Diary describes a similar encounter with “talking deer” when she is on a pilgrimage to Ishiyama. … She, too experiences a disjunction between the actual sounds the deer make and her expectation of the sound of their voices based on descriptions in poetry. Takasue no Musume is likely alluding to that passage, which results in a kind of intertextual joke.  (Sugawara 137)


Haikai Poetics

Haiku developed initially out of a tradition of linked verse known as renga (“linked songs”), but its roots go even farther back to the very foundations of the Japanese poetic tradition. The term hokku (“starting verse”) was used for the first, opening stanza of a series of verses that would be composed in turn by members of a group. The hokku was considered the most important stanza of the chain and the honor of composing it was generally accorded to respected guests or the most venerable member of the group. By the time of Matsuo Bashō (1644–1694) these stanzas were being composed independently of the renga collaborative context, but they rarely appeared independently outside of a larger context of some sort, whether that be a group of hokku or a prose narrative (captured under the generic term “haibun”) or painting (“haiga”). The term “haiku” was championed by the poet Masaoka Shiki (1867–1902), the great modernizer of the form, to refer to free-standing stanzas, but the more general term for the entire tradition is “haikai poetry.”

The conventions and formal requirements of haiku go beyond the well-known 5–7–5 syllable count. There are two other essential elements: a kigo, or “seasonal word,” and kireji or “cutting word” that indicates a kind of a break or caesura at the end of one of the three lines of the stanza; in that way the kireji is the most important rhythmical element in a form that is too brief to establish much in the way of rhythm. Kigo are words conventionally associated with particular times of year, and among them are a number that are acoustical in nature. Some of these are natural sounds (thunder for summer, for example) but a few are also manmade (wooden clappers and fulling blocks13 for autumn).

Haikai poetics were very carefully attuned to the patterns and rhythms of the natural world and often marked by a feeling of hermetic solitude. While many are set in contexts of social life, it is safe to say that the majority of them conjure up an image of the poet alone observing some aspect of the natural world. Given the intensely social nature of literary production in Japan from the earliest times, and the fact that haikai poetry grew out of group composition, these presentations of the solitary poet should be taken with a grain of salt. However, the presumption of quiet observation (and, indeed, listening) helped make haikai poetry a tradition that traded heavily on the workings of the acoustic imagination.

We see this in what is surely the most famous example of the form, the following verse by Bashō:




	furuike ya

	The old pond



	kawazu tobikomu

	The frog jumps in


	mizu no oto

	The sound of water




The last line is sometimes translated into English onomatopoeically as “plop!” or some variation thereof, but the original Japanese (which I translate here very literally) remains a bit more abstract—partly, it would seem, in order to meet the syllable count. This lack of specificity, however, invites readers to imagine the sound for themselves: is it a loud, splashing sound, a somewhat more rounded “plop,” or something even quieter, as the frog sleekly (though probably not deliberately) dives in at just the right angle to minimize the amount of sound produced? What kind of a frog was it, and how large? How large and deep was the pond? How many of Bashō’s readers had ever actually heard a frog jumping into shallow water, and how many of them remembered the sound with precision? What, exactly, were they imagining when imagining “the sound of water”? How is imagining a sound different to, or similar to, actually hearing it? This line of inquiry raises questions that I cannot answer, but some of the other chapters in this handbook address these questions of the sonic imagination directly from multiple disciplinary perspectives, which is probably the only way that they can be answered. What I would emphasize here is that haiku, in their brevity, do not admit of detailed description, and thus demand a great deal of imaginative work of the reader. Much of the work done by haiku is also rooted in allusion and intertextuality, rendering them far more complex as literary texts than their brevity would suggest.14


Nineteenth-Century Chinese Martial Arts Fiction

Print culture in late imperial China (which generally refers to the Ming [1368–1644] and Qing [1644–1911] dynasties) was thoroughly commercialized and catered to large urban audiences of literate readers. To prosper in this competitive marketplace, writers of commercial fiction had to invent innovative ways to get and hold reader interest. Paize Keulemans writes:

A good deal of the pleasure of late nineteenth-century martial arts fiction is located in this imaginative use of sound. … [T]he printed martial arts tales of the final decades of the Qing dynasty (1644–1911) were filled with the suggestion of aural splendor. Countless onomatopoeic phrases enjoined the reader to imagine the martial arts scene as an acoustic spectacle … loud, onomatopoeic cliff-hangers also incited the reader to turn the page or, better yet, to spend a few more cash [sic] to buy (or rent) the next installment of a printed or handwritten tale. As if commenting on the commercial nature of the genre, textual reinventions of loud vendor calls helped to evoke the hubbub of the empire’s marketplaces. Such printed reenactments of mercantile sounds called upon the reader to enjoy, albeit in tasteful fashion, his sensory consumption of commercial space and commoditized text. Finally, the mimicry of dialect accents allowed these novels to mirror the linguistic diversity of the Qing empire in terms of sound. … Together, these different sonic elements enabled the reader to enjoy the martial arts tale as an imagined cornucopia of sound, reading the silent text as if listening in on a loud and lively storyteller performance.  (2014, 2–3)

As Keulemans makes clear, this evocation and imitation of oral storytelling was a conscious and effective commercial strategy that traded, even if in a somewhat “virtualized” textual form, on the pleasures of live storytelling. This culturally conditioned prizing of the storyteller’s art was certainly not unique to late Qing China, as multiple oral narrative traditions were still alive in Japan in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as well and were, in fact, even applied to new media and art forms such as cinema: film exhibition in Japan was accompanied by live narrative explanation by katsudō benshi (or katsuben for short) even a few years into the conversion to sound. In many cases, the katsuben were bigger stars than the actors or directors, and could draw audiences on the basis of their own name recognition alone. The ubiquity of vendors in Japan can also be seen in a passage from Akira Kurosawa’s memoir, in which he enumerates the sounds he remembers from his early childhood in the 1910s.15

Keulemans cites many examples of onomatopoeia in the martial arts novels that he has studied, but as he points out in the coda, in which he considers the acoustic imagination in more contemporary Chinese fiction of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, even in long-form prose fiction (without the length constraints of haiku) written in a realistic mode, the representation of sound inevitably calls on the reader’s imagination:

Mo Yan not only shows an uncanny ear for the way in which sounds add “color” to the text, but he also displays a very similar metafictional understanding of the way in which sounds, as well as the images and smells they call forth, are in the end nothing but the willful play of the reader’s imagination. After all, if Mo Yan points out that for the narrator the violent images of blood-drenched fowl are merely imaginary visions triggered by a series of acoustic cues, for the reader these acoustic cues are equally imaginary, a host of sonic impressions called for by the silent graphs printed on the page.  (2014, 274)16



Manga

Manga are a form of comics, or sequential art, that originated in Japan and reached their modern form during the postwar period, but which have precursors that date back over a millennium. They are an example of what Joseph Anderson has called “commingled media,” with “heterogeneous, often redundant elements brought together to form a work. The result is a commingling or mixing of media rather than adherence to a rigidly defined pure and narrow medium” (1992, 262). He notes that one of the earliest manifestations of this was the combining of written words and paintings to present narratives, with emakimono horizontal picture scrolls of the eleventh to the sixteenth centuries being an early example. Kusazōshi pictorial novels of the Edo Period (seventeenth to nineteenth centuries) continued this tradition, and the subgenre of kibyōshi was, in the opinion of Adam Kern and others, one precursor of what would become modern manga (Kern 2006).

Manga underwent significant transformations in the prewar and, especially, postwar periods through the influence of American comics and animation but developed both pictorial styles and narrative and other conventions that have rendered it quite distinct from Western (whether American, French, or other) genres of sequential art. One of the characteristics that make modern manga different from both Western comics and older forms of Japanese illustrated narratives is the extensive use of sound symbolism.

The words thus employed include both giongo and giseigo onomatopoeia as well as gitaigo mimetic words.17 These sound effects are incorporated into the image as drawn words, and the way they are drawn contributes to the effect. So, for example, quiet sounds will be drawn smaller, loud sounds will be drawn bigger, crashing or abrasive sounds might be drawn in a jagged or shaky way, long, drawn-out sounds will be drawn long and drawn-out. Thus, the visual and gestural characteristics of the drawn words contribute to a synergistic multimodality that carries much more expressive potential than standard, printed words. In addition, manga artists will take liberties with the orthography of sound-symbolic words, such as lengthening vowels or adding a sokuon glottal stop to the end to provide emphasis. That said, manga artists rarely use neologisms or made-up sound effects—the lexicon of Japanese sound symbolism is rich enough that a word already exists for most imaginable sounds. As one writer put it: “It seems as if there isn’t a single sound that manga artists can’t express using onomatopes” (Tetsuya 1982, 139). Whether this claim is true or not (I think it is fairly obvious that it is not), the outsized richness of Japanese sound symbolism creates problems when manga are translated into languages that have much more impoverished sound-symbolic lexicons (such as English), in which case neologisms and approximations must be devised. This claim also raises a quasi-philosophical question that might in the future be put to empirical testing: does the store of sound-symbolic words in one’s native lexicon actually influence what one hears and how one perceives it? Interesting work has been done in the neuroimaging of onomatopoeic words versus nouns and nonverbal sounds (Hashimoto et al. 2006), but the question of if, and, if so, to what extent, one’s native language conditions one’s perception of nonverbal sounds remains to be thoroughly explored. A comparison of the many different ways of representing a dog’s bark onomatopoeically18 suggests that speakers of different languages hear those sounds rather differently, and similar disparities can be found in the mimetic words for many different common sounds.


In Lieu of a Conclusion

What I hope to have shown in this necessarily selective presentation is some of the diversity of the forms that the acoustic imagination has taken in the Chinese, Japanese, and Korean traditions, as well as the important role of the acoustic imagination in East Asian literary production across time. Chinese writing, rather than being some kind of soundless world of pictographs and hieroglyphs, is actually a richly articulated cosmos of sounds both phonetically transcribed and described. Although based on, and profoundly influenced by, the Chinese writing system, Korean and Japanese writing both evolved in ways that made their phonetic transcription reasonably precise (certainly far more precise than notoriously unruly, complicated, and inconsistent English orthography) and also made possible the transcription of very rich resources of linguistic sound symbolism.

Yet, even with the richest of sound-symbolic resources, the representation of sound in writing has long depended crucially on the active imaginative participation of the reader, the cocreation of the acoustic scene in the reader’s mind. We still do not fully understand how this form of the imagination works—indeed, there is even still debate about whether mental visual imagery is in fact imagery at all (Kosslyn et al. 2006)—but there are also exciting, and exacting, questions to be asked, and perhaps one day answered, about the many ways language and auditory and musical culture shape that imagination and even the perception that undergirds it.




Notes


1. We know, for example, that speakers of tonal languages such as Chinese exhibit absolute pitch to a far greater degree than speakers of nontonal languages such as English (see Deutsch et al. 2006).

2. My own research in the reactions of Western travelers to Japan in the late nineteenth century to the music they heard in Japan bears out this observation (Yasar 2018). This is not to say that musical idioms cannot cross boundaries, but they often only do so under special sets of circumstances, particularly those of unequal power relations and various forms of cultural imperialism and/or appropriation. For a fascinating case study of how musical idioms were exported from the United States as a form of cultural diplomacy, see Fosler-Lussier (2015).

3. The now-classic meditation on the political valences of the term “noise” is, of course, Attali (1985).

4. For a collection of some of the latest thinking on these matters, see Arbib (2013).

5. This term first began to be used in the late 1980s for what is also called the “East Asian cultural sphere.” I will use “East Asia” and “Sinosphere” interchangeably, but Sinosphere has the advantage of making explicit the priority of Chinese (i.e., “Sinic”) cultural elements, the influence of which on the Korean peninsula, the Japanese archipelago, and Vietnam is largely accepted.

6. For an acute analysis of how even a thinker as subtle and mindful of Otherness as Jacques Derrida can misunderstand and misuse the idea of Chinese writing, see Meighoo (2008).

7. For more on the history of writing Korean with Chinese characters, see Yi and Ramsey (2011). For an in-depth consideration of the development of Japanese writing, see Lurie (2011).

8. For the most thorough existing treatment of Japanese sound symbolism, see Hamano (1998).

9. A recent dictionary of sound-symbolic words published in Japan (Ono 2007) has approximately 4,500 entries. Lee asserts that Korean has at least four thousand sound-symbolic words (2003, 46).

10. For a deeper discussion of onomatopoeia in Chinese, see Yu (2001).

11. Although various forms of theatrical performance (which often included dance) and ritual theater existed long before, drama did not become a literary genre with a canon of preserved texts in China until the Yuan dynasty (1279–1368) or in Japan until the development of Noh in the fifteenth century (see Brandon and Banham 1997).

12. For a discussion of Genji’s canonization, both in and out of Japan, see Emmerich (2013).

13. Wooden mallets used to dry, soften, and give shine to washed clothing.

14. A thorough discussion of the intertextuality of haikai poetics can be found in Shirane (1998).

15. Kurosawa (1983, 32–33). Here is the list in full: “The sounds I used to listen to as a boy are completely different from those of today. First of all, there was no such thing as electric sound in those days. Even phonographs were not electric phonographs. Everything was natural sounds. Among those natural sounds were many that are lost forever. I will try to recall some of them. The resounding “boom” of midday. This was the sound of the cannon at the Kudan Ushi-ga-fuchi army barracks, which fired a blank each day, precisely at noon. The fire-alarm bell. The sound of the fire-watchman’s wooden clappers. The sound of his voice and drumbeats when he informed the neighborhood of the location of a fire. The tofu seller’s bugle. The whistle of the tobacco-pipe repairman. The sound of the lock on the hard-candy vendor’s chest of drawers. The tinkle of the wind-chime seller’s wares. The drumbeats of the man who repaired the thongs of wooden clogs. The bells of itinerant monks chanting sutras. The candy seller’s drum. The fire-truck bell. The big drum for the lion dance. The monkey trainer’s drum. The drum for temple services. The freshwater-clam vendor. The natto fermented-bean seller. The hot-red pepper vendor. The goldfish vendor. The man who sold bamboo clothesline poles. The seedling vendor. The nighttime noodle vendor. The oden vendor. The baked-sweet-potato vendor. The scissors grinder. The tinker. The morning-glory seller. The insect vendor: ‘Magotarō’s bugs!’ The humming of kite strings. The click of battledore and shuttlecock. Songs you sing while bouncing a ball. Children’s songs.”

16. Here is the passage from Mo Yan’s Pow! on which these observations are based: “Out in the yard, the branches of a huge gingko tree [are filled with] a chorus of birds singing; there are cat yowls ringing amid the chorus too—the cries of a pair of feral cats that sleep in a hollow of the tree and snatch the birds off its limbs. A particularly self-satisfied yowl enters the temple, followed a mere second later by the pitiful screech of a bird, and then the flapping of wings as a panicky flock takes to the sky. I don’t so much smell the stench of blood as imagine it; I don’t so much see the feathers fly and the blood-stained limbs as conjure up the image.”

17. For a lighthearted illustrated guide to some common manga sound symbolism, see Kardy and Hattori (2007).

18. Which can be found here: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bark_(sound). Accessed September 15, 2017. Needless to say, different breeds and different individual dogs also sound different from one another, which probably also contributes to these disparities.
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chapter 22

Imagining Sonic Stories

Vincent Meelberg



Introduction

Creating stories is one of the oldest activities humans use their imaginations for. Storytelling entails imagining fictional characters, spaces, and events, on the part of the storyteller and the listener or reader who interprets the story’s words in order to be able to mentally experience its events. Imagination is thus crucial for the person who is telling the story as well as for the one to whom this story is told.

Stories do not necessarily have to be told in words. Images, too, can alone convey narratives, for instance via wordless graphic novels. Also, a narrative does not need to be consciously created; a narrative, which can be defined as the representation of a temporal development, that is, a representation of a sequence of logically and chronologically related events (Meelberg 2006), can emerge as a result of the interplay between the component parts of an object or phenomenon and an observer (Walsh 2011).

When it comes to sonic narratives, however, things become a bit more problematic. It is generally accepted that sounds can evoke or refer to narratives, for instance by triggering memories, just as, in principle, a souvenir, a scent, or a photograph is capable of. Triggering memories and narratives, however, is not the same as telling or narrating a story. A novel, for instance, does more than trigger memories or narratives. Instead, it actually represents the events that the story recounts, events that together constitute a temporal development. And although memory and imagination still play an important role in understanding the narrative, readers do not need to come up with the story’s temporal developments themselves, as these are represented by the novel. The question, thus, is whether sounds only have the potential to trigger narratives, narratives that listeners need to create in their imagination, or if a sequence of sounds also has the capacity to actually tell a story, that is, to present the temporal development that constitutes a narrative, even when these sounds are not linguistic.

One ability that sounds do have is to evoke strong emotions, images, and sensations. In short, sounds are able to stir the imagination. It is because of these qualities that sounds are so important in films and games, for instance. Sounds can help tell cinematic and ludic stories and make movies and games more compelling and convincing (Back and Des 1996).

Often, emotional connotations play an important role in the interpretation, narrative or otherwise, of phenomena, including sounds. According to Ed Tan (2013), emotions can have a major influence on the perceived coherence of cinematic narrative. Kitty Klein and Adriel Boals (2010) even suggest that trying to come to terms with the emotional feelings associated with events is one of the main reasons human subjects try to turn these events into a narrative. Hua Qin and colleagues (2007), for their part, identify a strong relation between emotion, immersion, and narrative. Sound, as a medium that is capable of triggering strong emotions, might thus play a crucial role in the narrative interpretation of phenomena.

As I explained above, however, even though a sound sometimes has narrative-evoking qualities, it often is itself, in isolation, not a narrative. Most individual sounds do not comply with the definition of a narrative as a representation of a temporal development. A single sound can trigger narratives (Back and Des 1996), but generally cannot itself be considered an actual narrative, that is, a representation of temporal developments. A sound of a scream can elicit stories about fear or danger, but the scream itself does not have to be a narrative, as it usually is not a representation of a temporal development, even though the temporal envelope of the sound can be considered a temporal development. As I will explain in more detail later in this chapter, this development is a process, rather than a representation. It is the development itself instead of a recounting thereof, and therefore not a narrative.1 Rather, it is the referential quality of a sound, the ability to indexically refer to events that caused this sound, that is responsible for its evocative narrative nature (Andean 2014). As a consequence, the sound of a car braking, for instance, followed by the sound of a thud, a scream, and the sirens of an ambulance, can be interpreted as a narrative about a car accident, as the events these sounds indexically refer to—in other words, the events represented by the sounds—make up a temporal development.

This seems to imply that a sonic narrative needs to comply with two criteria: (1) the sounds constituting the narrative need to have referential qualities, and (2) the events these sounds refer to are supposed to constitute a temporal development. But what if the events a sequence of sounds refer to do not clearly constitute a temporal development or if the sounds in a sequence have no clear referents? Does this then mean that this sequence cannot be considered a narrative at all, or are there other possibilities? Can other strategies be adopted in order to narrativize this sequence?

In this chapter I will address these questions. By taking the process of creating a sound collage as a case study, I intend to explore the possibilities of conveying a narrative through a sequence of sounds. In this exploration, I will elaborate what a sonic narrative is, or can be, discuss the similarities and differences between sonic and musical narratives, and suggest how a sonic narrative can be told through a sequence of sounds. I will conclude that it is possible to tell sonic stories, provided the sequence of sounds can be considered a representation of a temporal development, either because this sequence is created by the interplay of tension and resolution elicited by the acoustic qualities of the sounds in the sequence, or as a result of the referential qualities of the sounds the sequence consists of. More specifically, the action of mirror neurons, which are neurons that fire when a subject performs a movement or observes a movement in another subject or object (Kaag 2014), almost forces listeners to seek the referentiality in sounds and thus interpret these sounds as a narrative whenever these references can be considered as constituting a temporal development. Such a sonic sequence may indeed result in the unfolding of a story in the imagination of listeners.


Narrative Listening

A continuing rattling noise. Sparse percussive, reverberant sounds. A sudden sigh. This is how the sound collage “all this this here” begins.2 The repetitive rattling sound is audible throughout the entire piece and literally sets its tone. It constitutes the background against which the other sounds will be placed. Initially, these other sounds are sparse and seemingly unconnected: a sigh, reverberant percussive sounds, and the sound of a snare drum. This sound was intended to indicate the end of this first part and is followed by a sequence of sighs, starting at 0:25, and a long sigh at 0:29.

At 0:37 another phrase starts, also containing vocal sounds, one that ends at 0:46 and is immediately followed by a sequence of percussive sounds, indicating the start of a new phrase. This part is intended as preparation for a busier part that starts at 1:27 and ends at 1:39 and that constitutes a coherent phrase. A quieter moment follows, further stressing the fact that the previous phrase has indeed ended. Again, a busier moment starts at 1:50, indicating a new phrase that ends at 1:57 with a low sound that acts as the closure of this phrase. This is immediately followed by a new phrase that has a similar character as the previous one, which ends at 2:16. This ending is signaled by a gradual diminuendo in the final part of this phrase. At 2:23 the final phrase of the sound collage begins, and the piece ends with a final resolution by inserting a trembling, long sigh.

Many of the sounds in this piece seem rather disjointed, isolated. The title of the sound collage, a line from Samuel Beckett’s poem “What Is the Word,” does not really help to explain what this piece might be about either. Could the sounds this piece consists of nevertheless still tell a story?

As the creator of this sound collage, I know its back-story, I know what I imagined while creating the piece. And although I did not imagine a concrete story, I did not intend to create mere sonic chaos or confusion either. Rather, I intended to create a work that would be able to activate the listeners’ imaginations, through narrative or otherwise, a work that, in one way or another, would make sense to listeners.

One way to get some kind of grasp on events, sonic or otherwise, is to create stories around them. As David Herman observes:

As accounts of what happens to particular people in particular circumstances and with specific consequences, stories are found in every culture and subculture and can be viewed as a basic human strategy for coming to terms with time, process, and change.  (2003a, 2)

Kitty Klein adds, “[n]arrative has often been viewed as the product of a universal human need to communicate with others and to make sense of the world” (2003, 65). Stories are important both in grasping the world and in communicating this grasp. Narratives function as accounts with which human subjects can make the events they undergo discursive; in other words, to turn them into experiences.

As I indicated earlier, narrative here is understood as a representation of a temporal development: a representative sequence of logically and chronologically related events (Meelberg 2006). The construction of a house, say, can be regarded as a sequence of events, but it is not in itself a narrative. Rather, it is a process on a different experiential level from the process of narrative. As soon as I record this process on video, for instance, that recording can be regarded as a narrative. After all, we now have a representation, in the shape of a video recording, of a temporal development, that is, the construction of a house. This does not imply, however, that a narrative has to represent these sequences of events in a chronological order. Many, if not most, narratives do not, for that, generally, would result in a rather uninteresting story.

The above definition of narrative implies that causality, or at least the suggestion of causality, is very important in narrative understanding. A narrative can be understood because the events it represents can be interpreted as being related in a causal manner, regardless of whether this relation is a reality or a projection of an apprehending subject. Objects that can be interpreted as containing events that are somehow—metaphorically or otherwise—causally related might be more easily grasped in a narrative manner. Because narrative, ultimately, is nothing more than a “basic pattern-forming cognitive system bearing on sequences experienced through time” (Herman 2003b, 170), humans try to structure these sequences in the most straightforward way possible, which is in a linear fashion. If possible, they interpret succeeding events as the former being the cause of the appearance of the next; as Klein explains: “Identification of causal relations is particularly important for narrative … because to understand the text the reader must make numerous inferences to establish the relations between various parts of the narrative” (2003, 75). Thus, causal relation is one of the most important kinds of structuring relations within a narrative. That is one of the reasons Richard J. Gerrig and Giovanna Egidi (2003) call narratives causal networks. But again, this does not imply that the causing event and its effect are necessarily always represented in a chronological order.

In literature, the suggestion of causality is often clearly noticeable. In novels, events lead to other events, actions performed by characters have consequences. But what about phenomena that are not so literally narrative, such as the sound collage I introduced earlier? Is it possible to identify a sense of causality in this sequence of sounds, and if so, is that sufficient to activate the listeners’ imagination in such a way that the sequence elicits some kind of narrative while listening?

Monika Fludernik believes any object has the potential to be a narrative. She suggests that narrativity “is not a quality adhering to a text, but rather an attribute imposed on the text by the reader who interprets the text as narrative, thus narrativizing the text” (2003, 244). As a consequence, narrativity is not a characteristic that is inherent in an object or phenomenon, be it a novel, a sequence of sounds, or otherwise. Rather, it is the observers’ imagination that makes this object narrative during the process of interpretation. Imagination becomes an act of narrativization, and this act amounts to the creation of a construction that we call a narrative, a structure in which (causal and other) temporal relations are identified. By narrativizing an object, an observer might comprehend this object in a better, or different, way than when assuming another interpretative stance. Turning an object into a story, a representation of a temporal development, means establishing some kind of grasp of this object. In order to be able to arrive at this kind of grasp an object needs to display particular qualities that invite observers to narrativize this object. An object has to have some kind of narrative potential, a narrative affordance. Not just anything can be narrativized; it only occurs when an observer tries to imagine it as a story. Narrative depends on both the narrative potential of an object and the act of narrativization of that object by an observer.

One possibility for investigating the narrative potential of sonic objects such as sequences of sounds might be to look at the ways in which music, which is a sonic object too, can be narrative. In Meelberg (2006) I argue that music can be narrative without referring to actual events. Instead, it is the interplay of tension and resolution that gives music its narrative character. More specifically, it is because a musical piece consists of a succession of sounds that listeners can get the impression that the music is moving forward. It is this forward motion, and the expectations this impression of movement generates, and which are either met or not, that we call musical development. This development consists of a succession of moments of relative tension and rest, with moments of tension “leading to” moments of rest, and it is responsible for evoking the impression that the music is telling a story. A sense of causality is suggested by tension and resolution, and, as I explained above, a sense of causality is crucial for narrative. Consequently, it is the impression of a succession of (musical) sounds constituting a phrase or gesture, that is, a temporal development, that is responsible for the sounds’ narrative character.

It is important to realize that it is not real causation that takes place in music. Rather it is a representation of musical causation that can be heard in musical works. If it were real causation, music would not be a narrative but rather a process. Take a dominant seventh chord, for instance. This chord does not necessarily have to resolve to the tonic. There is no physical necessity for this chord to resolve. Rather, listeners expect this chord to resolve accordingly. As David Huron (2006) explains, musical expectations are the result of the implicit, unconscious learning process listeners undergo while listening to music. Because Western listeners listen primarily to music that follows the rules of tonality, these listeners learn these rules simply by listening to music. If they hear a dominant seventh chord resolve to the tonic often enough, listeners learn to expect a tonic after that chord. Listeners learn musical conventions through being repeatedly exposed to music that complies with these conventions.

As a consequence, listeners interpret a dominant seventh chord as wanting to resolve to the tonic. Thus, a dominant seventh chord is a representation of musical tension rather than a cluster of sounds that is actually unstable or tense. The physical makeup of this chord is as stable as any other sound or cluster of sounds even though psychoacoustically it may differ from, say, a minor triad. Consequently, tension and resolution, which can lead to temporal development, are not physically present in the music. Instead, they are represented by it. Music can be considered a representation of a temporal development and therefore as a narrative. More specifically, as I will elaborate in what follows, the tension and resolution are felt in listeners’ bodies, and it is this feeling that provokes imagination, which in turn may result in the creation of (narrative) meaning attributed to the music.

Sound collages are not musical works per se, however; harmonic tension and resolution, for instance, are not necessarily features of sound collages. The question thus remains whether or not, like musical events, a sequence of sonic events can have some kind of narrative potential too, and in which ways this narrative potential depends on the referential qualities of the sounds.


Imagining Narratives

In theory, the narrative potential of a sequence of nonmusical sounds should be greater than that of a piece of music. When one asks somebody to imagine a story in nonverbal sounds, the story he or she would come up with would probably not be a musical piece. Most probably, the sonic story would consist of sounds that refer to events that constitute the actual story, perhaps not unlike the soundtrack of, say, a Tom and Jerry cartoon. Yet, as I explained earlier, the narrative quality of such a sequence of sounds is evoked by the events the sounds refer to, rather than by the sonic qualities of the sounds themselves. Does this mean that our narrative imagination is primarily influenced by the referential qualities of sounds, more so than by other sonic aspects?

In an (unpublished) study I conducted in March 2015, I set out to answer this question. More specifically, I explored the possibilities of designing sequences of sounds—all clearly referring to events such as laughing, things exploding, or animals making sounds—that can be considered narrative, without the events that the sounds refer to themselves necessarily constituting a temporal development, and thus a narrative. In these sequences of sounds, I tried to create an interplay of tension and resolution through the manipulation of sonic parameters such as onset, timbre, and dynamics. The main aim of this study was to find out if it was possible to create a sonic narrative in this manner or if listeners primarily focus on the referential character of sounds, and to evaluate the narrative character of a sonic sequence by assessing whether or not the events the sounds refer to constitute a temporal development.

The participants in this experiment were postgraduate students majoring in cultural studies with little or no background in sound studies. Most of them are familiar with notions such as narrativity, representation, and meaning, though. Students were asked to volunteer, out of whom twenty participants were randomly chosen. Apart from verifying that the participants did not suffer from a hearing impairment, no specific criteria regarding their hearing abilities were mandated.

The following stimuli were used in the experiment:



• Three audio files, each consisting of a random sequence of eight mono sound sources that refer to events.


• Three audio files, each consisting of a random sequence of eight mono sound sources that refer to events, with fader automation applied to create phrases, gestural arcs, that encompass one or more sound sources.


• Three audio files, each consisting of a random sequence of eight mono sound sources that refer to events, with gradual changes in equalization in order to create gestural arcs that encompass one or more sound sources.


• Three audio files, each consisting of a random sequence of eight mono sound sources that refer to events, with onset and length of sound sources altered to create sonic phrases.




The sequences were created by randomly selecting eight sounds out of the thirty sounds that have been downloaded from http://www.grsites.com/archive/sounds/. The sequences themselves were also ordered in a random fashion.

The equipment used in this experiment consisted of a computer to play audio files, attached to a stereo audio system with speakers in a classroom. The room had some minor acoustic treatment so as to prevent reflections. As the sound files were mono, the position of the participants in the room was relatively unimportant. The levels remained under 75 dBA.

The participants were asked to listen to the sequences and answer a questionnaire. No prior information regarding the aims of the experiment was given, only the procedure is explained to them. After each sequence is played twice, the participants were asked the following questions:



1. What sounds could you identify in this sequence? (Open question)


2. What associations did the sequence evoke? (Open question)


3. Rate your agreement (or lack thereof) with the following statements using a five-point scale (1. Strongly agree | 2. Agree | 3. Neither agree nor disagree | 4. Disagree | 5. Strongly disagree):





• The sounds in the sequence refer predominantly to actions, and not to objects.


• The sounds in the sequence appeared to be very interrelated.


• The sound sequence represents a change from one state to another.


• This sequence is very enjoyable to listen to.


• This sequence sounds like a musical piece.





The sequences were played in a random order. Each sequence was played twice, with a five-second pause between the first and second playback, and participants were required to answer the same questions after each sequence, for which they had 90 seconds. The experiment lasted approximately 25 minutes.

Generally, the listeners who participated in the study were able to interpret and to make sense of the sounds in a sequence, irrespective of the order or sonic context in which these sounds were played. In all cases, the events the sounds in a sequence referred to could be identified. It was much harder for the participants, however, to perceive the events in a sequence as interrelated or as constituting a change from one state to another, regardless of whether the sequence was sonically manipulated or not.

This seems to imply that, in contrast to music, sound sequences cannot be easily transformed into narratives by manipulating sonic parameters such as dynamics, timbre, and onset. And indeed, despite these manipulations, the participants did not regard the sequences as being musical at all, but as a concatenation of sound events instead. The sequences were still primarily interpreted by interpreting the events the sounds in the sequences referred to, rather than by focusing on the sonic qualities of the sequences as a whole. This is in line with James Andean’s (2014) assertion that the narrative potential of musical or other sonic structures is dwarfed by the presence of recorded referential sounds that “take over,” as it were, the narrative. To use Richard Walsh’s (2011) terminology: if a narrative was heard in a sequence, it emerged primarily from the events the sounds in the sequence referred to.

Interestingly, the respondents described the majority of the sounds in the sequences in terms of actions: the firing of a gun, a woman crying, a lion roaring, and so forth. In theory, this would open up the possibilities for constructing a narrative around these sequences of sounds. As I explained above, humans often, and perhaps even always, interpret events by creating stories around them in order to get some kind of grasp on these events, and causal relation is one of the most important kinds of structuring relations within a narrative. A narrative can be understood because its successive events can be interpreted as being related in a causal manner, regardless of whether this relation is a reality or a projection of the apprehending subject. And since actions often lead to other actions, one would expect that an interpretation of sounds in terms of actions would enable the participants to create causal relations between many of the events.

This, however, proved to be particularly problematic. The participants often had great difficulty in hearing some kind of causality in the sound events, and this causality was not enhanced by the sonic manipulation applied to many of the sequences which, in the case of musical events that do not refer to extramusical phenomena, would increase the sense of causality between these events. Instead, in many sequences, the events appeared disjointed, unrelated, and therefore relatively incomprehensible to the participants.

The study did suggest, however, that sounds can evoke micronarratives in listeners. Most participants were able to formulate clear associations after listening to the sound sequences. And even though it often was difficult for them to come up with a single clear, overarching impression of a sequence, they had little trouble with interpreting the individual sounds, and occasionally even came up with quite original stories related to these sounds. A baby crying, for instance, was, by one participant, interpreted as a story about a father leaving his family. Yet, such micronarratives are narratives that are triggered by the sounds, rather than actually being represented by them. The sound did not actually represent the temporal development comprising a father leaving his family. Instead, this story is made up by the participant, inspired by the sound of a baby crying.

The most important conclusion that could be drawn from the study was that, as soon as a sound has a clear referential character, this reference takes preference over other (structural) factors. The referential character of sounds can be so strong that it dominates most, if not all, other possible interpretations of the sequence these sounds belong to. Listeners tend to imagine stories by focusing on the events sounds refer to, rather than on the structural or other nonreferential qualities of these sounds themselves. Stories are inspired by a sequence of events such as an explosion, followed by people screaming, rather than the fact that these sounds may gradually become louder or that there is a gradual increase in intensity of the high frequencies during the sequence.3

Actually, this is not so different from the way verbal stories are narrative. The narrativity of verbal stories is not established by the visual or sonic qualities of the letters and words themselves but because of the events these words refer to. So, at first sight, music seems to be the outlier here, as music does seem to be a medium that is unable to refer to extramusical phenomena or events. At least, this is what theorists such as Jean-Jacques Nattiez (1990) and Werner Wolf (2002) argue. They maintain that verbal narrative is able to represent many phenomena, ideas, and views that cannot be represented in music in the same straightforward manner. For instance, in verbal narrative it is possible to posit an unreliable narrator. A verbal narrative can represent a character’s thoughts or retell historical events. And music, because it lacks the referential qualities language has, is not capable of doing this.

As I explained above, however, many musical works do elicit expectations by giving the impression that musical events lead to or cause other events. Yet, I also argued that real, physical causation in music does not exist. Instead, listeners interpret musical events as wanting to lead to other events. Consequently, musical causation is represented by music, rather than being a characteristic of the musical sounds themselves, which means that music in fact is able to refer to phenomena such as causation that are outside of the music itself.

In the earlier elaboration of the study I conducted, I indicated that the manner in which tension and resolution can be represented in music (for instance by manipulating dynamics or onset) does not necessarily work in the case of sequences of sonic events that have a clear referential character. The narrative imagination of listeners is stirred by these references more than by tension and resolution that may be audible in these sequences. But what about a nonmusical sequence of sonic events without a clear referential character? Does such a sequence have the potential to be narrative when other kinds of interplay between tension and resolution—that is, tension and resolution that are not created by the events the sounds refer to—can be heard in that sequence?

As I mentioned previously, the sound collage “all this this here” was not intended as a literal narrative. During the process of creation, however, I did deliberately try to create a sense of coherence. And I did so by creating an interplay of tension and resolution in the sequence of sounds. Figure 22.1 shows a screenshot of the Pro Tools session of “all this this here.”



[image: image]
Figure 22.1 Screenshot of Pro Tools session for “all this this here.”





Take the phrase that can be heard between 0:25 and 0:29, for instance. The sequence of sighs that can be heard in this phrase creates a coherent phrase that is established by a moment of tension—the fast breathing—that is followed by a moment of resolution—the long sigh—at 0:29. Because of this interplay of tension and resolution, this sequence could be regarded as a temporal development, as a representation of a temporal development, even. This interplay is created in an almost musical fashion, by using tempo, rhythm, and dynamics. Furthermore, as I indicated in the description of the piece I gave at the beginning of this chapter, between 0:37 and 1:57 several phrases can be identified, while the final phrase of the sound collage, which starts at 2:23, consists of an interplay of tension and resolution created in the vocal sounds primarily.

Obviously, the sounds used in this sound collage are not devoid of referential qualities. The vocal sounds do clearly refer to, well, vocal sounds created by human subjects and some of them may even evoke emotional connotations, such as relief and lust. One might even imagine concrete facial expressions when listening to these sounds. Likewise, it is not difficult to hear how the percussive sounds were created. Despite their processed nature, these sounds do not conceal the fact that they are made with a drum set. Consequently, these sounds are not abstract in the sense that they do not refer to anything other than themselves. Taken together, however, the events these sounds refer to do not seem to constitute a clear temporal development and thus do not appear to explicitly tell a story.4 Instead, it is the interplay of tension and resolution elicited by the acoustic qualities the sound collage displays, such as dynamics, tempo, and rhythm, that gives the suggestion of a temporal development. As a consequence, the sound collage can be considered as being narrative, or at least has the potential to be considered as a narrative in the imagination of listeners. Not because the events the sounds refer to create a narrative, but because of the interplay of tension and resolution that can be felt in the sounds, an interplay that, just as in the case of musical narratives, is not in the sounds themselves, but represented by them instead.


Unimagined Stories

The earlier account of “all this this here” was the story I had in mind for this sound collage. It was the narrative structure I imagined while creating the piece. And when I listen back to it, I cannot but interpret it as the representation of the temporal development I outlined previously. It just naturally sounds like a story to me, elicited by the interplay of tension and resolution that I am able to identify in the piece.

If indeed this sound collage can be considered a representation of a temporal development, and the manner in which this development is created is similar to musical development, how then is the sound collage still different from music? Has it perhaps turned into a musical piece in the imagination of listeners precisely because the strategies it adopts in order to evoke a sense of narrative are derived from musical narrativity? Put differently: if a sequence of sounds represents a temporal development by the interplay of tension and resolution through the manipulation of sonic parameters such as dynamics and rhythm, instead of via the referential qualities of the individual sounds, is this sequence then heard and interpreted as a piece of music telling a musical narrative? Can this manipulation of sonic parameters lead to a change in one’s listening stance? Alternatively, might a musical listening stance—that is, a stance in which listeners assume they are listening to music—motivate listeners to focus on the development of musical parameters rather than on the referential qualities of the individual sounds?

According to the composer Aaron Copland, the imagination of listeners must be activated in order to be able to provide a wholeness to the musical experience by balancing and combining music’s elements. He considered imagination’s ability to function through time in the presentation of the musical event as one of the rarer manifestations of consciousness (Reichling 1990, 282). It is exactly this ability that enables listeners to interpret music as narrative. The same ability, however, is needed to interpret a sound collage such as “all this this here” as a narrative. Thus, both in the case of “all this this here” and music, the same interpretative stance needs to be assumed in order to make sense of the sonic events.

Does this mean that “all this this here” is a musical piece after all? I certainly did not intend it to be music, but that does not mean that nobody can, or is allowed to, interpret it as such. Neither can I force listeners to hear a story in the sound collage, even though I tried to create a sense of narrative coherence. Despite my intentions, I can only motivate the imagination of listeners to interpret the piece in a certain way, but I cannot prevent them from interpreting it otherwise.

Interestingly, it is exactly because of human imagination that listeners can interpret the sound collage in many different ways for, as Ross A. Norris proposes, “Imagination has but one function: to posit possibility” (1980, 53). And more often than not, the possible interpretations of an object such as a sound collage transcend the one imagined by its creator. Mads Nygaard Folkmann even suggests that this transcendence is one of the primary functions of imagination:

The role of imagination is to transform meaning. Without the imagination, there would be no generation of new possibilities. The transformation of meaning through imagination is a process of several steps. The first step goes through the sensual phase of internalization, which performs an overall and comprehensive negation of the object that is being internalized (2013, 82).

When listening to and interpreting a sequence of sounds such as a sound collage, listeners negate the object itself, in other words, the succession of sound waves, in order to pave the way for imagination to come up with interpretations regarding this sequence.5 Through this negation the meaning of the sequence can be “altered, manipulated, and fused with other layers and dimensions of meaning” (Folkmann 2013, 82). The sequence is considered as being something else, something more than it actually is as a physical reality.

Referring to Jean-Paul Sartre, Folkmann furthermore posits that “[t]he production of the imaginary through negation serves as a basic condition of our capacity for abstraction and conceptualization beyond the singular material. In this way, from the point of view of consciousness, the world is always imbued with imaginary meaning” (83). If we want to imagine something to be more than what it is—a sequence of sounds, vibrations of air particles—we need to negate the phenomenon itself and open up our imagination in order to allow it to come up with new meanings and interpretations.

This does not mean that bodily experience is not crucial for imagination. According to Maurice Merleau-Ponty, ideas are not accessible without bodily experience (Folkmann 2013, 83). We need to be able to perceive something before we are able to negate it and let our imagination come up with possible meanings. Still, these ideas cannot be fully expressed in their physical manifestation. As Folkmann puts it: “The ideas are inexhaustible with regard to their manifestation” (85). Perceived phenomena are embodied, but imagination, while needing embodiment, exceeds the limitations of bodily experience.

John Kaag, for his part, proposes that imagination is rooted in embodiment. He notes that metaphor studies—spearheaded by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (1980)—suggest the ubiquitous role that analogy and metaphor play in the creation of human concepts and meaning. As linguists and philosophers have recently proposed, imaginative metaphors serve as the glue of human language and cognition (for more on metaphors and sound quality, see Walther-Hansen, this volume, chapter 23). This work cuts in another important direction to the extent that it suggests that the development of effective metaphors and meaningful analogies relies, almost exclusively, on the physical embodiment of human beings. Humans come by imaginative meaning only in their organic, spatial, and temporal relations with the world (Kaag 2014, 141–142). Imagination is rooted in our embodied experience of the world, and this also holds for the imagination of sonic stories. Articulating the experience of listening to a sequence of sounds in terms of tension and resolution, which can lead to the representation of a temporal development and thus to a narrative, also relies on embodiment.

In referring to experiments done by Vittorio Gallese, Kaag remarks that human subjects have so-called mirror neurons that fire when a subject performs a movement or observes a movement in another subject: “Gallese’s work on the mirror neuron system indicates that similar neural activity is found in human beings when they perform an action as well as when they imagine or think about doing that selfsame action” (2014, 163). Performing actions and observing actions activate the same brain areas. Watching movement thus can lead to sensing this movement within the subject’s own body, as if the subject is actually performing this movement.

This is also the case when it concerns the perception of sound, as the listener’s body is involved in acts of musical listening. Of course, the body is literally touched by sounds, since the sound waves touch the eardrum and make it move. In this respect, hearing is more closely related to the sense of touch than to any of the other senses. However, the body is also included because it kinesthetically senses the interplay of tension and resolution produced by the sounds. It feels this interplay by sensing its dynamic and temporal flow. The body kinesthetically senses, and subsequently processes, the dynamics, the physical properties, of sound. Consequently, the sonic narrative that may be the result of the interplay of tension and resolution is also physically felt. The narrative imagination of listeners is stirred by both hearing and feeling sonic tension and resolution (for more on motor imagery and the perception and performance of sound and music, see Schacher, volume 2, chapter 3).

The relation between sonic narrative and embodiment is even stronger than this, as Kaag explains: recent studies conducted by Evelyne Kohler and colleagues demonstrate that neurons in the ventral premotor cortex (F5) of macaque monkeys fire and are suppressed both when the animal performs a specific action and when it hears a related sound. Most of the neural nets also discharge when one observes or hears the actions of another organism performing this activity. This work indicates that partial stimuli have the ability to cause more general neural outputs. The sound of a peanut cracking generates the neural outputs that occur when an animal performs the action of cracking a peanut and when the macaque observes another animal cracking the nut (Kaag 2014, 163).

The referential qualities of sounds appear to have the ability to physically stimulate listeners. And perhaps this stimulation is more intense than those caused by the interplay of tension and resolution, which in turn might be one of the reasons the referential qualities of sound often supersede other sonic qualities when it concerns the narrativity of sequences of sounds.

All this indicates that it is possible to tell sonic stories through sequences of sounds, either because the sequence can be considered a representation of a temporal development created by the interplay of tension and resolution elicited by the acoustic qualities of the sounds in the sequence, or as a result of the referential qualities of the sounds the sequence consists of, references that together constitute a temporal development. When a sequence of sounds complies with one of these criteria, it may indeed result in the unfolding of a story in the imagination of listeners, an imagination that is rooted in embodiment and developed in the minds of listeners as a result of the physical stimulations caused by the sounds.




Notes


1. There are screams that can be considered representations of temporal developments; for instance, the recording of a scream that becomes louder and suddenly stops. In this case I would agree that the recording of the sound is narrative, because it is a representation—a recording—of a temporal development—the temporal envelope of the sound. The story it tells would then be the story of someone who becomes gradually more afraid and suddenly is not capable of uttering a sound anymore. Put differently, the story that it tells is the story of the sound’s own coming-into-being, as that is what the temporal development is about. Why this person was afraid and who or what made him or her stop screaming is not told in the story itself, though. It is left to our imagination to come up with narratives that tell that particular story.

2. The sound collage can be heard at http://www.soundcloud.com/vincent-meelberg/all-this-this-here. Accessed May 15, 2017.

3. On the other hand, composers like Steve Reich have convincingly shown that it is possible to create sonic stories using referential sounds where the narrative was not constituted by the referential qualities of the sounds themselves, as he did in Come Out (1966). Rhythmic repetition of the same sound, for instance, may result in a foregrounding of narrative structure and in drawing away attention from the referential qualities of that sound.

4. I do not want to imply that it is absolutely impossible to hear a story here, as different listeners assume different listening stances and focus on different sonic aspects. I do assert, however, that the sounds do not explicitly depict a sequence of logically and chronologically related events, that is, a temporal development.

5. This account presupposes the standard acoustic definition of sound: sound is a sound wave, that is, a purely physical reality. A sound wave, thus, is not considered as a medium that allows listeners to hear the sound, which would result in a definition of sound as the experience of perceiving sound waves.
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chapter 23

Sound Quality, Language, and Cognitive Metaphors

Mads Walther-Hansen



Introduction

Think of a listening session in a hi-fi store where you assess the sound quality1 of a pair of loudspeakers. Deciding whether to buy a specific set of speakers involves evaluating the implied worth of the sound (whether the speakers are good or bad sounding), and it requires either that you consult the sound of other loudspeakers in the store or that you “compare” the sound quality to an absent “ideal” sound that only figures in your imagination. You may also try to make sense of the loudspeakers’ distinctive sonic features—determining for instance, their warmness, crispness, fullness, and so on. Characteristics of this type can be ascribed to the activation of cognitive metaphors, and this may further allow you to make sense of the sound’s qualities, compare these characteristics with other speaker brands, and articulate your sound-quality taste in language. These processes—in which auditory experience is understood through concepts from other sensory domains—are typically described through the principles of embodied cognition, in which a key claim is the notion that experiences and sense-making are grounded in previous sensory-motor experiences.

There is a problem, though, that needs further attention: the cognitive structure of auditory sense-making is ever evolving in the constant flux of changing audio terminology, new audio technologies, performance practices, sound production/design techniques, and so on. Whether you evaluate the implied worth or the distinctive features of the sound, it involves the activation of imaginative cognitive structures that are structurally coupled with components located “outside” the embodied mind. Therefore, and for reasons that will become clear in this chapter, it is necessary to expand the typical focus of embodied cognition and pay closer attention to the dynamic (changes throughout history) and contextual (interaction with the salient world) aspects of auditory experience.

My argument involves discussions about the formation and role of our cognitive system and how this system connects auditory experience with linguistic descriptions of sound quality. I take some inspiration from the notion put forth by proponents of the extended cognition hypothesis (see Clark and Chalmers 2010) that perception, reasoning, and action are governed by a cognitive system that consists of both mind-internal and mind-external events (see also Hutchins [1995, 2010], who suggested similar principles under the heading “distributed cognition”) and I assess the role of imagination (in forms to be clarified) in auditory sense-making and the conceptualization of sound quality in language. The tradition of embodied cognition and cognitive linguistics (see Kövecses [2002], for an introduction, and Gibbs [2008], for an overview) has already provided important insights into the nature of experience, understanding, rational judgment, language, and so forth, but only recently have these insights been used in the study of sound quality (leaving aside studies dealing with notational musical parameters—e.g., rhythm, melodic and harmonic progression, and so on; see Zbikowski 1997, 2002, 2008; Saslaw 1996). Also, most studies in cognitive linguistics tend to focus more on the activation of our cognitive system in experience, rather than the formation and “extent” (beyond the mind and body) of this system. However, research shows that sound quality descriptors change in relation to audio technologies, sound production practices, and so forth throughout history, and this change has implications for the cognitive representation of sound quality in experience. The framework outlined in the following seeks to account for this fluidity of our cognitive system, and this involves assessing the role imagination plays for the cognitive and linguistic conceptualization of sound quality.


“To Explain What I Mean, Here Is a Sound Example”

The title of this section is derived from a quote I overheard at a presentation about sound quality in recorded music at the International Association of the Study of Popular Music Conference (IASPM) in 2015. This quote—and the many variations of this phrase—seems to derive from the assumption that the thing itself (the sound) actually offers an explanation; that the auditory rendering of the sound has objectively verifiable, inherent qualities and that these qualities are revealed to us when played back. Presenting a sound example might appear to be the obvious solution when trying to address nonnotational features, such as the sound quality of the music. Unfortunately, even if the sound example presented at the conference produced similar experiences for the entire audience it would only demonstrate that the sound makes some kind of sense shared by the listeners—not how it makes sense.

The quote also points to a discomfort within academia with everyday sound quality descriptors, that is, sound quality descriptors that are not readily verified in listening tests, such as “rough,” “hard,” “smooth,” and “round” (Michelsen also addressed this issue in an early musicological study of conceptual metaphors and sound in 1997). It is often assumed that such metaphorical descriptions are just decorative ways to describe something that could be expressed more precisely—either by referring to some physical parameters of sound, such as specific frequency bands, or by graphically representing the sound. But what if the metaphor cannot be replaced by a reference to concrete physical parameters? What if the metaphor is the best “tool” to connect the aesthetic experience of sound to language? Making this connection involves assessing how imaginative mental structures allow us to give “form” to aesthetic artifacts—such as sound.

If we start from the assumption that sound quality descriptions rely on metaphors that can be seen as expressions of underlying thought patterns, it is important to outline what these thought patterns consist of (the extent of our cognitive system) and to take seriously the role of imagination in forming these thought patterns. According to the original idea of cognitive metaphors and image schemas proposed by Lakoff and Johnson (1980; Lakoff 1987; Johnson 1987), these embodied concepts or schemas are normally formed through previous sensory-motor experiences, however, there is an increasing focus in recent studies on other contextual factors, such as cultural factors, language use, and technological artifacts that might play an equally important role.

In what follows, I outline the components that form our cognitive system (internal and external parts) and that govern the way sound is conceptualized in thought and language in contexts where sound is the source of aesthetic appreciation—whether in a listening or production environment. This involves engaging with the unity between phenomenal activities (existing in our immediate world, outside our self [e.g., consulting other people by means of language]) and internal cognitive capacities (existing at the level of thought [e.g., the mental conceptualization of sound]). These components are used in the remaining part of the chapter to exemplify how sound is invested with a coherent expression through our engagement with external resources such as language (see Figure 23.1):



[image: image]
Figure 23.1 Our cognitive system governing the conceptualization of sound in thought and language.









• Cognitive conceptual structure arises from previous embodied motor schemas, learned concepts, and situational factors.


• Cognition extends into the surrounding world (e.g., audio technologies, audio textbooks, communication with other people about sound, and so on).


• Language is the main tool by which we connect mind-internal cognitive tasks with the external world.


• Imagination is central to auditory sense-making and the conceptualization of auditory experience in thought and language.





Language, Metaphors, and Image Schemas


In his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus ([1922] 2001), the young Wittgenstein expressed the belief that only “facts” can be uttered in language; aesthetic judgment, for instance, did not belong to the world of language. In essence, his project was to find the logical structure of language that corresponds to the logical structure of the world—and, in this equation, metaphors have no place. What is perceived is observed (received from the world) while what is imagined is subject to a person’s active will (leading to creative acts, for instance). Listening—that is, receiving sounds from the world—would be, in Wittgenstein’s conception, incongruent with acts of imagining sounds, acts of creating new sounds, and conceptualizing sounds metaphorically.

Arguments against Wittgenstein hold, quite reasonably, that there is no direct line between language and the actual world (whatever that is). Language is connected to the world only through humans who experience this world and make sense of it in different ways; and, from the perspective of second-generation cognitive linguistics,2 the missing link in Wittgenstein’s language-world construction would be the mind’s dependence on imagination. While imagination is typically understood as a process of experiencing and understanding phenomena beyond the present moment—for instance, creating a mental imagery of a new sound—it also plays a central role in tying together changing cognitive and linguistic conceptualizations throughout history and in different situational contexts. It is beneficial here to briefly revisit the thinking of Kant (1781), who saw imagination as directly connected to experience through its schematizing function. The schema, proposed by Kant, can be seen as “the synthesis of imagination” and as what structures our awareness of objects by providing a concept with an image—that is, by “sketching out” possible applications of the concept. Ultimately, the schema allows us to have coherent experiences and governs the way we conceptualize and make sense of sensory experience. This idea was later refined by cognitive linguistics during the 1980s—most notably Lakoff (1987) and Johnson (1987), who held that “Reason is imaginative in that bodily inference forms are mapped onto abstract inference forms by metaphor” (Lakoff and Johnson 1999), which entails that our linguistic system is based on human imagination. They also proposed a number of overall image schemas that govern experience, judgment, and language (for a general discussion of image schemas, see also Gibbs and Colston 1995; Hampe 2005). Kimmel (2005) further focused on the situatedness of image schemas, and thereby their plasticity as they adapt to different contexts. Contributions such as his are necessary recognitions of some of the nuances in the actualization of image schemas that call for further empirical studies.


Sound Quality and Embodied Sensory-Motor Experience

The idea that recurring patterns of embodied experiences (e.g., walking, touching, pushing, falling, balancing) form abstract cognitive structures that serve to organize experience is a well-established principle in cognitive sciences. Several studies illustrate that these shared cognitive capacities—grounded in previous sensory-motor experiences—play a central role in determining the selection of words we use to describe a sound’s qualities. Evidence is often provided by correlating auditory stimuli with stimuli from other sensory modalities. Marks (1982, 1989), for instance, studied the correlation between a number of visual and auditory stimuli without literal or physical similarities using rating scales. The most well-known finding is perhaps the correspondence between auditory pitch and visual brightness—not surprisingly, Marks found that high pitches are bright, and low pitches are dark (see also Eitan and Tamir-Ostrover, this volume, chapter 36). Other studies have focused on the emotional response to music to detect cross-modal patterns in music perception. Building on an experimental study by Meier and colleagues (2007), where negative-valenced words affected the subject’s ability to judge the darkness and brightness of a gray square, Lindsen and Bhattacharya (2012) found that subjects exposed to positive-valenced music would judge a gray square as brighter than subjects exposed to negative-valenced music, and this shows how music-induced emotions systematically affect the response in another modality. A study by Eitan and Rothschild (2010) provides evidence for a systematic connection between tactile metaphors—such as hard, smooth, and rough—and basic sound qualities, such as pitch. More recently, in a paper titled “The Sound of the Smell of My Shoes” Mark Grimshaw and Walther-Hansen (2015) studied the correspondence between sound qualities and smell qualities. Here, we explored the role of cognitive schemas in linking the auditory and olfactory senses, and we presented a theoretical model for the activation of a smell experience using audio as a stimulus. This model is based on the hypothesis that experiences across modalities that share the same cognitive structure activate each other. However, only a weak link between sound and odor was detected at the level of language compared to other cross-modal links (cf., Williams 1976, for a not-so-recent but still relevant overview of cross-modal adjectives). This suggests that the degree to which cross-modal correspondence at the level of cognition is reflected in language is weaker for some modality combinations than for others.

Imagination is involved in making this cross-modal connection possible, but typically not in the form of a direct associative link—for instance, a sound would typically not make people imagine that their body is touching different surfaces (although such mental re-enactment may occur in certain forms of metaphor activation; see Gibbs and Matlock 2008, 173). Imagination has a more general and abstract function in cognition than just allowing us to associate and form mental reproductions and associations. It structures and organizes our thoughts and reasoning across modalities and levels of abstraction. However, to account for the ways the qualities of sounds make sense to listeners and audio professionals and are articulated meaningfully in language, we must consider how sound quality descriptors develop in relation to other mind-external factors. Our cognitive capacities evolve through a continuous coupling to our external world (see, e.g., Ziemke 2003), and language plays a central role in driving this extended cognitive system.


Sound Quality Descriptors in Context

Where the fish flaps its tail to set up the eddies and vortices it subsequently exploits, we intervene in multiple linguistic media, creating local structures and disturbances whose reliable presence drives our ongoing internal processes.

(Clark and Chalmers 2010, 32)

While language can be seen as a bodily extension for carrying out a specific task, there is also something learned from language that shapes our ability to imagine sounds beyond what is already there. Research shows that new definitions of concepts—for instance, those presented to us in textbooks—shape our cognitive capacities and further influence sensory-motor processing (e.g., Beilock 2009; Slepian and Ambady 2014). If, for instance, we move to another country and learn a different terminology to describe sound, if we read a textbook defining sound terminology, or engage in a new musical community, it would not only change the vocabulary we use to describe sound but also change the actual experience, as the incorporation of this new terminology is a process that influences on our internal cognitive capacities. Accordingly, it is beneficial to see language as part of a continuous cognitive process that flows between mind-external resources (e.g., manuals, textbooks), and internal cognitive processes.

The question is still to what extent language can be said to form part of our cognitive system. At one end of the extreme, language is seen merely as a tool by which cognitive processes enter the external world. This view, however, reduces language to a result of our cognitive capacities and to its communicative function. At the other end of the extreme, learned language not only shapes but also is constitutive of sound descriptions. In listening tests carried out in the audio industry, a shared linguistic conceptual system is often imposed on the test subjects to objectify the semantic meaning of the descriptors across subjects; for instance, to ensure a common understanding of the sound quality descriptors, subjects—an expert panel—would learn to use predefined sound descriptors in connection with specific auditory attributes. This approach is a means to assure a specific—objective and quantifiable—connection between the “actual” parameters of perceived sound quality and the words used to describe these parameters (see, e.g., Bech and Francombe, volume 2, chapter 16). Accordingly, we may assume that if a test-person uses the word “hard” to describe a sound—it is primarily because he or she was taught that a sound with a specific set of physical attributes is defined as “hard.” Subjects can then judge the sensorial strength of such attributes and provide audio developers with so-called objective measurements of the perceived impression that (at least in theory) should be directly translatable into physical properties of the sound, and this will allow them to adjust audio equipment accordingly. In such cases, language functions as an external reference that allows for a systematic response across different subjects. Accordingly, the tests are reliable only as long as subjects are coupled to this language system and (as much as possible) disregard already-embodied cognitive concepts that could potentially conflict with the chosen linguistic concepts for the test. Thus, the test methodology is an example of a situation where a mind-external linguistic conceptual system is favored over mind-internal cognitive concepts. In the test, learned linguistic concepts are essentially introduced to “overwrite” previously stored cognitive capacities that would otherwise be activated in the listening sessions and muddy the results.

However, a greater understanding of how language is connected to reasoning about sound in different contexts may provide the missing evidence that will allow natural language to be used as a reliable source in listening tests. Corpus linguistic studies, for instance, show how sound quality expressions found in natural language can function as sources for an investigation of how listeners make sense of sound within a larger discourse of sound, music, audio technology, and so on, and how and when variations in the language we use to describe sound occurs. While such studies are few in the domain of music and sound research, there are several studies focusing on other specific domains (see Deignan [2005] for an overview of approaches to corpus linguistic studies into metaphors), for instance, emotions (Stefanowitsch 2006), gender (Sigley and Holmes 2002), and health communication (Atkins and Harvey 2010), that point to potential future research that might provide evidence for some of the more speculative connections3 between language about sound and auditory experience. In a more recent study (Walther-Hansen 2016), linguistic metaphors were abstracted from a corpus of sound literature to study how the concept of balance functions as a sound descriptor and as a cognitive concept that structures evaluation of, and interaction with, sound. In a current project, I study how the linguistic contexts of different sound quality descriptors change throughout history. To mention a notable example from this study: A concordance search for the term “Warm” in Billboard Magazine from 1960 to 1980 reveals that the term most often qualifies the sound of the human voice, the trumpet, and the saxophone. From 1990 to 2010 the same term most often collocates with audio technology and instruments in general. Closer scrutiny of the concordance sentences in the corpus reveals that the meaning of “warm,” as a qualifier for sound and music, has shifted from being associated mainly with sincerity and heartfelt sentiment (e.g., of the human voice) to being associated with nostalgia (e.g., a longing for the sound of past analog technologies). Thus, it is possible to discern a change in the discourse of sound that runs parallel with the technological development—in this case the transition from analog to digital audio technology. Andrew Goodwin (1988) also addressed this change in discourse during the 1980s where “cold” and “unnatural” digital synthesizers were contrasted with “warm” and “natural” analog synthesizers of the past—the same analog synthesizers that ten years earlier were considered cold and unnatural sounding.

Other studies show how the language of sound functions in a specific community. As part of his anthropological fieldwork, Thomas Porcello (2005) studied how music producers in and around the city of Austin conceptualized the so-called Austin Sound. Porcello found that recording sessions would often focus on capturing “roominess” and ambience and they would attempt to avoid “sterile,” “dry,” “produced,” or “canned” sound, and these descriptions were closely tied to Austin’s self-understanding as a city that hails live performance, sincerity, and authenticity. This study points to some form of consistency in the way language is used to describe sound within specific communities, but it also shows how the language of sound becomes a tool in the construction of an imagined musical community, that is (to paraphrase Benedict Anderson’s [2006] definition of the nation as an imagined community), a socially constructed community that maintains its unity through the commonalities imagined by the members of the community.

Along these lines, Théberge (1997) argues that metaphorically paired sound descriptors (cold/warm, clean/dirty, fat/thin) often function as markers of aesthetic values within specific genres. To understand why “sound engineers typically prefer ‘clean’ recordings to ‘dirty’ ones” and “rock guitarists often go to great lengths to ‘dirty-up’ their sounds” (208), we must acknowledge the differences in how such terms are evaluated within specific communities and in different situations, and, related to this, how sound quality attributes are seen as distinctive factors in specific musical cultures.


Language and Our Cognitive System

Music is often characterized as a nonpropositional artform (cf., Davies 1994). We may use language to categorize aspects of the music, but the meaning of music, the emotions it conveys, and so on, are ineffable. This view is also reflected in Niall Griffith’s work on metaphors in music:

Although music can be described through metaphor, these metaphors of structure are not its meaning, just a result of the fact that music is also a phenomena [sic] that we need to describe linguistically. The fact that we hear a pitch as higher is unimportant because we are really concerned with other aspects of its semantics that are carried by highness and lowness. These characteristics are corollaries of the physical signal rather than arising from linguistic description. (2002, 198)

In one sense Griffith is right about his reservations. We should not necessarily accept linguistic metaphors for music experience, and there are certainly other ways to describe musical pitch than high and low (in Indonesia, for instance, pitches are large and small). I disagree, however, with the view that the linguistic term in itself is unimportant, as Griffith implies. If language were completely separated from the flow of perception, we could just replace one descriptive word with another without altering the perceptive qualities of the described sensory stimuli. Empirical evidence suggests that this is not the case.

The connection between cognitive conceptualizations of experience and the literal equivalent allowed Zhong and Leonardelli (2008) to demonstrate in an experimental study that social exclusion literally feels cold. In a similar way, decoding of language activates motor areas in the brain corresponding to the concept that was processed (e.g., Lakoff 2008; Feldman 2006). For instance, if someone tells me that “the water is warm,” it automatically activates my tactile senses. Interestingly, if someone tells me that “the sound is warm,” which it cannot literally be, these same senses are activated. In this way language may also be used actively to influence or reshape our imagination. Related to this, other studies show that body action, or even an imagined body activity, may affect a subject’s interpretation of linguistic metaphors; Boroditsky and Ramscar (2002), for instance, found that people moving forward (or imagining themselves moving forward) were more likely to reschedule a meeting to Friday (instead of Monday) when told that a meeting was moved two days forward from Wednesday. Such studies show how present (online), sensory-motor processing reflects back on language comprehension. Johnson and Gounaropoulos (2006) illustrate the practical relevance of the connection between language and imagery in a study where machine-learning methods were used to create a system that synthesized sounds from the user’s natural language about sound quality (see also earlier work by Ethington and Punch [1994]).

The multimodality of our cognitive system forms part of the explanation as to why some linguistic metaphors emerge intuitively in descriptions of sound, even if the listener cannot define the term in any physical sense in relation to the experienced sound. If you experience an “action metaphor”—for instance, through listening (e.g., squeezing, falling, jumping)—you activate some of the same neurons as if that action were perceived through other senses (e.g., actually squeezing something with your hand, falling down, jumping over something and so on—see Lakoff 2008). Similarly, if we try, for instance, to imagine and verbalize characteristics of a sound we are going to make, we might feel the need to use the body to keep track of the process—one may, for instance, squeeze one’s hand when imagining a tight sound—a way to simulate the imagined characteristics with physical gestures. Using the body as a way to “offload” mental computation (see Gibbs and Matlock 2008) is a common practice (although usually not a conscious process) in creative thinking. The simulations need not be gestural, however, but can also be based solely in the activation of neural motor centers—for instance, the visual center is activated when imagining the brightness of a sound—and this could be used actively as a way to rehearse and memorize future actions in a sound design process before the actions are actually performed (cf., Hubbard, this volume, chapter 8; Halpern and Overy, volume 2, chapter 19;Wöllner, volume 2, chapter 2). Communicating with others, writing things down about the sound, is equally a means to offload a part of the mental computation that takes place in the creative act of creating new sounds.

In a recording studio, for instance, the recording artist may call for a warmer, more open, less harsh, or less hollow sound, using metaphors as a communicative tool. The choice of words can greatly influence the sound engineer’s ability to translate creative thoughts into action, and it allows the recording engineer to think of, and perhaps verbalize, different options before choosing some to try out (Walther-Hansen 2014). The dialogue between the artist and engineer is a process whereby the relationship between the linguistic concepts and the imagined sound, not yet there in a physical form, is being negotiated. In communication about sound, language functions as an “interface” that not only allows us to offload mental computation but also allows us to “consult” the outer world when reasoning about sound. As Clark and Chalmers (2010) state:

the major burden of the coupling between agents is carried by language. Without language, we might be much more akin to discrete Cartesian “inner” minds, in which high-level cognition relies largely on internal resources. But the advent of language has allowed us to spread this burden into the world. Language, thus construed, is not a mirror of our inner states but a complement to them. It serves as a tool whose role is to extend cognition in ways that on-board devices cannot.  (2010, 39)

Language is an important source of imagery in the process of designing new sound. The choice of words the artist or collaborator uses to describe a sound may prompt the sound engineer to make specific choices, and this both constrains and nurtures the user’s ability to imagine something beyond these choices. It is beneficial to see language as variable interfaces that form part of an online process that shapes the way the perceiver thinks and acts (see also Gallagher and Lindgren’s [2015] study of “enactive metaphors”). While specific concepts may afford (in a Gibsonian sense; Gibson 1979) certain possibilities to reason about and interact with sound, it is important to see the possibilities that are not uniquely fostered by either the language or our internal cognitive capacities, and here imagination plays a central role as the faculty of the mind that allows for the emergence of new possibilities.


Summary of Main Points

I have shown how auditory sense-making—specifically the cognitive and linguistic conceptualization of sound quality—emerges in the dynamic involvement with the world (e.g., interacting with technologies, communicating about sound, and perceiving sensory input from our immediate surroundings). While the conceptualization of sound quality is coupled to our cognitive system shaped by previous sensorimotor experiences, language also functions as a mind-external, online resource with fluctuating meanings that shape and are shaped by cognitive processing. Language, thus, has a complementary role in such a way that it makes sense to see language as an integral component in cognitive processing rather than merely an external resource governed by it. On the one hand, language aids reasoning and feeds our imagination—good metaphors, Gallagher and Lindgren (2015) propose, are ones that “exercise our imagination” (391) and make us see (or hear) new possibilities that we could not before. On the other hand, language is a means to categorize, identify, and distinguish the value of a sound in a specific context—and this is one way language changes with new audio technology and sound quality preferences. What is needed, then, to provide a broader explanation of how our language in describing sound quality is tied to cognitive processing of auditory experiencing, is (1) a better understanding of the role of embodied sensory-motor experiences and the ongoing mutual shaping (learning, using, relearning) of linguistic descriptors and (2) a better understanding of the role of other external factors (such as audio technology) that are negotiated by individuals who have shared embodied capacities in specific cultural and historical settings.




Notes


1. While timbre (the sound color) is typically conceptually distinct from loudness and pitch, sound quality (the characteristics of the sound) includes all of these characteristics. Also, the term “sound quality” denotes a focus on the perceptual “now” rather than the temporal progression of, for instance, music (see Brolinson and Larson [1981], for a useful definition of this time frame in a musical context and Ross’s [2016] definition of now-listening).

2. Second-generation cognitive linguistics is the name given to the tradition of cognitive linguistics emerging in the 1980s, where a set of cognitive concepts govern both the thought processes activated by experience and the language used to represent this experience.

3. Cognitive linguistics often relies on made-up examples to argue for the way language is based on previously formed cognitive schemas. The development of corpus linguistic research illustrated that many of the linguistic examples used by cognitive linguistics could not—or could only to a minor degree—be detected in natural language (Sinclair 1991).
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chapter 24

Speech, Sound, Technology

Johannes Mulder and Theo van Leeuwen



Introduction

Linguists have rarely paid attention to the sound of speech. What mattered in phonology, the linguistic approach to the study of speech sound, was not sound itself, as an expressive mode, but the function of speech sounds in distinguishing words from one another. And phonology was kept separate from phonetics, which studied the production of speech sounds and their acoustic properties but without reference to their meaning and function. At best, phoneticians saw speech sound as a symptom rather than a sign—an index of age, health, energy level, emotional state, and also of regional origin or ethnicity (e.g., Laver 1980). In this chapter, we take a semiotic approach to the sound of speech. As poets have long understood, spoken language simultaneously makes meaning at two levels—the level of word meaning and the level of sound meaning.

It was not only in linguistics, but also in dominant practices of speech and singing that sound was not treated as a mode of expression in its own right. What mattered in public speech was clear, correct diction that would not draw attention to itself. The key institutions of the nation state, the education system and broadcasting, everywhere propagated homogeneous “educated” forms of speech. And what mattered in high-culture styles of singing, in what Lydia Goehr (1992) refers to as the Imaginary Museum of Musical Works in the silent audience tradition of the modern (post-1800) Western European concert hall, was a single ideal of articulatory beauty, in which the voice can be understood as a musical instrument.

This, of course, did not prevent singers differing in the degree to which they could achieve that ideal but nevertheless ensured that performance would be in the service of the composer’s writing and not allow individual, idiosyncratic styles to upstage the composer.

In the course of the twentieth century all this began to change. Movie actors and singers developed their own, immediately recognizable styles of speech and singing and, thanks to the new recording technologies, these became part of language, and part of the language of music, imitated and transformed the world over. No longer was the voice just an index of unchangeable biological and demographic characteristics: it became a source of meaning and a means of expressing identity.

Clearly, this change was facilitated by the affordances of the new media of telephony, broadcasting, and film, though this is not to say that technology played no role in vocal production before the twentieth century. Architects had developed acoustic technologies of amplification for thousands of years (Blesser and Salter 2006, 199) and masks in ancient Greek theater were also used to amplify the voice and emphasize vocal characteristics befitting specific roles—there is some debate about which of these two were most important:

Vocal resonance masks afford additional possibilities for emphasizing specific vocal qualities and can even facilitate special vocal effects. When the voice is able to orient properly in a vocal resonance mask, effects such as the highlighting of overtones can be achieved. Furthermore, the voice is experienced as fuller than otherwise.

Alström 2004, 136)

But overall it was twentieth-century electronic amplification (Mulder 2013; Wijfjes 2014) that made it possible for public speech, whether broadcast or live, to become conversational (Roosevelt’s fireside chats are often mentioned in this context; e.g., Ryfe 1999) and for “crooning” styles of singing, such as those of Rudy Vallee and Bing Crosby, to emerge (e.g., McCracken 1999). Amanda Weidman notices the swift uptake of electronic amplification in Indian classical music1 as early as the mid-1930s:

It is crucial to note that the voice with “innumerable nuances” is itself a product of the microphone; as the microphone makes these nuances audible in a physical sense, it also makes them available to an aesthetic discourse about music.  (2006, 126)

But the microphone, the amplifier, and the loudspeaker were more than facilitators—they also changed the semiotic potential of the sound of the voice. It was soon noted, for instance, that technology can disembody the voice, make it “acousmatic” (Chion 1994) not only in radio broadcasts, cinema voice-overs, telephone conversations, and so on, but also in live performances—the voice of singers in, for instance, Broadway musicals, no longer came (just) directly from the performers but from loudspeakers positioned outside the proscenium. Sometimes this is seen as a loss: “To disembody a voice is to rob it of individuality and this leads directly to the question of vocal identity, to the voice as person” (Frith 1996, 196). The drama of this electro acoustical aberration is emphasized in R. Murray Schafer’s term of choice to indicate the schism, schizophonia (Schafer 1969, 43). But, whether acousmatic or schizophonic, the disembodied voice can also create new resources for meaning making. It can, for instance, represent the voice of God, as already in the biblical story of God speaking to Moses from a burning bush—or as with the voice of the wizard in The Wizard of Oz, as discussed by Michel Chion (1994). And it can stimulate the imagination, the creation of mental images, as for instance in the films of Robert Bresson, who wrote, “The ear goes more to the within, the eye to the outer” (1997, 61). In Bresson’s films, acousmatic sound often cues our imagination to fill in the missing parts of the audiovisual narrative. A famous example from his L’Argent (1983) is a scene in which Yvon hits the old woman who is hiding him from the police in her face—or so we imagine, as we can only hear the sound and do not see the act of violence. We will return to the issue of imagination in our discussion of the technological enhancement of sounds in the concluding section of this chapter.

In this chapter, we will discuss the semiotic resources unlocked by contemporary audio technology. In doing so we take a social semiotic perspective (cf., Van Leeuwen 2005; Kress 2010), arguing that meaning making is an activity and that our understanding of the meanings of sound as sound rests on our experience as biological and social beings. As such, social semiotics expand on Saussurian and Peircean approaches by underlining the social and cultural drivers of signification. Our account will therefore unfold in three steps: an account of the physical voice, based on the way our bodily experience as speaking and singing beings informs our understanding of sound; an account of the social voice, based on the way our social and cultural experience informs our understanding of sound; and an account of the technologically enhanced voice, showing, on the one hand, how our understanding of the technological voice ultimately rests on our understanding of the biological and the social voice but, on the other hand, how technology also introduces extraexperiential dimensions that only slowly assimilate into the culture.

However, even though audio technology does much more than facilitate, it is not the cause of semiotic change. The new resources for the expression of identity developed in the context of the growing power of the entertainment industry and of contemporary corporate culture, which do not need national but global semiotic resources. It can be observed that such resources do not always need homogeneity, but thrive on diversity, branding, and customization. That this impacts also on the sound of the voice is demonstrated by the activities of companies like Acapela2 that provide synthesized voices for announcements and “product enhancement,” encourage their clients to “use your own exclusive voice, enhance your brand identity and differentiate your services with your own exclusive synthetic voice,” and offer a wide range of “voices with accents, voices of celebrities, voices that surprise you with their naturalness and custom-made voices.”


The Physical Voice


In this section, we argue that our lived experience as hearing, speaking, and singing beings informs the meaning potential of the sound of the voice. This insight is based on the metaphor theory of George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, who argue that we understand metaphors on the basis of our concrete experiences: “No metaphor can ever be comprehended or even adequately represented independently of its experiential basis” (1980, 19). This includes bodily experiences, such as walking upright, or tensing of the voice. When we tense our vocal musculature, our voice becomes higher, sharper, and brighter because, in their tensed state, the walls of the throat cavity dampen the sound less than they would in their relaxed state. The resulting sound not only is tense, it also means “tense.” Our experience allows us to recognize tension in our own voice and in the voice of others and to know when voices are likely to become tense—when we are nervous, or intimidated, or threatened, for instance. This then allows a metaphorical transfer from the domain of experience to the domain of more abstract ideas and values and identities that have some component of tension in their meaning. This can express a moment of tension, deliberately or otherwise, but voices might also become habitually tense, expressing “tense” aspects of the identity of individuals or groups. Alan Lomax wrote of the high degree of tension in the preferred female singing styles of cultures with severe sexual repression of women:

It is as if one of the assignments of the favored singer is to act out the level of sexual tension which the customs of the society establish as normal. The content of this message may be painful and anxiety-producing, but the effect upon the culture member may be stimulating, erotic and pleasurable since the song reminds of familiar sexual emotions and experiences.  (1968, 194)

Tension is not the only resource for vocal meaning. Voices combine a range of vocal features, each one deriving from a particular articulatory gesture. They are high or low and soft or loud and tense or lax, and so on, and all these features not only are capable of fine gradation but also contribute to the overall meaning, just as the ingredients of a dish all contribute, in their different proportions, to the overall taste of the dish.


Pitch Range

Our experience tells us that our pitch range tends to flatten when we feel flat and listless, or bored, but also when we are speaking in a soft, intimate voice—some of those sensuous Brazilian bossa nova songs have melodies with a very limited pitch range. When we are excited, on the other hand, our energy level and our pitch range increase—songs with a wide pitch range are the staple fare of patriotic hymns and other songs that seek to energize people into action.

Our experience of pitch range tells us two other things as well: men’s voices are, on average, lower than those of women and children, and smaller resonating chambers (e.g., violins) are sympathetic to higher sounds than larger resonating chambers (e.g., double basses). As a result, low voices can be threatening. In eighteenth-century operas from Beethoven’s Fidelio and onward, the tenor is the hero and the bass or baritone the villain, for example. Similarly, high voices can be used to make ourselves small and harmless, as when talking to children. Pitch range can convey more gendered, heteronormative, meaning potential. Men use the higher regions of their pitch range to assert themselves and to dominate, while women use the lower end of their pitch range for this purpose. But it is hard to be low and loud at the same time, so women face a difficult choice. They must either speak low (which is assertive) and soft (which is intimate)—which can evoke the “dangerous woman” stereotype—or high (“belittling themselves”) and loud (“being assertive”)—which might be considered “shrill.” In either case, the dominant norms of the public, assertive, “masculine” voice are at odds with the dominant norms of the private, intimate, “feminine” voice. Iconic female voices create different female identities in this way. Marilyn Monroe used a high, yet breathy voice, combining feminine vulnerability and seductiveness. Lauren Bacall used a sensuous low voice. In her autobiography, she recalled how the director Howard Hawks conceived of her character in To Have and Have Not (1944) as a “masculine approach—insolent. Give as good as she got, no capitulation, no helplessness” (Bacall 1978, 87). To this end he told her to work on her voice, “to practice shouting, keeping my register low” (92).


Loudness

Loudness relates to power and sometimes to ignorance. The more powerful people or institutions are, the more noise they are allowed to make or are allowed to ignore their impact on a soundscape. The loudest noises, R. Murray Schafer wrote, are always “sacred noises”: “Thunder, the voice of God, migrated first to the cathedral, then to the factory and the rock band” (1977, 179). Schafer also recounted how a group of Hare Krishnas in Vancouver were fined for causing excessive noise while, nearby, the noise of a building site exceeded 90 decibels (201) but without the builders being fined. This example illustrates the ambiguous nature of the term “noise,” as we will argue later, but also how noise, outside of the engineering domain, can be evaluated based on its social desirability or lack thereof.

Our experience also tells us that loudness relates to social distance, both literally and figuratively. As explained by Edward Hall (1966, 154), when people interact at “very close range” (3–6 inches) their voices will be an intimate, soft whisper. At “close range” (7–12 inches) they will still whisper, still seek to be heard only by one person. At “near range” (12–20 inches), they will be soft indoors and “full” outdoors, but still low enough not to be overheard by strangers. At “close neutral range” (20–36 inches), people will tend to speak about “personal matters” in a “fuller voice.” At “public distance” (5.5–8 feet), their voices will be “full with slight over-loudness” conveying public information. Beyond that they will no longer speak to one or two people, but to a larger group. In short, each level of loudness connects to a particular kind of social relation.


Rough, Breathy, and Trembling Voices

In rough voices, we can hear other things beside the tone of the voice itself—hoarseness, harshness, rasp, grit. The opposite of the rough voice is the smooth voice, from which all noisiness is eliminated. Much of the effect of roughness comes from the aperiodic vibration of the vocal cords, which causes noise in the spectrum (Laver 1980, 128). As this is more audible in the lower pitches, it is more easily heard in male voices and lower female voices. Perhaps this is why rough voices are especially common in male singing and highly valued in cultural contexts that encourage assertiveness and enterprise (Lomax 1968, 192). Again, the meaning of roughness lies in what it is—rough. Our experience tells us that roughness comes from wear and tear, whether as a result of smoking and drinking, hardship and adversity, or old age. But roughness is valued differently in different contexts. In Western classical music Maria Callas’s rough and sometimes unpolished voice stood out, whereas in African American music, roughness emotes, in the words of Harold Courlander:

Some outstanding blues, gospel and jazz singers have voices that may be described as foggy, hoarse, rough or sandy. Not only is this kind of voice not derogated, it often seems to be valued. Sermons preached in this voice appear to create a special emotional tension.  (Courlander, quoted in Williams-Jones 1975, 377)

A rough/smooth contrast or continuum can be noted in popular music as well: the lived-through voice of Tom Waits can be contrasted with Leonard Cohen’s pleasant croon, the nasal trademark of Marianne Faithfull to Celine Dion’s warm head voice.

In the breathy voice, another sound mixes in with the tone of the voice itself—breath. Its metaphor potential derives from our experience of what can make our voice breathy—exertion of some kind, or excitement, or sexual arousal. It often combines with a soft voice, suggesting intimacy. Advertisers use it to give their message a sensual, erotic appeal. Singers sometimes use it for the same reason, commanding attention by invoking a need to listen more attentively, maybe even requiring listeners to hold their breath.

The meaning potential of vibrato, the trembling voice, derives from what we know makes our voice tremble—emotion. It plays a key role in the musical expression of emotion. Strings, for instance, are particularly good at producing vibrato sounds and hence are universally used to “pull the heartstrings,” to present and represent love and romance. But other emotions, too, can make us tremble, and vibrato, or alternatively tremolo,3 is also used, for instance, in horror movie music, to express fear and uncertainty.


Articulation

Some vowels are “frontal,” articulated with the tongue in the front of the mouth (e.g., the [i] of heed), others are articulated in the back of the oral cavity (e.g., the [a] of hard). This has often been commented on in relation to sound symbolism. In many languages words meaning “close” use frontal vowels and words meaning “far” back vowels (e.g., near and far in English, hier and daar in Dutch, ici and là-bas in French, hier and dort in German). But frontality and its opposite can also be overall articulatory settings expressing a quality of being “upfront,” “confronting” or, of “holding back,” “not coming out with it.”

The same can be said for “aperture.” Some vowels are produced with the mouth comparatively closed and the oral cavity therefore comparatively small, others with the mouth comparatively open and the oral cavity therefore larger. The [i] of heed and the [u] of hood are less open, for instance, than the [a] of hard. This too has mostly been discussed in relation to sound symbolism. Words with an “open” [a] have been said to be “heavy, big and round,” for instance, and words with an [i] “small, light and pointed” (Hildum and Brown 1956). In Star Wars, The Phantom Menace (2000), the treacherous Viceroy of Naboo, a character with an inscrutable fish-like physiognomy, not only has a vague Chinese accent, but also speaks with a stiff jaw and an almost-closed mouth, using a breathy, hollow-sounding faucalized voice. Such “articulatory” settings are often used by puppeteers and by the actors who create the voices of cartoon characters—in cartoons, vocal expression plays a key role, as dialogue is usually recorded before the characters are animated (Blanc and Bashe 1989, 75–99).

As mentioned earlier, all the parameters we have discussed in this section combine, in different proportions, in actual voices. The source of inspiration for countless Mafiosi characters, the famous and recognizable voice of Marlon Brando in The Godfather (1972), for instance, is comparatively high (and we have seen that men tend to use high voices to dominate). It is also hoarse and rough, signaling the Godfather’s harsh and unforgiving side. And it is articulated with a stiff jaw and an almost closed mouth, suggesting an unwillingness to “give” that keeps us guessing as to what he might be keeping from us. Yet it is also soft and breathy, at times almost a whisper, making his menacing presence disturbingly intimate and attractive.


The Social Voice

Our experience of sound is not only physical, it is also social and includes our experience of “others” who speak and sing in other ways—of dialects and foreign accents, for instance, and of the socially conditioned attitudes to the “others” whose dialects and accents they are. In the era of semiotic uniformity, the meaning of dialects and accents had been indexical, signaling where people came from. Often, they had stigmatized speakers. To upper-middle-class city dwellers, country dialects were backward, working class dialects inferior, and foreign accents could be either suspect or funny, or exotic and even erotic, depending on the kinds of connotation Barthes called “myths” and labeled with terms such as “Italian-ness” to indicate that they condensed everything the bourgeoisie “knew” about Italians as well as the value judgments they attached to this (Barthes 1973, 109–159; 1977, 32–37). Much of this still lingers. The story of Pygmalion is still understood. Yet much has changed. In the early 1930s, MGM worried about Greta Garbo’s accent, but her voice was to become another key icon in the new semiotics of voices. Soon Hollywood scriptwriters would recommend the use of accents and dialects:

Dialect … is as revelatory as make up, as picturesque as costume, as characteristic as gestures, as identifiable as physical disabilities, and as dramatically effective as facial expressions.  (Herman 1952, 198)

The author of this quote, Lewis Herman, a scriptwriter who produced several manuals on the subject, recommended the dropped “h” in cockney, the “d” and “t” substitutes for “th” in German, the “y” substitute for “j” in Swedish, and the dropped final “r” in Southern, Eastern, and Negro speech, together with the dropped “g” in “ing” ending words such as “fightin” and “doin.” Such heavily edited dialects and accents would soon become a new semiotic resource, uncoupled from their ties with a specific place or social group, familiar to movie audiences the world over, their meanings as easily understood as those of the clichés of classical Hollywood music scores and used in public speech as well as to color everyday conversation. Even on the BBC, where not long ago only “the Queen’s English” was permitted, a wide variety of accents and dialects can now be heard, and not only in “vox pops.” And, as we saw, companies like Acapela will flavor the synthetic announcements they produce with dialects and accents as requested by the customer.

The vocal styles developed by iconic actors such as Lauren Bacall, Marilyn Monroe, and Marlon Brando and iconic singers such as Ray Charles, Bob Dylan, Nina Simone, Astrid Gilberto, and others, similarly became a semiotic resource. Marlon Brando’s hoarse whisper is now part of the repertoire of many actors, to be deployed whenever a sense of brooding, yet sensuously attractive menace is required. The same applies to singing. Madonna was perhaps the first singer who used quite different voices for different songs (cf., Van Leeuwen 1999, 150–152). In Like a Virgin, for instance, she addressed a “you” who saved her from perdition and made her feel “new” and shiny,” “like a virgin touched for the very first time.” This “you” she addresses in a high, feminine voice, which nevertheless also has an edge of a more hardened, tense, and strident sound to signal scars of abuse and betrayal. In Live to Tell, on the other hand, Madonna’s voice is less high and tense, lower, more relaxed, more sure of herself, as well as softer, breathier, and warmer. Only later in the song does an occasional vibrato and increased tension add the strength of relived emotion to some of the key moments. In short, as Chion has said of the actor’s voice in the cinema:

The voice is ceasing to be identified with a specific face. It appears much less stable, identified, hence fetishizable. This general realization that the voice is radically other than the body that adopts it (or that it adopts) for the duration of a film seems to me to be one of the most significant phenomena in the recent development of the cinema, television and audiovisual media in general.  (1999, 174)

Voices now begin to be understood, not on the basis of the meaning potential of individual vocal features, but on the basis of set configurations of values of the parameters we discussed in the previous section, not on the basis of bodily experience, but on the basis of familiarity with the movie roles and songs in which they have been used and the public profile of the actors and singers who developed and used them.

Before we move on to discussing the technological voice, two further points should be made. First of all, what we have said of the voice can also be applied to musical instruments. Instrumentalists, like actors and singers, also developed characteristic individual sounds on their instruments. Just as voices can be soft, smooth and well oiled, or rough, raspy, and cracked, so saxophones or trumpets can be soft and mellow, or tense and strident, sound like a hoarse whisper or a foghorn in the mist—and both now include a large repertoire of howls, wails, groans, and other vocalizations that can be captured neither by alphabetic writing nor by musical notation. Experience here includes not only the parameters we have discussed in the previous section but also our experience of tools and materials and of the actions that produce the sounds—whether a gentle caress or a vigorous attack. Schafer has given an excellent example of the broader significance of such physical modes of sound production and their relation to everyday physical action:

The substitution of the punched string piano for the plucked harpsichord typifies the greater aggressiveness of a time in which objects were punched and beaten into existence by means of industrial processes where once they had been stroked, carved and kneaded into shape.  (Schafer 1977, 109)

But here too, genre-specific configurations of values of the articulatory parameters exist, and here too, the individual sounds of instrumentalists such as Miles Davis, Dizzy Gillespie, John Coltrane, and Stan Getz have become part of the toolkit of many musicians.

Secondly, everything we have said of the voice can also be applied to sound effects and ambient sounds. Their meaning not only derives from their source, from what they are the sound of, but also from their qualities. The closing of a door, too, can sound loud or soft, tense or lax, rough or smooth, and so on. In the early days of the sound film, the Hungarian film theoretician Béla Balász foresaw a language of sound along those lines:

It is the business of the sound film to reveal for us our acoustic environment, the acoustic landscape in which we live, the speech of things and the intimate whisperings of nature … the meaning of a floorboard creaking in a deserted room, a bullet whistling past our ear, the deathwatch beetle ticking in old furniture and the first spring tinkling over the stones.  (1970, 179–180)

It is only now, in the age of sound design, with its blended sound effects and tracks that blur the distinction between music and ambient sound, that this vision is beginning to be realized.


The Technologically Enhanced Voice


The development of the new semiotics of the voice (and of music and other sounds) was, as we have seen, facilitated by the global reach of the technological media of radio, TV, and cinema—and, today, of the Internet. But this did not leave the material voice unchanged. We have already discussed the materiality of the voice, but the omnipresent loudspeaker also has its own materiality, which impacts, for instance, on the directionality of sound. True, when we listen to a loudspeaker reproducing voices and other sounds, we do not hear a diaphragm moving along the trajectory of an electronic waveform, we hear instead the materiality of the reproduced sound. But loudspeakers, while recreating sounds accurately, create their own directional patterns of acoustic reflections from floors, walls, ceilings, or foliage, and these patterns are usually quite different from those of human voices or musical instruments. It is this transformation that, in addition to the common acousmatic dislocation, explains why an audience can generally discern between a voice or an instrument reproduced by a loudspeaker or produced by a human in the acoustic space. The sound of the reproduced voice, as it reaches our ears, does not remain entirely unchanged, the intimacy of a voice recorded up close with a microphone remains intimate, even though the reproducing loudspeakers might be meters away adjusting the meaning potential of social distances (cf., Mulder 2014, 2015).

Beyond that, audio technology can enhance what the body can do with respect to almost all the parameters we have discussed in the preceding sections and can create new sounds, sounds the human vocal apparatus cannot produce unaided, as we will discuss in what follows.


Enhancing Pitch and Pitch Range

Contemporary digital audio technology includes pitch shifters that can change the pitch range, shifting the voice up or down up to an octave, or extending or decreasing its range, and modern digital signal processors can create an instant “robot effect,” whatever the source input. Digital pitch correction technology not only can change pitch but also can be used to tune speech into song. The expressive potential of digital pitch manipulation and pitch shifting was explored in the Cher effect (Frere-Jones 2008; Lacasse 2000) and in Laurie Anderson’s use of vocoders (and harmonizers) “to give herself a ‘masculine’ pitch and thus subverting the ‘body-in-the-voice’” (Frith 1996, 194). In the Flemish stage director Dirk Thange’s reimagination of Schitzler’s classic play Reigen (La Ronde, 1897) the five male and five female characters were played by one actor and one actress who differentiated their five characters by using exaggerated pitch ranges enhanced by a real-time pitch shifter—a grave, deep voice for the countess and the baron, squeaky high-pitched voices for the young man and the servant, and so on.

Traditional technology has also been used to enhance pitch range. The low, booming voice of the actor Don Lafontaine,4 who recorded the voice-overs for more than five thousand movie trailers, was usually enhanced by the “proximity effect” of the (very) close microphone.5


Enhancing Loudness

The manipulation of loudness did not have to wait for digital technology and played a crucial role in the development of the new semiotics of the voice. When a voice is recorded, a whisper remains a whisper and a scream stays a scream, no longer identified by the perceived loudness of its reproduction but by additional voice quality parameters. In other words, the loudness parameter is uncoupled from the social distance and power relations that form its meaning potential: a whisper intended for one person only, conveying a message of a highly personal nature can be reproduced in a movie theater at a screaming, high sound level, and the rock singer’s yelling voice can be heard at a comfortable level on one’s headphones. Social distance is no longer locked on to physical distance. It is therefore freed up to express imagined social distance, imagined relations of intimacy with distant people we will never meet—or alienating distance from the kind of voices that do actually form part of our everyday environment. As voiced by Frith:

The microphone made it possible for singers to make musical sounds—soft sounds, close sounds—that had not really been heard before in terms of public performance (just as the film close up allowed one to see the bodies and faces of strangers in ways one would normally only see loved ones). The microphone allowed us to hear people in ways that normally implied intimacy—the whisper, the caress, the murmur.

(1996, 187)

The compression of loudness, a common element of sound in media, does not simply reduce loudness; it brings down a sound’s dynamic range by, usually, simultaneously bringing up the level of the quietest sounds. Typically observed in the radio voice, this results in an emphasis of breaths, swallowing, gulping, salivating, of vocal collateral, as well as a certain hyperactive pronunciation (aiding intelligibility when done appropriately). On the other hand, such dynamic compacting specifically in conjunction with audio editing can overshoot. Frances Dyson, in a chapter discussing the work of the vocal artist Amanda Stewart, underlines the consequence, for example in an edited radio segment, of cutting out and reducing such vocal collateral, the breath in particular:

What is not uttered is multi-present with what is uttered. In the complexity of the human body, sound, meaning, and emotion are actually synthesized and latent. And in fact the breath is one of the openings for that latency to come out, and that’s what gets sealed off more and more with compressed/media sound.

(Stewart, quoted in Dyson 2014, 104)


Noise: Enhancing Tension, Roughness, and Breathiness

The German, French, and Dutch languages have a number of different words referring to different types and applications of noise. Additionally, to the (sound) engineering perspective where noise is something that needs to be avoided, if not eliminated (see Wittje 2016), in English, usage of the word “noise” can be more context specific; Torben Sangild considers:

Etymologically, the term “noise” in different Western languages (støj, bruit, Geräusch, larm, etc.) refers to states of aggression, alarm and tension and to powerful sound phenomena in nature such as storm, thunder and the roaring sea. It is worth noting in particular that the word “noise” comes from Greek nausea, referring not only to the roaring sea, but also to seasickness, and that the German Geräusch is derived from rauschen (the sough of the wind), related to Rausch (ecstasy, intoxication), thus pointing towards some of the aesthetic, bodily effects of noise in music.  (2002)

Noise is present in many elements of sound generation (vocal or instrumental) and in strategies to synthesize (familiar or unfamiliar) sounds. Before reaching a steady state, the spectrum of, for instance, pitched instruments displays many random elements. This attack phase of a sound’s development over time (essential for recognizing different timbres) can be understood as the chaotic result of the tension in a vocal cord, a string, or a membrane being triggered by displacement. A whispered sentence can be experienced as a faltering of the voicing, never making it beyond the process of generation and never failing to alert the listener to the required tension.

The noise element is emphasized in synthesized breathy sounds; these are for instance, easily perceivable in the Shakuhachi and other flutes. Although some flutes are known for their serene, almost plain spectra, the tension displayed in the breathy element of flute sounds is often called on to create suspense.

Breathiness can be enhanced by using filtering and reverb and/or added hiss (another type of noise), suggesting the proximity of a whisper. In a “suspense effects” album produced by the BBC Radiophonic Workshop, a soft sighing breath that almost touches listeners with the overwhelming closeness of its presence happens in a track titled Spectres in the Wind (Cain 1976). From the original press release for that record, by Richard Robson:

the versatility of the synthesised effects is such that they can often be interpreted in accordance with what the audience imagines is happening or by what action is taking place.

Roughness can be created, or perhaps we should say suggested, approximated, by using distortion, whether digital or otherwise, and whether live or in recording. The singer David Eugene Edwards of the band 16 Horse Power often alternates, during live performances, between a “clean” and a “dirty” microphone, making distortion an expressive choice rather than an overall quality of the amplification, and the Bon Iver singer Justin Vernon also often uses a two-microphone setup, one used for amplification as usual, the other feeding a voice processor creating an autotune or related effect from his voice. The expressive power of roughness can also be found in the distorted electric guitar and its history of broken loudspeakers, which made a technologically enhanced timbre a natural player in pop music and beyond. Nor is distortion limited to electric guitars, as can be heard for instance in the distorted harpsichord on the song Blood Roses by Tori Amos (1996).


Enhancing Vibrato

Vibrato is created by often somewhat irregular pitch fluctuations in the human voice or, in musical instruments, by pitch fluctuations brought about by finger or lip gestures. It became particularly popular when recordings began, perhaps to allow listeners to imagine the “aura” of live performances. Tremolo fluctuations may be faster and/or more regular than the human voice can produce—and this regularity somewhat diminishes its emotionality. Tremolo has long been used in attempts to make musical instruments sound like the human voice, for instance the “vox humana” stops on church organs (cf., Van Leeuwen 2009), or to suggest sustain on instruments that do not have the ability to sustain, for instance the mandolin (and also the piano). Sustain is then simulated by fast repetition of the same note and fluctuation by trills. All this can of course also be digitally programmed. Somewhat similar is the chorus effect, in which two closely related but slightly detuned timbres are overlaid, creating a shimmering quality.


Enhancing Articulation and Acoustics

Digital technology can also manipulate the formant structure of the sound, creating sounds that approximate the articulatory settings of vowels such as [i] or [a] and hence the meaning potentials of aperture and closure and of frontality and back-in-the-mouth-ness. On contemporary digital keyboards and synthesizers, such vowel sounds (“humanizers”) can be added to musical sounds. On Roland digital keyboards, for instance, a preset called Aah Choir adds an [a] sound to an organ-like sound, while the Ooh choir adds an [u] and a consonantal attack to a thin, reedy instrumental sounds, and the Jazz Scat uses key pressure to create different vowel sounds. Such vowel colors can also be added to atmospheric sounds and sound effects. In other words, speech-like articulatory settings can now be blended with instrumental sounds and sound effects, thoroughly blurring the boundaries between speech, music, and other sounds and beginning to realize a vision that had already been conceived of in the age of Descartes (Van Leeuwen 2009). Even before digitization, some instrumentalists had in fact already tried to achieve this kind of effect, for instance Rahsaan Roland Kirk in his flute playing.

Acoustic parameters can also be enhanced, for example through artificial reverberation, which adds new cues to a represented acoustic environment, so that listeners can imagine themselves in a cathedral, even though they might be sitting in a car. In performance arts’ venues, artificial reverberation can be produced by large numbers of little loudspeakers, hidden (or visible) in walls and ceiling surrounding the audience. A dry theater room can be enhanced to sound like, or offer the experience of, a concert hall, opening up the economics of multipurpose entertainment venues (essentially allowing cities to build a theater, concert hall, and opera for the price of one). Such economic benefits often trigger debates of sonic aesthetics; however, more interesting in the context of this chapter is that such technologies, rather than recreating existing familiar or stereotypical acoustic environments, can be used to create imaginary, novel acoustic experiences. In a venue where acoustics are conditioned by loudspeakers and digital signal processing, the audio parameters that inform spatiality can be changed instantaneously, suggesting specific acoustic experiences such as a cathedral, a theater, or a cinema but, more interestingly, everything in between or beyond those outliers. Blesser and Salter (2006) refer to agents working with that technology as aural architects, guided, and limited, by the agent’s imagination. Imagine the subtle difference between the acoustics of a pine-tree or a gum-tree forest, or the atmosphere of a magical forest.

All these will still be understood on the basis of our experience of vocal production and the acoustics of spaces. At the same time, we may be aware of subtle differences, of the all-too clean regularity of digital production that is lacking in human speech and music performance. Whereas, unaided, it is, for example, practically impossible for human beings to achieve perfect rhythmic regularity, for computers it is very difficult to even approximate the subtle irregularities of human activities and those of nature. This contrast can, of course, be used for its potential of contrasting the “human” and the “technological.” (See Danielsen, volume 2, chapter 29.)


Recreating Technological Experience

Technology can also produce extraexperiential sounds, sounds that fall outside our experience. The disembodied voice of the radio and the telephone was once such an experience, and it took time to learn not to shout through the telephone and, as historians have documented, not to project one’s voice on radio as though addressing a crowd (Cardiff 1986), in short, to become familiar with the particular ways in which such technologies reproduce voices.

With the ubiquity of camera smartphones, many people now have everyday experience of electroacoustic voice recording and playback. Both in technological and experiential terms, the relation between audio and video, very well developed and researched since the inception of sound film, is being redefined by this development. The smartphone’s microphone is always where the camera is and never as close to the sound source as we have grown accustomed to from almost a century of mediatized (vocal) sound and social distance. Consequentially, clips shot in high definition video are accompanied by the most basic of sound recording with the auditory perspective (Van Leeuwen 1999, 12), for instance, figure, ground, and field, rendered to a single dimension.

Meanwhile, digital technology has made it possible to simulate older technologies such as lo-fi radio, record players, and the telephone. This makes them available as semiotic choices, in addition to the audible digital artifacts of GSM telephony and Voice Over Internet applications such as Skype (including the now rare rhythmic pulse inference of older GSM phones on analog audio systems). But the predigital media no longer form part of any people’s everyday experience and are therefore likely to either become arbitrary signifiers of “period” authenticity, or aesthetic effects used for the meaning potential of their acoustic qualities. This has been the case, for instance, with the vocoder, once an instrument to reduce the bandwidth of telephone signals for economic reasons, but already from as early as the late 1940s used for musical purposes (Tompkins 2010).



Extraexperiential Sound

There are also sounds that relate neither to our bodily experience nor to everyday technological experience. Their meaning potential is therefore, at least initially, the “nonhuman,” whether, in context, this becomes the “divine” or the “alien” (as in “alien beings”)—in either case they will evoke menace or mystery, awe or dread, as can be seen in this review in The Listener of a 1959 radio play that pioneered the use of electronic sound:

The three-note phrase was something like the slow swell of the sea but also like a groaning dirge from some inhuman voice … and as affective as an audible equivalent to nightmare.  (quoted in Niebur 2010, 67)

The “nonhuman” sound of course existed before digital sound, for example in sounds that sustained beyond the time where humans can hold their breath. Such sounds were produced by sacred instruments such as the church organ, or the didgeridoo, and they were the staple fare of music that had to express “eternity” or “nature.” They often use pitch fluctuations, which human voices are unable to produce—rapid warblings, metallic shimmerings, and so on, to signify the landscapes of outer space or the inhumanity of technology, as on a track called Alien Tekno, from the Russian group Cutworks (2012), where many of these “atmospheric” sounds are overlaid on a bass and drum rhythm: shimmering zings, rapidly vibrating electronic whistles, low rumbles, slow organ tremolos, and so on.

Another use of “nonhuman sound” has been in confronting the human and the “nonhuman.” The Cher autotune effect produces sounds that cannot naturally be produced by human beings and stretch the limits of our experience, like a character transforming into a werewolf. Yet it also becomes a new medium of expression, perhaps one that is necessary in a world where technology has come to play such a central role in almost all human activities.

“Nonhuman” sounds have also been used to synthesize voices for robots. Robots, such as R2D2, and more recently Wall-E, might be deprived of vocal parameters that are used to express human emotion, such as variations in pitch and loudness, and use synthesized voices, such as R2D2’s whistles, or mechanical-sounding voices, such as that of the protagonist of an animation movie called The Iron Giant (Bird 1999), an enormous metal robot who sounds metallic, his size underlined by mechanical clanking, screeching, and scraping.

But “nonhuman” sounds can also be rehumanized, returned to the realm of culture. As Niebur (2010) has documented in a history of the BBC Radiophonic Workshop, today’s scores for electronic music often combine rudimentary musical scores with words evoking human experiences—words such as “squeak,” “scream,” “growl,” “buzzy,” “reedy,” “warm,” “flutey,” “swirly,” “grainy,” “clashing,” “clanking,” “throbbing,” “banging,” “rumbling,” “splashing,” “whooshing,” “ticking,” “clicking,” or references to musical instruments such as “a gong-like sound,” “almost like a bowed vibraphone”—and, over the years, “extraexperiential” sounds have been increasingly incorporated in familiar musical structures, just as keyboards were reintegrated with the knobs and dials of technological interfaces. However, the interfaces of contemporary digital audio technology, unlike the scores of the BBC Radiophonic Workshop sound designers, are structured along purely technical parameters. Innovations in semiotic technology are not always driven by semiotic and social needs, and they may therefore take time to find their role in semiotic practices—or be discarded when they fail to do so.

An example of a successful return to culture is Stephen Hawking’s famous voice, produced by a specific, early voice synthesis chip from 1988.6 Hawking’s artificial voice, exemplary in its monotony and other nonhuman speech attributes, again demonstrates how sounds can increase in meaning potential and as such come to life and lose some of their artificiality. Not only do many people recognize that voice as his, Hawking himself chose to keep using that first, very early rudimentary synthesized voice, even though many improvements have been made to voice synthesis since, potentially making his voice more realistic. The makers of a recent film about Hawking were elated when he offered the use of one of his own (spare) original synthesis units.7


Conclusion

By way of conclusion, we will discuss some effects of the developments we have outlined in this chapter and then briefly return to the theme of imagination.

First of all, there is a blurring of the boundary between the human and the technological voice and between traditional and digital musical instruments. The vocoder is a good example of this—a human voice or a musical instrument becomes input for a synthesizer that then reconfigures its resonances, resulting in a voice with a strange, extraexperiential metallic ring. The American singer, instrumentalist, and “vocoderist” Casey Benjamin brilliantly uses it to synchronize and “vocoderize” his singing and his playing of a keytar.

Another boundary that is blurred is one between agency and causality, highlighted in the question: who or what produces the sound I hear? Amanda Stewart uses two microphones for her performances, one connected to loudspeakers on the left and one to loudspeakers on the right of the stage:

Using two microphones gave the voice a rich, spatialized plasticity and ambiguity that hadn’t been present in my work before. The voice was materialized as a shifting, sculptural entity.  (Neumark et al. 2009, 178–179)

Like the example of vocalists moving between a “dirty” and a “clean” microphone described earlier, this approach gives the performer a level of agency that is commonly left to a producer or a sound (mix) engineer, hidden from view. The performative gesture of switching between microphones and the resulting change in sound brings the technological enhancement in the open and its essence to the fore.

There is also a blurring between vocal and instrumental sound. The talk box, for instance, well-known from recordings by Peter Frampton and others, has the sound from a guitar or keyboard relayed through a tube into a player’s mouth, with the microphone picking up the sound as it is manipulated by the movements of the mouth. As already discussed, we can now “sing” a musical instrument—or “play” a human voice on contemporary keyboards that can add vowel color to instrumental sounds, combined, perhaps, with hiss, suggesting breath, and vibrato, to simulate further qualities of the human voice. By contrast, “space voices” might then be somewhat “nonhuman,” despite also having vowel color, through reverb and “nonhuman,” fast and shallow vibration, reminiscent of the menacing tremolos in horror and science fiction films.

Finally, there has been a blurring of the boundaries between music and sound effects, both in “product enhancement” sounds such as the Microsoft Windows start up tune, where what once would have been a mechanical sound caused by pressing a button or flicking a switch, has now become an ethereal electromusical theme, and in film and television soundtracks, where half-musical, half-electronic sounds might be used as sound effects or background music. Niebur describes how, in a 1959 BBC science fiction TV series, Quatermass and the Pit, a mechanic is working inside a ship when a wrench starts moving by itself, accompanied by an electronic sting. As he tries to outrun this psychic attack,

Rapidly moving flute lines connect crunchily dissonant bass chords, and underneath this both rumbling tape feedback loops and bent sine wave attacks follow the worker. Here it is impossible to separate the diegetic from the non-diegetic, the acousmatic from the atmospheric, even if the radiophonic noises are meant to be heard as sound effects. Their commingling with the brass and the flute make such a unified “music” that the result sounds like a transitional evocation of both suspense and “science fiction.”  (2010, 78)

In all this, the question of authenticity has often been raised; for instance, in connection with pitch correction. The implicit criterion is that technologically mediated sound must, in some way, be faithful to some original that has not been technologically manipulated. And it is true that synthesized voices, musical instruments, and other sounds still often strive to be “natural.” In our view, speech, music and sound have always been entwined with technology, as can be seen from our earlier example of acoustic design and theatrical masks and from the history of musical instruments (Théberge 1997) whose qualities and affordances have always changed in accordance with the needs and interests of the societies that developed and used them. Today’s audio technology is no exception. As our exploration in this chapter has shown, we hope, it has created a wealth of semiotic resources whose meaning potential is only just beginning to be realized. If social semiotics can make a modest contribution to the unlocking of these resources, it is because it can offer insights in matters of agency and can disambiguate between what is afforded and what is enforced by technological restriction, context, or tradition. Semiotic analysis, in this approach, therefore, not only allows for theoretical reflection, but can, and should, also inform current and future sound practice.

To finally return to the theme of imagination, we have seen that acousmatic sound has inspired the imagination since time immemorial—from biblical stories in which God is a voice rather than a visible presence, to contemporary films in which events that are heard but not seen are strongly and vividly imagined. We have seen that sound’s uncoupling from the lived face-to-face experience can make us imagine the spaces suggested by the acoustic qualities of music and the intimacies and emotions that come with the physical closeness of whispered voices and tender melodies. And we have seen that technology not only enhances these experiences, but even make us imagine experiences that have no counterpart in real life. In all these instances, sound affects us more deeply than the silent image—a voice choking with emotion will move us more than a silent tear; the immersive reverberations of a cathedral awe us more, and the violent sounds of a thunderstorm stir us more than mere pictures. Sound asks us to surrender ourselves, to immerse ourselves in imagined worlds and to place these at the heart of sensation and existence. To quote Bresson once more, sound “goes to the within” (1997, 61).




Notes


1. Neil Sorrell (Potter and Sorrell 2012, 181) points out that the use of amplification with microphones, amplifiers, and loudspeakers is very common in Indian classical music.

2. Acapela “vocalize[s] your content with authentic and original voices that express meaning and intent.” On the web http://www.acapela-group.com. Accessed January 30, 2016.

3. Although in popular uses the terms can be confused, from a technical point of view, vibrato is a continuum of pitch fluctuations, whereas tremolo is the iteration or alternation of notes alternatively the—abrupt or continuous—alternation of amplitude. However, in singing, tremolo is often used to indicate an excessive vibrato. Furthermore, vibrato is often used erroneously as a synonym for tremolo, for instance on some guitar amplifiers and electric pianos.

4. This common use of the close mike voice was pointed out to us by the first batch of students enrolled in the Speech, Music, Sound subject that runs at the University of Technology, Sydney, where both authors taught.

5. When directional microphones are used short distances from the sound source, the low frequencies are emphasized. This is known as the proximity effect, and can be applied to make a voice sound warmer or give it more gravitas.

6. Hawking gives a description of his voice system on his website http://www.hawking.org.uk/the-computer.html. Accessed January 30, 2016.

7. Related in a blog entry by R. Hiscott: “The Theory of Everything”: Stephen Hawking’s Story on the Big Screen. American Academy of Neurology, Last Modified November 6, 2014, http://journals.lww.com/neurologynow/blog/breakingnews/pages/post.aspx?PostID=213. Accessed January 30, 2016.






References


Alström, T. 2004. The Voice in the Mask. TDR (1988–) 48 (2): 133–138. doi:10.2307/4488557.


Amos, T. 1996. Blood Roses. Boys for Pele. Atlantic Records.


Bacall, L. 1978. Lauren Bacall by Myself. London: Jonathan Cape.


Balázs, B. 1970. Theory of the Film: Character and Growth of a New Art. Translated by E. Bone. New York: Dover Publications.


Barthes, R. 1973. Mythologies. London: Paladin.


Barthes, R. 1977. Image-Music-Text. London: Fontana.


Bird, B. 1999. The Iron Giant. Warner Bros.


Blanc, M., and P. Bashe. 1989. That’s Not All Folks. New York: Warner Books.


Blesser, B., and L.-R. Salter. 2006. Spaces Speak, Are You Listening? Experiencing Aural Architecture. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.


Bresson, R. 1997. Notes on the Cinematographer. Los Angeles: Green Integer.


Cain, D. 1976. Spectres in the Wind. In Out of This World: Suspense and the Supernatural, edited by BBC Radiophonic Workshop. London: BBC Records.


Cardiff, D. 1986. The Serious and the Popular: Aspects of the Evolution of Style in the Radio Talk 1928–1939. In Media, Culture and Society: A Critical Reader, edited by R. Collins, J. Curran, N. Garnham, P. Scannell, P. Schlesinger, and C. Sparks, 228–246. London: Sage.


Chion, M. 1994. Audio-Vision: Sound on Screen. Translated by C. Gorbman. New York: Columbia University Press.


Chion, M. 1999. The Voice in Cinema. Translated by C. Gorbman. New York: Columbia University Press.


Cutworks. 2012. Alien Tekno. In Sunchase vs Cutworks. Germany: Drone Audio.


Dyson, F. 2014. The Tone of Our Times: Sound, Sense, Economy, and Ecology. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.


Frere-Jones, S. 2008. The Gerbil’s Revenge: Auto-Tune Corrects a Singer’s Pitch. It Also Distorts—A Grand Tradition in Pop. The New Yorker. Accessed June 9, 2008.


Frith, S. 1996. Performing Rites. Oxford: Oxford University Press.


Goehr, L. 1992. The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works: An Essay in the Philosophy of Music. Oxford: Clarendon Press.


Hall, E. T. 1966. The Hidden Dimension. Garden City, NY: Doubleday.


Herman, L. H. 1952. A Practical Manual of Screen Playwriting for Theatre and Television Films. Cleveland and New York: World Publishing.


Hildum, D. C., and R. W. Brown. 1956. Verbal Reinforcement and Interviewer Bias. Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology 53 (1): 108.


Kress, G. 2010. Multimodality: A Social Semiotic Approach to Contemporary Communication. London: Routledge.


Lacasse, S. 2000. Listen to My Voice: The Evocative Power of Vocal Staging in Recorded Rock Music and Other Forms of Vocal Expression. PhD thesis, University of Liverpool.


Lakoff, G., and M. Johnson. 1980. Metaphors We Live By. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.


Laver, J. 1980. The Phonetic Description of Voice Quality. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.


Lomax, A. 1968. Folk Song Style and Culture. New Brunswick NJ: Transaction Books.


McCracken, A. 1999. God’s Gift to Us Girls: Crooning, Gender, and the Re-Creation of American Popular Song, 1928–1933. American Music 17 (4): 365–395.


Mulder, J. 2013. Making Things Louder: Amplified Music and Multimodality. PhD thesis, FASS, University of Technology Sydney.


Mulder, J. 2014. The Iconic Microphone. Academic Quarter 10 (Spring 2015): 97–106.


Mulder, J. 2015. Social Distance and the Arena Concert. In The Arena Concert: Music, Media and Mass Entertainment, edited by K. Fairclough-Isaacs, B. Halligan, R. Edgar, and N. Spelman, 269–278. London: Bloomsbury Academic.


Neumark, N., R. Gibson, and T. Van Leeuwen. 2009. Voice: Vocal Aesthetics in Digital Arts and Media. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.


Niebur, L. 2010. Special Sound: The Creation and Legacy of the BBC Radiophonic Workshop. Oxford: Oxford University Press.


Potter, J., and N. Sorrell. 2012. A History of Singing. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.


Ryfe, D. M. 1999. Franklin Roosevelt and the Fireside Chats. Journal of Communication 49 (4): 80–103. doi:10.1111/j.1460–2466.1999.tb02818.x.


Sangild, T. 2002. The Aesthetics of Noise. Datanom. http://www.ubu.com/papers/noise.html. Accessed January 30, 2016.


Schafer, R. M. 1969. The New Soundscape: A Handbook for the Modern Music Teacher. Ontario: Berandol Music.


Schafer, R. M. 1977. The Tuning of the World. New York and Toronto: Knopf.


Théberge, P. 1997. Any Sound You Can Imagine: Making Music/Consuming Technology. Hanover, NH: Wesleyan University Press.


Tompkins, Dave. 2010. How to Wreck a Nice Beach: The Vocoder from World War II to Hip-Hop, The Machine Speaks. Brooklyn, NY: Melville House.


Van Leeuwen, T. 1999. Speech, Music, Sound. Houndmills, Basingstoke, and Hampshire: Macmillan.


Van Leeuwen, T. 2005. Introducing Social Semiotics. New York: Routledge.


Van Leeuwen, T. 2009. Vox Humana: The Instrumental Representation of the Human Voice. In Voice—Vocal Aesthetics in Digital Arts and Media, edited by N. Neumark, R. Gibson, and T. Van Leeuwen, 5–15. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.


Weidman, A. J. 2006. Singing the Classical, Voicing the Modern: The Postcolonial Politics of Music in South India. Durham, NC, and London: Duke University Press.


Wijfjes, H. 2014. Spellbinding and Crooning: Sound Amplification, Radio, and Political Rhetoric in International Comparative Perspective, 1900–1945. Technology and Culture 55 (1): 148–185.


Williams-Jones, P. 1975. Afro-American Gospel Music: A Crystallization of the Black Aesthetic. Ethnomusicology 19 (3): 373–385.


Wittje, R. 2016. Concepts and Significance of Noise in Acoustics: Before and after the Great War. Perspectives on Science 24 (1): 7–28.










chapter 25

Divergent Images of Early Sound Experience during Infancy and Early Childhood

Michael Forrester



Introduction

The aim in what follows is to reflect on some ideas and images we find in psychology surrounding the significance of early sound experience for the infant and young child. In different ways, and reflecting disciplinary concerns, there is always an implicit model, theory, or viewpoint underpinning how we imagine what infants or young children hear, feel, and experience as they gradually learn what is involved with exposure to sound, resulting ultimately in their becoming languaged members of their local culture. In order to draw out and highlight the divergent nature of some of these ideas, initial considerations will focus on the significance of sound for research in language acquisition and the development of musicality, sometimes referred to as child-directed speech. Attention then turns to a comparison of two quite distinct perspectives on early sound experience—one that emphasizes the importance of social interaction and what is now termed communicative musicality, and another informed by psychoanalytic developmental psychology that highlights the significance of sound for the very foundations of the developmental of the self. The aim here is to provide some sense of the images representing the child’s earliest experiences, and consider the suggestion that auditory or sonic exposure may play a significant part in the emergence and sustainment of a coherent self.



Sonic Beginnings from Developmental Psychology

We might start with a number of observations on why early sound-exposure is seen as particularly significant for the young infant. Beginning with the more pervasive ideas surrounding the child’s auditory imagination/sound experience found in psychoacoustics and developmental psychology, the representations associated with the fetal infant provide a locus for debate and discussion over questions such as innateness, predispositions toward musical preference, orientations toward consonance, and other related interests in musicology and psychology (DeCasper et al. 1994; Trehub 2003). There has long been considerable interest in whether musical (auditory) skills that children exhibit are indicative of an innate predisposition or more a result of cultural learning. Much of the research found in developmental psychology and childhood studies documents newborns’ sensitivity to sounds and musical stimuli, reflected in their gestures and responses, often measured through the habituation paradigm (Hannon and Trainor 2007). Given the difficulties in establishing what exactly an infant might understand or not, the habituation paradigm or method was developed as a procedure that involves accustomizing a baby to, for example, a visual object so that it gradually becomes less interesting. Once the infant’s attention has declined to some criterion value (say, 50 percent of the time spent fixating a target on a first trial), a new stimulus is then presented and any recovery of interest by the baby is then measured (e.g., the length of time they attend). To paraphrase Harris and Butterworth (2002), “providing the babies do not naturally prefer one stimulus over another, this method creates the potential for discriminating between a familiar stimulus and a new one, once [again] revealing what the baby perceives” (107–108). The degree of attentiveness provides the baseline measure of interest.

A prevailing idea is that as we grow older we gradually lose the heightened sensitivity to sound we possessed as infants (e.g., the critical period hypothesis in language acquisition research). A lot has also been made of the newborns’ preference for their mother’s voice, being soothed through listening to her heartbeat and exhibiting familiarity with what they might have heard before birth (and thus the popularity of “play Bach to Baby” CDs). An enduring image of the infant in some of this research is of a somewhat mysterious “learning” being who possesses considerable computational strategies so as to be able “to detect the statistical and prosodic patterns in language input, [which] leads to the discovery of phonemes and words” (through exposure to the nonrandom detectable patterns available in child-directed speech from parents [Kuhl 2004, 831]). This is a being that experiences a great deal, but is nevertheless not always aware of it, and is evident in the images presupposed in descriptions such as:

Neonates less than 2 days old were able to pick up on statistical patterns in an artificial language to which they were exposed for one hour during sleep, reinforcing that humans seem to be innately wired with complex pattern detection mechanisms that do not even require active attention.  (Teinonen et al. 2009, 21)

There is a well-established research tradition focused on what infants do in the earliest years, particularly whether they respond appropriately to the sounds around them or sounds directed toward them (language, conversation, music, musical activities). During the earlier studies into language acquisition, much was made of the possible interdependence between the apparently simplified speech directed at infants from parents, termed “motherese,” which was seen as a slimmed-down version of formal grammar (Snow and Ferguson 1977). Possibly the primary interest arose from the general belief that the newborn must come into the world with a predisposition for recognizing grammar (according to the dominant Chomskyian linguistics of the time)—as otherwise how could the puzzle of language acquisition (being able to recognize and produce grammatical utterances despite not being explicitly “taught” grammar) be solved? That debate rumbles on (Pinker 1996; Evans 2014), and we might easily overlook the observation that, from a child’s perspective, it could be “sounds” not “words” that count.

A developmental psycholinguist will view the sounds directed at children from a formal language perspective, an ethnomethodologist in a language-as-social-practice sense. The latter, particularly those who employ the methodology of conversation analysis, take the view that notions such as “grammar,” “lexical items,” and even “words” are very much analysts’ constructs, and may be neither here nor there as far as people themselves are concerned (Lerner et al. 2011). Communication using “talk-in-interaction” is essentially about how people employ methodic procedures when in each other’s presence in order to accomplish “sense-making.” Ultimately, when we step back a little and consider or try to imagine what an infant’s early sound experience actually might be, then much depends on what exactly we mean by language (sounds, words, signs, communicative gestures) given that no direct connection or link has ever been established between exposure to motherese and language development.

From a solely auditory point of view, it is often difficult to keep in mind that one of the first challenges that children face is learning to recognize that, under some conditions, the sounds they produce may be taken up by those around them as intentional (and will eventually become talk). Other sounds that they make become or are taken to be “music” (that is, leaving aside the myriad sounds that infants make that are ignored or glossed over—such as imitation and echoing noises). The significant nature of the “sound-shaping” infants make has been well documented. In one influential longitudinal study following over fifty children, Roberta Golinkoff described how mothers deliberately acted as if they did not understand the [obvious] communicative intent of their infants, and through doing so, elicited repeated attempts by the infants that ended up “shaping” the sounds they produced until they were responded to as recognizable “words” (e.g., Golinkoff 1983). The task for the language-learning infant is to remember that the sound-shapes that are finally produced as “appropriate” constitute words and ultimately language. The image one is left with is of a malleable being whose spontaneous vocalizations, interpreted as not appropriately communicative, have to be molded such that they become “languaged” members of the local community.

Infant sound-making is not just verbal of course, and one of the earliest and most influential longitudinal studies of infant sound-making and musicality was the work of Hanus Papoušek and Mechthild Papoušek (Papoušek and Papoušek 1981). The Papoušeks studied one of their children from birth to around 16 months, making frequent audio recordings and ultimately providing musical transcriptions, phonetic analysis, spectrographic analysis, and many other measures of the sounds the infant produced. This early work had a considerable influence on the role of development in the psychology of music, as well as making a major contribution to developmental psycholinguistics (e.g., Papoušek et al. 1991). The detailed descriptions and associated analyses drew attention to key aspects of the child’s early vocalizations drawing out some of the correspondences and distinctions between language and singing. For example, during the first three months, the child’s vowel-like sounds began as somewhat harsh or grating and then gradually becoming “euphonic musical sounds approximating pure harmoniously voiced tones” (Papoušek and Papoušek 1981, 184). What is striking about the early work of the Papoušeks is the significance placed on the child’s orientation to early harmonic relations, as well as drawing attention to the fact that among the most significant skills a young infant possessed was the ability to learn to sing. Once again, we find the image of children as ever-increasingly sophisticated detectors, and reproducers, of meaningful sound patterns in their local auditory context. Understanding the significance of the infant’s earliest exposure to sound requires insight into the interrelationships between early singing and musicality, adult–infant communication, and the integrative elements of early vocal behavior (prelinguistic sound, language, and song-like vocalizations).


Communicative Musicality

As indicated earlier one of the first challenges any child faces is learning to recognize that, under some circumstances, the sounds and noises they make are responded to by those around them as intentional (eventually becoming conversation) while other sounds will be ignored or discouraged. Distinctions between “talk” and “song” or between “talk-in-interaction” and “singing and performance” in early parent–infant interaction can be somewhat blurred given that many of the earliest sounds a child makes can often be described as musical or music-like in some way. We might imagine that, from an infant’s perspective, one of the earliest social-affordance distinctions they are asked to pay attention to is that between sound as “song,” and sound as “talk” and, in this regard, one theme of developmental social interaction research has started to emphasize the significance of what has been coined “communicative musicality” by Stephen Malloch and Colwyn Trevarthen. This is an interesting image or idea regarding what is said to underscore the infant’s earliest vocalizations and associated “noise-making.” This image of musicality is of an innate human ability that makes music production and appreciation possible,

We define musicality as expression of our human desire for cultural learning, our innate skill for moving, remembering and planning in sympathy with others that makes our appreciate and production of an endless variety of dramatic temporal narratives possible—whether those narratives consist of specific cultural forms of music, dance, poetry or ceremony; whether they are the universal narratives of a mother and her baby conversing with one another … (and) … It is our common musicality that makes it possible for us to share time meaningfully together, in its structural holding, and for us to participate with anticipation and recollection of pleasure in the “imitative arts” as explained by Adam Smith.

(Malloch and Trevarthen 2009, 4–5)

Communicative musicality is formulated with regard to three sequence-related parameters—“pulse,” “quality,” and “narrative.” To paraphrase Malloch and Trevarthen’s description, “pulse” is the regular succession of discrete behavioral events through time (vocal or gestural) whose production and perception enables two or more people to coordinate their communications; “quality” is defined as the modulated contours of expression through time, which are said to consist of psychoacoustic attributes of vocalizations—timbre, pitch, and volume. “Narrative,” here, is understood as the fusion of pulse and quality as “narratives” of expression and intention, where said “musical” narratives “allow adult and infant, and adult and adult, to share a sense of sympathy and situated meaning in a shared sense of passing time” (Malloch and Trevarthen 2009, 10).

The conception or image of the infant outlined in communicative musicality derives from an influential intersubjectivity theory in developmental psychology, developed by Trevarthen and colleagues over many years (Trevarthen and Hubley 1978; Trevarthen 2002), and a rare example in that part of the discipline of a theory that predicates the significance of the social over the individual. Initially seeking to redress the cognitive dominant view of the infant in psychology—infant as information-processing entity—Trevarthen developed a theoretical framework that seeks to integrate neuropsychological evidence with imitation research, incorporating work on early interaction analysis and, in a similar way to Daniel Stern, the realist-perceptual ideas of James Gibson (Stern 1985; Gibson 1979). The internal psychic life of the infant is represented in terms of emergent neuronal and neuropsychological system processes coupled with the evolutionary significance of the infant’s predispositions to recognize and respond to human signals, driven by intrinsic motivational processes (the latter are conceptualized as core-brain embedded intrinsic motive formations evident in the tightly integrated sensor motor coordinations exhibited in, for example, the neonate’s capacity for evocative imitation; Trevarthen and Aitken 2001). The focus is on articulating how intersubjective processes are not only important but essential for cognitive processes.

It is worth reminding the reader at this point that there are a number of other influential theories on the development of the self, including ecological-interpersonal approaches (Neisser 1988), minimal/narrative perspectives (Gallagher 2000), prereflective self-orientations (Stern 2009), and cognitive-constructivist theories (Harter, 1999; and see Ockelford and Welch 2012, for a helpful overview). The contrasts being drawn out in this chapter are constrained to two perspectives that specifically predicate the significance of early sound experience.

Continuing with my commentary on communicative musicality, a recent study by Katerina Mazokapaki and Giannis Kugiumutzakis examining early social interaction and comparing mother–infant pairs in contrasting contexts, articulates something of how this perspective is imagined and represented (Mazokapaki and Kugiumutzakis, 2009). In this work, preverbal infants were recorded under various conditions such as either playing alone or with their mothers, or while listening to music or not. Quantifiable differences in the number of vocalizations the infants made were evident both across auditory context (music or no music), and when they were alone or not. A quotation from that paper provides us with interesting images of infants and their minds:

The “musical” performance of the infant, the rhythmic show we have described apparently to amuse the Self, confirms the primary social or communicative role of musicality. In the absence of music (condition 1—when the infant was recorded playing on their own in silence) the spontaneous appearance of the rhythms may reflect a subjective infant expectation for filling the mind’s companion space with music or with the singing mother—a deep wish to pass, by means of music, from the state of subjectivity to intersubjectivity.  (Mazokapaki and Kugiumutzakis 2009, 202)

The proposal is that when infants are alone (and not distressed or hungry), they use an “intrinsic complementary perspective of a non-particular companion that exists in the absence of the actual Other” (202) where it is assumed that the “Virtual Other” in the infant’s mind is a more generalized Other with musical and cultural meaning. The suggestion is that the spontaneous emergence of infants’ rhythmic expressions in the absence of recorded music reflects their intrasubjective expectation that awaits, and that expects to be filled by, an actual intersubjective musical communication—a kind of actual Musical Other. The authors note:

When the infant listens alone to a song, it is the presence of music, the melody and the dramatic form of narration that acquire meaning and that enable the infant to become proficient in appreciation and production of musicality, by “knowing” what he or she is doing with the Musical Other.

(Mazokapaki and Kugiumutzakis 2009, 202)

When discussing the results of their analysis of the infant’s actual interaction with their mothers, Mazokapaki and Kugiumutzakis argue that for the infant, there are no such separate things as “imitative ability,” “rhythmical ability,” or “arithmetic ability” that are fundamentally researcher-focused constructs. Instead what underscores their image of the infant’s communicative musicality is that:

The developing sense of Self is cohesive, in the infant and in communication from the start, unless the child is unwell and distressed when confused and fragmentary behaviours may appear. Imitation, rhythms, rhythmic imitations, melodorhythmic structures and lyrical music are, all together basic talents for the growth of music, language, “mind-reading,” empathy, sympathy and intersubjectivity in a child, as they certainly were in the early evolutionary stages of the process of hominization (mimetic culture). Synrhythmic regulation engages the emerging psychological motives in the infant’s mind with the expressions of mind states of the mother.

(Mazokapaki and Kugiumutzakis 2009, 203)

The significance of these ideas regarding communicative musicality is that it is not just about music, but a conglomeration of all auditory elements that make up communicative interaction: sounds; vocalizations; noises; rhythms; regulatory patterns of motion; and movement. Along similar lines, Maya Gratier and Gisele Apter-Danon, following extensive studies into early infant vocalization during mother–infant interaction, propose that, at an acoustic level, “one can imagine that a feeling of “home” is generated by the very musicality of interactions, given the, “security of holding” afforded by recognizable shared routines, rhythmic patterns and familiar expressive dynamics, as well as stable and predictable vocal pitch contouring and timbre” (Gratier and Apter-Danon 2009, 314). An enduring image one has of communicative musicality is that the infant from the outset possesses some “self-cohesiveness” or “sense-of-self” akin to a preconceptual or “minimal” self (Gallagher 2000). Furthermore, the infant is inherently impelled to establish and share intersubjectivity, which already presupposes “subjectness” or a subject-self of some kind (Forrester 2006). Musicality itself is fundamentally communicative for the infant in some sense—even if it is only with an imagined “virtual Other” or with the imaginary mind-states of the mother.


The Culturally Embedded Nature of Musicality

Whether or not such phenomena are universally innate is more difficult to ascertain. In a recent study, Carolin Demuth documents the interdependence of musicality and talk-in-interaction comparing or examining cultural contexts where mother–infant or child–child interaction patterns are somewhat different to those typically reported in the literature (Demuth 2015). Comparing the everyday interaction between mothers and infant pairs in Germany (Muenster) and Cameroon (the Nso), Demuth highlights the fact that, while in Germany mothers appear to be oriented to the content of what is being said, the Nso mothers were instead much more focused on establishing and monitoring their communication through what is described as a synchronous rhythmic patterning. In other words, what we mean by communicative musicality depends on what counts as “communication” in the first place. Employing a conversation analytic approach, Demuth reports other striking differences; for example, that Muenster mothers follow the lead of the child’s activities, orient to and reproduce narration-eliciting strategies within dyadic turn-taking sequences, and adopt an interactive style of alternating rhythm (Demuth 2015). In contrast, the Nso mothers are much more focused on actively structuring activities for (and then with) their infants, exhibit turn-taking that is much more “chorus-” like (highly rhythmic and vocally repetitive), and exhibit very marked, synchronous rhythmic movements.

Demuth (2015) also argues that repetition (for the Nso mother–infant pairs) serves to establish rapport and enables the mother to carry on conversation with relatively little effort, while at the same time maintaining an ongoing rhythm in the interaction. Furthermore, by socializing children into the habit of rhythmic repetition, Nso mothers prepare their infants for a more general communicative strategy of their society. In a related study of infant crying (again highlighting comparisons across these mother–infant pairs in Germany and Cameroon), Demuth, Keller, and Yovsi (2012) document very different ways mothers deal with infant displays of crying—such that, very early on in their lives, infants and young children of the Nso do not employ crying as a methodic practice (an infant crying is responded to very markedly by Nso mothers who view such behavior as exceptionally disrespectful and inappropriate—that is, they treat the infant who cries as one who is making something akin to a moral comment—on the mother’s skills as a parent!). Demuth and colleagues point out that these diverse discursive strategies “construct alternative versions of the child’s experience of self and self-in-relation-to-others. In each case (Germany and Cameroon), mothers draw on discursive practices that convey cultural norms and values that fit the relevant cultural context” (2012, 70). What we can surmise from studies of this nature is that it is through the embedded detail of parent–child interaction that different and distinct cultural meanings—both linguistic and musical—are socially constructed. Alluding to this as a form or expression of the cross-cultural nature of communicative musicality may be entirely appropriate.


Primordial Auditory Experience and Psychoanalysis


Having considered one prevailing image of the infant and young child’s early sound experience, we can shift orientation and move to a somewhat marginal perspective found in psychoanalytic developmental psychology. It remains the case that psychoanalytic perspectives are viewed as contentious by mainstream psychology, due in part to methodological imperatives and what counts as appropriate and defensible evidence across different forms of the discipline (see, e.g., Forrester 2017; Frosch 1997). Leaving aside such considerations for now, and concentrating instead on the prevailing images and ideas, what is often overlooked by developmental psychology is that within psychoanalytic thought the question of how it is that an infant or young child manages to have any coherent identity at all is what is emphasized. With this in mind we turn to the proposal that the infant’s early auditory experience is interdependent with the formation and emergence of a coherent self, and the sonic dimension much more important than hitherto realized. Before moving to such considerations, some discussion regarding contemporary views of very early experience is warranted.



The Precariousness of Identity and Early Auditory Experience

Two contrastive themes prevail in current psychoanalytic thinking regarding early identity and the development of a self/ego. On the one hand, there is a view directly related to Freud and Melanie Klein—where precarious individuation is formed out of the struggle with incompatible forces—and, on the other, there is an image traceable to Donald Winnicott where the infant, out of paradoxical involvement with others, gathers a sense of a self. The psychoanalyst Adam Phillips highlights these contrastive perspectives on the human condition (toward the negative vs. accentuating the positive) commenting:

Where Freud was concerned with the individual’s compromised possibilities for satisfaction, for Winnicott this is only part of a larger issue of the individual’s possibilities for personal authenticity, what he will call “feeling real” … In Freud’s view man is divided and driven, by the contradictions of his desire, into frustrating involvement with others. In Winnicott man can only find himself in relation with others, and in the independence gained through acknowledgement of dependence.  (2007, 7)

However, in both perspectives, in contrast to the earlier communicative musicality views that assumed the coherent “child self” emerges from a neuropsychophysiological/motivational nexus at birth, the issue of individuation is regarded as problematic from the outset. Focusing on the images we find in Winnicott, it is the mother who creates the conditions for the emergence of the self, and these conditions begin from an initial state where there is no separation of mother and infant (instead, there is the mother–infant unit). All the infant’s needs are met and there is (for the child) no awareness of self (or in fact no awareness per se). It is through the mother’s gradual introduction of frustration or tension (e.g., making the meeting of the infant’s needs not quite as invisible as they were at the beginning) that the infant’s awareness of being an individual being or entity begins to emerge and this emergence is within the limits of what the individual infant can reasonably tolerate (i.e., not too much, not too little). The whole process takes place in the immediacy of mother–infant interaction that is interdependent with symbolization phenomena, here understood as encompassing and presupposing all available cultural discourses of the self (linguistic or otherwise).


The Emerging Self and the Sonorous Envelope

In order to frame how we might understand the child’s auditory imagination within this perspective, it is as well to outline a clearer idea of the child’s gradual emergence of awareness and how or why this incipient selfhood is interdependently related to affect and feeling. While paying homage to both Freud and Klein and their emphasis on the destructive and aggressive impulses within the infant (from birth), Winnicott draws attention to the significance of the environmental provision that meets (or fails to meet) the infant’s dependence needs. While the constitutional characteristics arising from heredity are understood as significant, it is the manner in which these characteristics are dealt with that, in part, determines outcome.

Keeping in mind the fact that from the outset we are dealing with a mother–child unit (a perspective that others in developmental psychology—particularly outside psychoanalytic thought—find contentious), the initial precursors to any process that leads to awareness involve something that you might call an affect-laden emotional mirroring that constitutes the expression of the mother–infant unit (i.e., there are initially no separate entities). To paraphrase Winnicott’s description of the infant’s initial experience, “When I look I am seen [by somebody else], so I exist; I can now afford to look and see” (Winnicott 1971, 151, emphasis added). What is being suggested is that babies see for themselves and gradually attain some intuition of the “self” through the reflection seen. Initially, what you see (about your “self”) is what the mother sees:

What does the baby see when he or she looks at the mother’s face? I am suggesting that, ordinarily, what the baby sees is himself or herself. In other words the mother is looking at the baby and what she (the baby) looks like is related to what she (the mother) sees there. All this is too easily taken for granted.

(Winnicott 1971, 151, italics in original)

It may be helpful to understand that what she (the baby) sees there—will be the mother’s own projections, wishes, and desires regarding the “baby-entity.” These projections and desires are saturated, in fact interdependent with, the particular cultural discourses prevailing in any particular context, that is, symbolization phenomena. And when the baby moves from existing (through being seen), and begins to “look and see,” what the infant sees (seeing with) is already colored by, or constitutes, the desire of the “Other”: Desire for the desire of the mother (my mother’s desire for me); in other words, something akin to: “‘I want them to want me’ and that is the condition for my wanting them.” It is this complex interpenetration that forms the basis for the suggestion that the “inside” that is coming into being is already interdependent with the “outside” (the reflected Desire that brought about experience/awareness).

Turning to the significance of sound in this scenario, Steven Connor (2000) draws our attention to the work of psychoanalysts such as Didier Anzieu and Edith Lecourt who prefigure the importance of sound during the earliest months of a child’s life. One of the central ideas here is that of the “sonorous envelope,” conceived as one of a number of imaginary containing volumes parallel to the skin ego, where a “bath of sounds,” especially those of the mother’s voice, surrounds the young infant, soothing, stabilizing, supporting, and containing experience. Connor (2000) views this as the auditory equivalent of the Lacan’s mirror-stage, or “sound-mirror … or … audio-phonic skin” (58), parallel to Winnicott’s conception of projective identification processes described above. His comments on the work of Anzieu (1989) are worth highlighting, where he notes:


Central to Anzieu’s work is a conception of what he called the “skin-ego,” by which he means “a mental image of which the Ego of the child makes use during the early phases of its development to represent itself as an Ego containing psychical contents, on the basis of its experience of the body” (Anzieu, 1989, p. 10). Anzieu suggests that chief among a number of imaginary containing volumes parallel to the skin-ego is the infant’s sense of a “sonorous envelope,” in the bath of sounds, especially those of the mother’s voice, that surround the young child, soothing, supporting and stabilizing it.  (Connor 2000, 27)

This enveloping and containing sonorous dimension is not some generalized maternal zone but is instead infused with the “reflected-back” images presupposed in the sound-discourse envelope that the mother is spontaneously producing; and it will be culturally specific, reproducing the inherent and implicit “model of the infant” represented in the sound-noise-musicality that a mother directs toward the infant. One point Connor emphasizes is that, without the satisfactory experiences of this sonorous envelope, “the child may fail to develop a coherent sense of self; there will be rents or flaws in the ego, leaving it vulnerable to collapse in depression” (28).

Similar ideas are to be found in the work of Edith Lecourt (1990) and the image of the “musical envelope.” The notion here is that, before the infant’s first suckling, it is the very first cry that initiates the internal/external relationship of all sonorous vocal productions, and the sound that is emitted is

simultaneously heard—albeit differently—both in in its internal, bucco-pharyngeal production, and in its external (aerial) repercussions. … It is in fact through the presence or absence of motor and tactile participant that sounds produced are differentiated from sounds external to the self.  (Lecourt 1990, 215)

The proposal is that the first fundamental advance on the sonorous plane is the establishment of the boundaries of the self, which in the context of the present discussion regarding skin, projective identification, and containment certainly seems significant. This is not to say that these first experiences are not without their difficulties. Connor reminds us that the baby, when hungry, cries and, in fact, hunger is inseparable from crying. Yet at this point, to paraphrase Connor, the cry is both the response to the hunger and the means employed to defeat it. It would seem that the cry is the form of the baby’s sonorous omnipotence, where “the voice is the means—the sole means—that the baby has to escape from so much suffering, and reach and fetch to it the comfort and sustenance (breast, bottle, company) that it needs” (Connor 2000, 30).

Citing the work of the psychoanalytic psychotherapists Nicholas Abraham and Maria Torok, Connor highlights their proposal of the close relationship between need, language, and power in the newborn infant, observing that language first arises in the painfully empty mouth, and “The emptiness is first experienced in the forms of cries and sobs, delayed fullness, then as calling, ways of requesting presence, as language” (Abraham and Torok 1994, 127). The executive power of this calling creates a transition “from a mouth filled with the breast to a mouth filled with words” (127), and then a powerful association between them. Connor (2000) argues that the voice can be seen as the auditory apparition of the breast, where it is the sound that swells to fill the void opened by the breast’s absence. Yet, the image of this relationship between the cry and the emerging ego seems somewhat overstated. Connor comments that the crying voice is not the breast and cannot provide what the breast can provide, and:

Instead of filling the baby up, it empties it, adding to the need for food an unpleasant and frightening constriction of breath. For the baby, for whom, we may surmise, negation is as difficult to encompass as for the dreamer, the voice is not something other than the breast, which cannot satisfy precisely because it is other than the breast, but is the breast gone bad, the breast that refuses to feed, the breast that screams instead of yielding pleasure. If the cry is the form of the infantile hallucination of the breast, it is a disappointment. The child attempts to feed itself with its voice, but its voice simply crams starvation back down its throat.  (Connor 2000, 31)

On the one hand, we are asked to imagine the containing qualities provided by the mother’s sonorous envelope that parallels the emergence of a coherent auditory “skin-ego.” At the same time, the infant’s own sound-making can itself be a threat to ego-coherence. This leads both Connor and Anzieu to the suggestion that it is this contrast between threatening and ego-assailing noise, and the organization of that noise into sound, that perhaps also explains some of the pleasure of music, where “the pleasure of musical experience is the pleasure of the surrender of the visual individual to a structured community of sensation” (Connor 2000, 30). Extending this idea, Connor suggests that:

The power of music may derive from the balancing of form with intensity, in which the perceived regularities of rhythm, tone, melody and harmony have the effect of articulating (breaking up and co-ordinating) and thus spatializing what would otherwise be an undifferentiated torrent of noise. Music, and musicalized noise, is sound that holds us (arrests, supports us) in the shapeliness that we have ourselves afforded it, in the patterning response of our musical attention. Music is sound which appears to have become autonomous, achieving a solidity and form separate from its occasion or medium. (29)

One recent expression of how this image of the sonorous bath or sonorous envelope finds expression can be seen within early-years music education. Developed in the work of Carmel Brennan and her associates in what is described as the “lullaby project” (Brennan 2014), the focus is on regenerating an interest in lullabies among early childhood educators and parents, but not solely for the love of this form of music. Instead, the image is much more of the baby “getting the message” of sociality through the sound experience of the lullaby and the “safety” and containment. The metaphor or image of the sound envelope now extends to the young child’s preschool experience and the lullaby is “a way of creating relaxed, peaceful spaces where adults and babies communicate and connect at an emotional, physical and deeply human level” (Brennan 2014, 2). Similar descriptions of the artistic dimension of the lullaby are formulated by Maree Hensey, where she comments on the essence of the approach amounting to, “a moment of shared intimacy, of storytelling, of being, of holding and gentleness. It is about relationships. We are creating a sensory environment where the child is given the space to be and to hold and share their individual response to the environment” (Hensey 2015, 7).


Concluding Comments

This summary excursion into two of the prevailing images of the infant and young child’s early auditory experiences highlights the contrastive nature regarding what appears significant. In outlining the background earlier research themes, it seemed that in the study of fetal and early infant auditory perception the image that prevails is of a computational entity filtering and processing sound information and, very early on, detecting patterns in the sound based on an inherent statistical/probability mechanism. Understandably, given the focus on language acquisition for researchers who were first to take a serious interest in the infant’s auditory experience, the image one obtains seems predicated on the significance of phonemic differentiation abilities, related to psycholinguistic ideas about inherent grammatical constraints. The challenge here is that much depends on the particular model or approach regarding language acquisition one ascribes to; that is, formal-linguistic or social-pragmatic.

When we then turn to social-interaction-oriented perspectives in developmental psychology, and the idea of communicative musicality, we begin to gain an image of a communicatively primed being, somebody inherently motivated by opportunities for engagement and/or participation regarding sound-making self-enhancement moments. Two interrelated things are noteworthy about this perspective, over and above earlier comments. First, the infant’s predisposition or predilection toward exhibiting and participating in communicative musicality encompasses both “talk-in-interaction” and expression of musicality—reflecting their innate skill for empathy, companionship, and communication with others. In the communicative musicality domain there is little or no distinction between “talk” and “musicality.” Second, in contrast to ideas and images of the developing self found in psychoanalysis, the image of our inherent communicative musicality is strikingly positive and life-affirming.

The contrasting images we find in psychoanalytic formulations of early auditory experience are of a much more challenging initial experience or starting point, where the uncertain auditory “skin-self” or sonorous envelope serves as the first “containing-space” of the self. Sound experience is potentially a much more significant starting point and formulations regarding unconscious challenges to the fragmentary self find expression both in psychotherapeutic writing and in musicology. Possibly the most interesting image we are left with is of a somewhat amorphous “infant-self” experiencing not only what coherence itself seems to be, but doing so in a contained “sonorous envelope” that is interdependently saturated with the projective identifications (i.e., discourses) of the mother’s own sound-image-concepts she has about her infant. The idea that the experience, and production, of musical sounds might act as a particularly significant containing-and-controlling avenue for a developing sense of self-coherence resonates with those musicologists and music therapists who highlight this aspect of our sonic experience (O’Neill 2012). At the same time, there is the recognition that establishing and maintaining a sense of self remains precarious and is always a “work-in-progress.”
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chapter 26

The Aural Dimension in Comic Art

Marco Pellitteri



Introduction

Comics are usually framed as a purely visual medium. However, most of them also display graphic symbols that represent sensations and situations related to the other four classical senses. Hearing is the second most important physiological sense used when creating and reading comics; comics display, or may display, many visual signs and symbols that semiotically refer to sounds and noises. There are, furthermore, other ways—more subtly narrational while still inherently visual—by which comic creators suggest to readers that certain aural phenomena are happening in the story.

There are two ways to express multisensoriality in comics. The first refers to diegesis: to what happens in the story and to how the drawings, the graphic conventions, and the storytelling convey visual and/or narrational triggers to evoke in the reader’s mind inner sensory feelings or past experiences. The second refers to comics as objects: to the materiality of comic strips in newspapers, comic books, graphic novels, even digital comics appearing on the screen of a personal computer, a tablet, or a smartphone. This second approach is thoroughly adopted by Ian Hague (2012, 2013) but it is one I elect to avoid here, as I believe that the first approach offers the more multisensorial implications needed for the ideas I express below.1

Establishing that a physical object—any physical object—is related to the senses is, ipso facto, self-evident: all physical things and creatures can be conceptualized, framed, and experienced sub specie sensitiva or, if you will, sub specie physiologica. Every object or living being has physical tridimensional sizes, colors, degrees of brightness or opacity, and some kind(s) of odor(s); if you touch the object or the creature you will feel sensations related to the materials/substances that it, he, or she is made of; if you handle, move, or make them collide with other surfaces, they will produce noises or sounds; if you rub your tongue on them you will experience their “flavor(s).”

On the contrary, establishing a polysensory multidimensionality of comics from the diegetic and graphic standpoints takes apart the idea of comics being a solely “visual” medium, a medium that, since we watch and read it, is supposed to pertain to sight only. The narrational power of comics, which is a blend of overall storytelling, verbal texts, and graphic devices, consists in the ability to suggest in the reader’s mind movements, time-related accelerations and slowing downs, smells and flavors, tactile sensations. This ability exists, as we shall see, throughout even the technically poor technology of the printed page which, on the contrary, hosts a medium rich and multifaceted in meaning, where a plurality of codes sophisticatedly interacts within itself and with the reader’s mind (Pellitteri 1998).


The Struggle for a Definition

Comics are a medium, a narrative form, a language or, as it would be more correct to point out, a stratification of languages: a working fusion of different forms of communication and expression.

The study of comics’ history, their place in society, in the media system, and as a visual language, has a long record in Western Europe and North America. This, especially since the 1960s, in the pioneering works of the Italians Umberto Eco, Roberto Giammanco, and Gaetano Strazzulla; the Spanish Román Gubern and Luis Gasca; the French Pierre Fresnault-Deruelle, Francis Lacassin, Pierre Couperie, Claude Moliterni, Maurice C. Horn, and Luc Boltanski; the Germans Ulrich Krafft and Bernd Dolle-Weinkauff; the US Americans Coulton Waugh, Gilbert Seldes, Stephen Becker, and David Kunzle; and later, in the 1990s and beyond, the Belgians Thierry Smolderen, Thierry Groensteen, and Pascal Lefèvre; the Italians Alfredo Castelli, Gino Frezza, Daniele Barbieri, and Sergio Brancato; and many more. More recently, since the 2000s, two new generations of US American, Canadian, and European scholars have been publishing updated and often valuable contributions, attempting to unify theories regarding comics into a coherent and multidisciplinary picture.

The quest for comics’ exceptional features (Beaty 1999), meant to find an “unfindable definition” (Groensteen 1999), seems an impossible mission to many scholars. The French critic Pierre Couperie had already summed up such difficulties in an essay from 1972. In the dense literature on the quest for a comprehensive definition, the work of scholars such as Alain Rey (1978), Groensteen (1998, 1999), Martin Schüwer (2009), or Neil Cohn (2013a) to overcome the comparisons between comics’ narrational structures and the language of the written word moved the related discourse greatly forward, as did the work of the “archaeologists” of comics history, namely David Kunzle (1973, 1990), Alfredo Castelli (2006), Thierry Smolderen (2006, 2014), and Robert C. Harvey (2005, 2008). These scholars, besides dealing with the questions on the development of comics as a medium, language, industry, and narrative form, have also investigated the features that directly interest the topic of this chapter (as in Pellitteri 2013).



A Multimedial, Multimodal, Multisensory Form

An influential comic artist who thoroughly explained his ideas on this form in a trilogy of works, Scott McCloud (1993, 2000, 2006), claimed that comics are “a mono-sensory medium” (McCloud 1993, 89), emphasizing the visual aspect and not paying particular attention to the possibility that they could involve the other four senses in one way or another. In contrast to this, media scholars who study comics have converged in underlining how the stimulations comics elicit or suggest pertain, or may pertain, to a wider sensoriality (Pellitteri 2007; Sabin 2000, 52; Hague 2012; 2013).

I frame comics as a mass medium, a form of popular art and cultural expression, and a form of narration (Pellitteri 1998). These three “natures,” entwined in each other, are always present in comics, though in different degrees. As Ian Hague puts it,

it is fair to assert that they [comics] are not only visual in nature. The senses other than sight can have powerful effects upon the reader, communicating information and contributing to the formation of memories and emotions around comics in ways that sight cannot.  (Hague 2012, 99)

Specifically related to the aural suggestions brought about by the graphic design, the visual-symbolic conventions, and the storytelling typical of this medium, comics fully pertain to the domain of what Don Ihde some years ago studied as “auditory imagination” (Ihde 2003, 61).

Comics stimulate a creative reading through the languages of which they are composed. These languages are many and together form a “super-language” (Pellitteri 1998, 1999), a mixed code made of several “co-languages,” which is a significant proprium of comics. This composite code (on which, see also Cohn 2013b) blends iconic elements with more articulated interpretation processes, such as sequences of images exploiting modalities of visual narration that comics have in common with cinema—fade-out, parallel editing, in-camera editing, and so on (Lacassin 1972); elements of the theatrical mise en scène; illustrative styles coming from previous forms of visual, handcrafted representation like xylography, caricature, and political cartoon; and articulation in panels that follow varied rhythms, sizes, shapes, distribution, and hierarchies and that give the reader different reading paces and information. All of this determines in the reader’s mind a strong involvement at more than one level.

Moreover, as the comics scholar Charles Hatfield puts it, comics can be seen as an “art of tensions”: speaking of the comics pages and of the stimulations that enjoying them elicits in the reader, Hatfield asserts that the page “functions both as sequence and object, to be seen and read in both linear and nonlinear, holistic fashion” (Hatfield 2005, 32), as I explain later when discussing the layer of temporal understanding.



The Three Layers of Perception in Comics


The layers of the title are the three types of sensory perception: spatial, temporal, and physiological. The latter, in particular, consists of sight, hearing, olfaction, taste, and touch.


Layer of Spatial Understanding

The reader’s physical-spatial perception of either static or dynamic places/objects represented in comic panels is not a central issue in our discourse on the aural dimension, thus I will not deal with this subject here (but on this see Lefèvre 2011 and Cook 2012). I should however point out, at least, that the way images are presented in a comic’s story can give the reader hints on space, spatial ratios between objects, perspective, orientation, and sometimes even vertigo (Pellitteri 1998, 21–87).


Layer of Temporal Understanding

With regard to the way time is treated in comics (duration, speed, rhythm, accelerations, slowing down, pauses, and chronological leaps), the storytelling, which is the set of modalities of visual narration used in a story (McCloud 2006), can appreciably modify the perception of time’s flow not only within the fictional story, but also outside, in the real world. Namely, the reader can perceive time and durations differently, thanks to the varying balances in the diegetic time and in the reading pace that creators intentionally design: for example, if in a comic’s page we see a panel much larger than the others, this feature will induce us to dwell on it longer than on the other panels. This slowing down, envisaged and wanted by comics creators, can be followed by an acceleration thanks to a sequence of little panels relating an agitated scene; this alternation determines a varied reading pace, which produces modalities of tensive fruition (Barbieri 1991).


Layer of Actual or Suggested Sensoriality: The Five Senses in Comics

One watches a comic book through the eyes. But hearing is also in play: the texts in the caption boxes and in the balloons, the graphic onomatopoeias. According to their style, size, and color, they suggest different sonorities, hence they exhort the reader to an interior formulation of particular sounds.

Taste and olfaction, seemingly irrelevant to the experience of reading a comic book, can actually be influenced thanks to a process of sensory reminiscence produced not only by the flow of the story (which would be, in principle, not so far from what occurs in the reading of a novel) but also by purely graphic tools like the visual stylization of the air, scents, and temperatures. Touch is involved more often than one can expect, especially in erotic comics, through projection processes. For example, the hands of a character, drawn while touching a sex partner, ideally “turn” into the hands of the reader: thus, sensory fantasies can be involved, also thanks to details like the rendering of the bodies’ shapes (Pellitteri 2007).

A stronger or weaker activation of the reader’s senses/sensations often relies on the narrative genre. In the case of action comics, for example, the most involved senses are precisely sight and hearing, and a quick rhythm and scenic dynamism are the main characteristics of the mise en page; in stories where there are many conversations or gun shootings it is entirely possible that it is the sense of hearing that happens to receive the most numerous suggestions. Let us notice that, in any case, sight and hearing are always the most involved senses, due to the innermost semiotic structure of comics as an image-based language, as is stressed in many sources (among which the seminal Barbieri 1991 and McCloud 1993) and as I touch on diffusely in this chapter.


Aural Imagination in Comics: Preliminary Remarks


There is, in comics, a fundamental difference between the graphic signs meant to narrate and describe visual elements and those concerning aural phenomena. The former, in many respects, are a derivation of the optical deformations introduced by comics artists since the early twentieth century as an outcome of the invention of photography and, later, of cinema. For example, let us think of a photograph displaying a blurred image (or blurred details thereof) or other visual-kinetic effects due to the exposure duration of the film: comics artists have over time reproduced, imitated, or emulated such effects, gradually creating original versions of those visual concepts and adapting them to the comic medium (Image [&] Narrative 2015).


Seeing the Sounds

Sensorially speaking, a paradox can be spotted in the contrast between the visuality of a graphic onomatopoeia and the aurality of its meaning, the internal noise that readers build in their minds, instructed and guided by the graphic rendering of that noise. The formula we can adopt to frame this set of devices is the notion of “seeing the sounds.”2

When we look at the single letters that, assembled, form a word or an onomatopoeic word, decrypting it and giving it a meaning, we are “reading a sound.” Thus, the word |house|, the sequence of the letters and related phonemes |h|, |o|, |u|, |s|, |e|, inevitably suggests to us the correspondent concept and one or more mental images of a house (Eco 1984a). But in a comic book or a comic strip there is more. It is a character of the story or the narrator who pronounces the word |house|, therefore the reader is invited to also think of a voice, an accent, and an intonation: of intensive variables, that is, suggested through extensive variables.

In comics, lettering is probably the most influential extensive variable in the definition of a voice or a “sound atmosphere,” yet—curiously—it is also the least exploited. Usually, both in caption boxes and word balloons the font used is rendered in all-caps (more on this later). The written text is thus easily readable, but impersonal, and does not make it possible to differentiate among the characters’ supposed voices. In other words, lettering in comics does not make much use of calligraphic styles or varied typographic fonts. The reason usually presented by comics professionals is that a uniform lettering gives unity and cleanness to the overall composition. Nevertheless, readers can at times enjoy comics in which the talking of particular characters is connoted with a specific font type, such as a medieval carolina, a gothic alphabet, and so forth, so as to recreate narrative atmospheres throughout which readers can form in their minds particular voices, timbres, or even auditory effects (echoes, for instance).

To convey the idea that a character is recounting his/her own story in first person, either in the present of the diegetic time or retrospectively, as in a journal, letterers sometimes use a calligraphic font or a handwritten font style indirectly suggesting that such text should be mentally read with the imagined voice of the character who composed those lines. In other cases, the font used is a simulation of vintage typewritten letters, to give the idea of texts coming from official documents or newspaper articles; in the case of a robot or a computer, instead, letterers use fonts meant to suggest proximity to futuristic technology and so on.

But lettering in comics does not necessarily have to “speak”: that is, it is not compulsory that fonts suggest an auditory correspondence explicitly. It is precisely here that the aural imagination steps in: readers naturally engage, when enjoying a narrative, in the formulation of internal imagined voices for all the characters in the story. What is specific to comics is that the aural imagination stems not from the alphabetical text intended just as a conventional sequence of symbols that carry linguistic meaning (like in a novel) but from graphic symbolisms and visual storytelling.


Hearing the Silence

When we read a comic, we are supposed to partly dive into its diegetic dimension. It is therefore up to the graphic elements to influence readers so that they can understand not only that a visual onomatopoeia saying |ka-boom| means “explosion” but also that it is a specific kind of explosion: we can infer that it is divided into two sounds, the former shorter and stronger, the latter on a different tonality and longer. It is the reader’s “job” to specify in his or her own mind the noises they want to hear as the soundtrack of that diegetic moment, picking them up from their personal catalogue of noises of their past experiences and mixing them in a new fashion.

Whatever the region of the world we consider, a commonly shared, popular notion is that comics are what they are because of a generic “fusion of text and image.” But a comic book or a comic strip can be what they are with no need of texts whatsoever. Even a distracted comics reader can remember many stories with entire pages, or groups of pages, in which no word balloons, caption boxes, or visual onomatopoeias appear. A celebrated example is page 23 of Frank Miller’s The Dark Knight Returns (published by DC Comics in 1986) in which we readers see the killing of young Bruce Wayne’s parents by a robber in an alley of Gotham City and no word or sound is displayed.3

Comics with no words were introduced in the early twentieth century. I will here restrict myself to reporting one example only, a one-page comic by Raymond de la Nézière (1904) (Sausverd 2009a). In it we see two school pupils messing about with a phonograph: the kids are recording a school lesson into the device that will be played later in front of the teacher, emitting the played-back voices in the attempt to dupe him (Figure 26.1). There are no indicators of such voices and sounds, but we can imagine they are there from the actions of the characters.



[image: image]
Figure 26.1 Raymond de la Nézière, La Leçon dans le Phonographe (‘The Lesson in the Phonograph’), 1904.





A graphic narrative art that makes no use of words is the wordless novel or woodcut novel, inaugurated by Frans Masereel with his 25 Images de la passion d’un homme (1919). This and many that would follow, by Masereel and other artists such as Lynd Ward or Otto Nückel, were attempts to build long and dramatic tales whose storytelling proceeded without words. Rather than sequences, the illustrations of these tales—each drawing of which usually occupies one entire page—are organized in moments, showing a consistent narrative articulated in vaguely consecutive situations (Figure 26.2). The major comics maker Art Spiegelman is a great admirer of these works, and artists active today like Eric Drooker, Thomas Ott, Peter Kuper, and Shaun Tan have followed in the steps of those early wordless novel authors.4
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Figure 26.2 A page-panel from Frans Masereel, 25 images de la passion d’un homme (‘25 Images of a Man’s Suffering’), 1919.






On Comics Lettering


General Remarks

“Lettering” finds its origins in the domain of calligraphy and has later become a graphic craft whose applications range over a wide variety of fields (Bringhurst 1992; Tinsley 1999, 39–76; Starkings and Roshell 2003; Chiarello and Klein 2004, 82–141; Pellitteri 2012, 263–265). Letterers convey specific features of the text’s suggested meaning by using a variety of graphic means: for instance, a widespread convention in comics lettering is the use of bold fonts to emphasize particular words or whole sentences that will be mentally interpreted by the reader as particularly salient within the character’s speech and that will be interpreted as a speaking out loud; a large balloon containing a tiny text indicates a sentence uttered shyly or in a low voice, and so forth.

As we have also seen, it has always been easier for artists or letterers to write in all-caps. There are a few exceptions, for example Hergé’s Tintin books (1929–1975). Generally speaking, italics and lower-case lettering are used in comic books to convey specific nuances (e.g., an elegant and placid way of speaking); when used systematically, they give the story a more literary allure, like Edgar P. Jacobs’s Blake et Mortimer (1946–1990). The aural imagination is involved here because an elegant lettering used, for example, for a British lord, suggests that the character’s enunciation and attitude might be haughty: the reader will be invited, through these clues, to confer on him a certain accent and refined manners.

Lettering may also consist, even today, of creating new shapes and semiotic codes for word balloons: although a wide variety of balloon types already exists (speech, shout, thought, whisper, telepathy, radio message, etc.), it is always possible to innovate their functions. Main contributors to the innovation in this field are the late comics master Will Eisner as well as Dave Sim, Todd Klein (Eisner 1985; Thomas 2000), and some great Japanese artists such as the late Osamu Tezuka or Sanpei Shirato, who invented new names and graphic styles to give sound to the act of unsheathing a sword, wind, the falling of a leaf, rain, and even silence.5


Lettering from Early to Modern Comics

The presence of texts in figural compositions dates back to the fifteenth century, in the form of the phylactery—known in English also as frontlet. This is the name given to labels drawn as paper or parchment scrolls that, in religious paintings, indicated some features of the representation or the names of the figures involved in it, or were sometimes meant to show the sentences possibly pronounced by the figures themselves (saints, martyrs, angels, etc.). The usage that artists made of the phylactery is consistent with the etymology of the word. Phylactery derives from late Latin phylacterium and from Greek ϕυλακτήριον, from ϕυλάττω (“to preserve” or “to defend”), and generally described objects used with an apotropaic function. Today, scholars often use the word to indicate the banners with folded ends that, in medieval paintings or frescoes or illustrations, allowed the insertion of legendae (“texts to be read”).

The development stages in the use of phylacteries and written sentences show the historical passages that would lead to the current modalities of inserting verbal texts into iconic contexts—from the end of the nineteenth century revised versions of frontlets, transformed into word balloons, became the tool for the conveyance of verbal messages or thoughts in comics.

With the development of political caricature in Great Britain, thanks to illustrators like James Gillray (1757–1815) and George Cruikshank (1792–1878), the use of word balloons and lettering in humorous and satirical cartoons became familiar to the public and constituted a base on which later artists, in other European countries as well, began to mix illustrations with various kinds of alphabetical texts (Kunzle 1973; Castelli 2006). Suffice to mention, regarding the Western world, notable examples come not only from Great Britain but also from the United States, like Joseph E. Baker (1837–1914) in the 1860s, and from Switzerland, with the stories by Rodolphe Töpffer (1799–1846) since the late 1820s (Couperie et al. 1968, 7–33). In other words, the verbal text began very early on to be paired with the drawings; at first, as a co-presence in contiguous areas of the illustration, later, in a tighter combination.

At the beginning of the comics medium in the modern meaning—from the late 1890s and early 1900s in the United States, in illustrated panels on the Sunday supplements and later in weekly and daily comic strips (Becker 1959, 1–53)—and along the decades until the 1940s—lettering was usually carried out by comics artists themselves or, in the case of the most productive and famous authors, by an assistant. It was from the 1940s on that a detailed division of labor was developed in comics studios and agencies (McCloud 2006, 128–157, 184–211).


Word Balloon

Much has been said on the word balloon: it is one of the most analyzed single graphic components of comics, so much so that this generous exposure has produced the vague idea that the very nature of comics being comics depends entirely on their presence; in recent years, international scholarship has converged toward the shared notion that, on the contrary, defining comics depends on structural elements other than the balloon. While there is the space here neither to retrace a complete history of how word balloons have been studied nor to illustrate their morphological variety (on which, anyway, see the thorough Forceville et al. 2010), it is worthwhile to provide a short series of examples of how they convey auditory hints.

Let us first clarify a distinction between word balloon and speech balloon. Speech balloons refer to spoken dialogues coming from characters who are “on stage”; they are a subgroup of word balloons. “Word balloon,” in general, refers to any balloon containing words—among which, for instance, thoughts or nonnatural sources. Readers easily infer the difference between types of word balloons from the shape of their outline, as mentioned earlier (see the “General Remarks” section).

Today, the balloon and the verbal text inside it are seen by many as something “natural” to the comic medium. However, this notion has to be deeply reconsidered. The predecessor of the current word balloon and caption box is, as seen earlier on, the frontlet or phylactery.6 The Italian scholar Andrea Tosti, in his notes on texts in proto-comics (Tosti 2016, 108–118), refers to a groundbreaking study by the Belgian comics historian Thierry Smolderen (2006). Smolderen analyzes the stages that led balloons to be finally used as a tool directly associated to enunciating characters. According to Smolderen’s research and documents, it turns out that these devices were total strangers to comics as a language: they were for a long time just labels for the characters to which they were coupled. In other words, they did not communicate to the reader any possible sound or idea of sound, but they were only abstract, nonsounding texts. Even the first comics masters and renowned illustrators of the nineteenth century, like Töpffer, Cham, Gustave Doré, and Casimiro Teja (Gadducci 2006), made rare use of this graphic device. Thus, in a sense, most early comics lacked that mixture of verbal text and iconic text that is a frequent feature of contemporary comics.

In early European comics, for instance, the use of balloons was often clunky, if compared to the standards later established in US American comic strips from the 1920s on; clunky perhaps, but still interestingly creative, and I would say very effective in suggesting the aural nature of the text contained in them. In a one-page, funny story by the French artist Benjamin Rabier (1907), the bulles or balloons coming out from a phonograph are portrayed as actual, fluffy “sound clouds” rather than as symbolic containers for verbal texts (Figure 26.3), and the general effect for the reader is quite intriguing (Sausverd 2009b).
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Figure 26.3 Benjamin Rabier, Le Phono-Piège (‘The Phono-Trap’), 1907.





In another early French proto-comic, balloons are actually absent and the dialogue between two telephone early users is rendered throughout texts displayed almost as sound waves. This page by Albert Guillaume from 1894 is articulated in nine panels three of which, the central column, display just the words pronounced by the two main characters over their conversation: such texts are not contained in balloons but fluctuate within the panels and are connected by proximity to the respective devices, which are virtually hung on the panels’ dividing contours (Figure 26.4).
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Figure 26.4 Albert Guillaume, Les Perfidies du Téléphone (‘The Treacheries of Telephone’), 1894.





Antoine Sausverd effectively analyzes this composition:

At first sight, by underlining the separation of the two sides of the conversation, these intermediary panels symbolize the distance between the two parties. But Guillaume also adds the dialogue lines, which appear to be produced by the telephone devices, with no container nor balloon. Is this hence a purely textual space? Perhaps not. The text lines really come to life: they move, curl, answer and wink to each other, all by respecting the spatial hierarchy (up/down) of their reading order.

(Sausverd 2009c, translated from French)

Little by little, however, word balloons became in most cases speech balloons, and texts in comics and cartoons began in general to assume the role of diegetic voices and sounds. The word became a key element to create in the reader the feeling that the story was happening over and across time. The reading time itself gave the events in the panels a realistic narrational duration. For this to happen, readers had not to reconstruct in their minds just a mute abstraction of those texts but to instead invent voices and expressions to give credibility to what they were seeing and to the characters who were enunciating those words.

The creative input of word balloons “provides information about or enhances (i) the manner of speaking; (ii) the topic of speaking; and/or (iii) the identity of the speaker. There is a continuum from completely conventional to highly creative uses of balloon variables” (Forceville 2013, 268). Comics balloons, like caption boxes, are not much exploited in an aural perspective: the texts contained in them are almost always “neutral,” except for some words typed in bold, as said earlier. Punctuation is, instead, greatly used: especially in humor comics, sentences often end with an exclamation mark, to underline the funny and/or energetic tone of the speaker. Even without considering the possibility that texts inside balloons were rendered by different fonts or sizes (as I have touched upon previously), a very common way to suggest different talking styles, energies, volumes, and attitudes is the shapes of the balloons: sharply pointed balloons are usually understood by readers as “shout balloons,” and balloons with a dashed outline mean that the related character is whispering or perhaps gossiping, depending on the narrative situation.


Graphic Onomatopoeias: The Visual Output of Noises in Comics


According to Sean A. Guynes, the study of onomatopoeias in comics is “underdeveloped” (Guynes 2014, 58). This is perhaps true in semiology studies; however, onomatopoeias have been accounted for, catalogued, and studied in many works in European scholarship especially since the 1970s, during a boom of structuralist analysis (Nencioni 1971), inspired by Umberto Eco’s seminal essay “A Reading of Steve Canyon” (Eco 1964). Still today, European linguists who also appreciate comics as a subject of study—namely German, French, Spanish, and especially Italian scholars—carry out thorough surveys on verbal and visual onomatopoeias in comics (e.g., Pietrini 2009; Franceschi 2009; Gadducci and Tavosanis 2009).


The Role of Onomatopoeias for Aural Imagination in Comics

All onomatopoeias in comics are inherently verbal or referring to the written word, because they are made of letters and can be either words used in natural languages (“sniff,” “moan,” “sigh” …) or new combinations of letters introduced by comics writers or artists and meant to communicate particular noises or sound effects: bbbzzz, tktktktk, and other virtually endless combinations.

Onomatopoeias in comics can be of three types: (1) vocalizations coming from the characters and usually (but not always) put inside word balloons as verbal texts (however, in this case we are not talking of visual onomatopoeias but of verbal onomatopoeias); (2) sound/noise effects, visually rendered as a lettered “logo” or a “tag” appearing as distinct elements in the panel or between panels; and (3) in some instances, visual onomatopoeias that are word-shaped panels inside which the action takes place (e.g., an explosion drawn and described within a panel shaped like a logo/tag boom, or blam, and so on).

To this end, the delineation of different categories of onomatopoeias in comics “points to an internal distinction within the comics industry about the nature of graphically represented sound, and perhaps speaks to the limitations of rendering auditory phenomena in non-auditory media” (Guynes 2014, 61). This notion extends to onomatopoeias intended as imitations or suggestions of natural noises, and here the discourse becomes even more cogent in relation to the concept of sound and imagination. Per se, onomatopoeias are symbolic approximations to natural noises and sounds: although there is no direct correspondence between words or letter combinations like |boom|, |pow|, |ka-blam| or others, and the real noise of an explosion, readers are able to reconstruct in their own thoughts personal versions of those sounds referring to past experiences and other media, such as cinema, where those sounds are actually heard. The “lack of possibility in interpreting the … onomatopoeic word as an actual word with specific meanings makes the sound of the word the only meaning the word has to convey in the comic” (Petersen 2009, 164).

However, I must add that readers have freedom and endless variety of choice within the general semantic field of a given onomatopoeia. An onomatopoeic tag like boom is a symbolic verbal asterisk saying “here, explosion.” But while the written word |boom| is the same for everybody, each reader is able and encouraged to make up in his/her mind (or, for younger and proactive readers, perhaps even reproduce with their own mouth), which specific noise is the good one for that particular occasion. It is therefore easier to agree that onomatopoeias in comics “create an animated interior for the story to live within,” a “space for meaning to accrue” (Petersen 2009, 165).


Big Noises, Small Noises, Generic Sound Effects

In his seminal essay “I linguaggi del fumetto,” Daniele Barbieri calls the visual onomatopoeias of comics “big noises” (Barbieri 1991, 173–174). Big noises are phenomena like the already mentioned explosions or other sounds such as, for instance, the sudden, prolonged screeching of tires on a road’s asphalt during a chase. In these cases, the onomatopoeic word/sound, in English, will be a classic screech or new sounds invented by creators for the occasion, like skreeeeeeee in Frank Miller’s Sin City (1991).7 This variable relationship between sound and visual onomatopoeias produces endless combinations, as we have seen: in adventure comics, tribal drums can repeatedly resound in the jungle through the onomatopoeia doom doom doom, which puts together the idea of a drum’s rumble and the dramatically allusive meaning of the word “doom” in English. In humor comics (for instance, in the outstanding tradition of Disney comics made in Italy), the sound of a dish stack that noisily crashes down from Donald Duck’s hands may be something like sbadabumpumcrash!: in this case, the reader is informed that the noise is prolonged in time and formed of diverse stages in sequence; therefore readers are instructed to form in their mind a possibly funny, composite, deafening sound.8

Besides big noises, caption box texts, and word balloons, many comics also deploy effects meant to represent particular sounds such as musical tones or melodies, buzzes, tweets, and gabbles, for example. I will focus later on music in a dedicated section. “Small noises” or, generally speaking, background noises and sound effects, are communicated to the reader in two ways. The first is a direct way and consists of small, either single or repeated graphic onomatopoeias, like that doom doom doom mentioned earlier; they are usually positioned in the middle or at the bottom of a panel. The second way, an indirect one, is a purely diegetic device: no graphic element is displayed to indicate the noise, the panel is either “mute” or presents graphic symbols or motifs that are not in the form of alphabetical words. A blowing wind, a clock’s ticking, a door’s creak, are all elements of a certain importance for the characterization of a scene, and such a scene does not necessarily have to feature graphic onomatopoeias: noises can also be suggested, as we saw earlier on, in diegetic terms and through graphic symbols that may broadly pertain to the domain of the alphabet. (More on this later.)

Japanese comics often offer graphic triggers to synesthetic suggestions. In Video Girl Ai by Mazakazu Katsura, the intradiegetic imagination of the young protagonist, a teenage boy, is frequently displayed in the form of typographic or calligraphic symbols and visual metaphors: a feeling of doubt is expressed by a background filled with question marks; a thought balloon with considerations on the possibility of meeting a pretty girl he is in love with at the swimming pool has a complex outline, decorated with many little bubbles, symbolizing the enthusiasm for the possible event; and a panel showing the visualization in the boy’s mind of the girl wearing her tight swimsuit is decorated with a background showing a graphic sun with sunbeams, which stands for the boy’s genuine excitement. If the reader is proactively engaged in collaborating with the story’s purpose he/she will be easily led to imagine a plurality of small, short sound effects that serve as aural comment to the narrative’s development: repeated gasps of surprise, light noises of small water or soap bubbles blowing up, some assertive trumpet note or a generic “ta-daa!” corresponding to the panel with the girl and the sunbeamed background (Figure 26.5). The choice, of course, is always up to the reader.
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Figure 26.5 Masakazu Katsura, Den’ei Shōjo (international title: Video Girl Ai), page 22 of the first volume in the latest U.S. edition.

Courtesy: VIDEO GIRL AI © 1989 by Masakazu Katsura/SHUEISHA Inc.




There are, however, subtler ways to suggest background noises or atmosphere sounds: ways that do not involve onomatopoeias, word balloons, or graphic symbols whatsoever. We shall deal with these alternative ways in the final section.


Onomatopoeias in Borderline “Comics”

This last subsection on onomatopoeias is intended as a short digression. I would like to point out two particular ways in which comic onomatopoeias have been used in art works related to music that can, up to a point, be framed as “quasi-comics.” Clearly, comics and their languages and graphic conventions have crossed the borders of comic books’ panels endless times and have been used in many different media: cinema, television, design and advertising, animation, public signage, and, recently, Internet and digital instant messaging. But here, I will only refer to how comics have been used to express music and noise in contemporary art. Therefore, this digression can be read as a small corollary to the next section on music.

In some art movements of the second half of the twentieth century that drew from historical avant-garde movements such as futurism and surrealism, some artists tried to develop new ways to write music, in the attempt to turn musical time into figuration. These experimentations crossed paths with comics (Torelli Landini 2012). A typical example is Telephone Blues Opera K. 731 (1974) by Luciano Ori: a music score in which word balloons and graphic onomatopoeias literally pop up from the music staff, as noisy comments to the main score.9

More convincing, however, is the case of Stripsody per voce sola (Berberian 1967), a 1966 composition by the late mezzo-soprano singer Cathy Berberian: a performance based on the vocal reproduction of onomatopoeias (Lindekens 1976). This art performance inspired two visual works: one by Eugenio Carmi, the same year; another by Roberto Zamarin, in 1967.10 The graphic works of Carmi and Zamarin are meant to render, throughout geometrical, conceptual compositions, the auditory power of comic onomatopoeias (Garbuglia 2011) (Figures 26.6 and 26.7).11
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Figures 26.6 and 26.7 Eugenio Carmi, graphic renderings for Stripsody per voce sola (‘A Stripsody for Solo Voice’) by Cathy Berberian, 1966.

Courtesy: Eugenio Carmi Archive.




Now, let us see how actual comics deal with this aspect of sound and imagination.


Music in Comics

According to Richard Wagner and his idea of a Gesamtkunstwerk, a “work of total art” could unify all forms of expression in one (in Wagner’s case, theater; Wagner 1849). Comics, as I have been trying to show, can be framed as a comprehensive medium in which several layers of communication and sensoriality can converge in the mind of a creative, cooperative reader.12 So, in a sense, we are able to say that comics too may be framed as a “total” form of expression, capable of involving the reader in repeated synesthetic reading experiences. Synesthesia, in the particular case of music in comics, necessarily implies the displaying of music symbols, song lyrics, music scores, and/or narrative situations in which characters are clearly engaged in musical activity.

The celebrated comics creator and graphic designer Chris Ware and his colleague Craig Thompson have provided their perspectives on the topic as authors (Irving 2012; Santirosi 2012). According to the two artists, comics are like a music score, drawings are the notes, and it is up to the reader to decide the pace: artists only provide the hints.

As music is rhythm and prosody, it is important to consider the appearance in early comics of verses and stanzas, more often than not in rhyme: in Töpffer, Doré, or historical magazines like the Italian Corriere dei Piccoli (1908–1995; Figure 26.8) and the Spanish Dominguín (1915–1916; Figure 26.9).
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Figure 26.8 Front page of the first issue of Corriere dei Piccoli (‘The Little Ones’ Gazette’), 27 December, 1908; the weekly supplement for children of major Italian newspaper Corriere della Sera.
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Figure 26.9 Front page of the first issue of Spanish weekly Dominguín, 12 December, 1915.





The main reason for the presence of rhymed verses as a narrative comment to illustrated stories or to the out-and-out comic strips published in the aforementioned magazines were meant to put under control the culturally subversive potential of this then-new (and perceived as dangerous) form of visual narration for kids (Detti 1984). Another, subtler reason was the intention to introduce a rhythmic, auditory, voiced articulation, so as to somewhat subordinate the enjoyment of the pictures to the literary reading (Tosti 2016, 543–558). In fact, the presence of rhymed stanzas encourages readers to read rhythmically, giving the whole reading experience a cadenced pace during the flow of our internal voice declaiming the verses.

Music staffs and scores appeared in pre-comics, proto-comics, and early comics frequently. I will limit the many examples to just a few: Jean-Jacques Grandville’s one-page Une Valse (1840; Figure 26.10), a page from Gustave Doré’s illustrated tale Des-agréments d’un voyage d’agrément (1851; Figure 26.11), and Wilhelm Busch’s Der Virtuos (1865; Figure 26.12). In Grandville’s composition we see an anthropomorphized music staff: the notes are little men who play/fight on and across the score and give a particular musical rhythm to the whole situation. This was the inspiration for the page of Doré’s Des-agréments in which several references to music and music scores also appear. As for Busch’s Der Virtuos, we look in it at the execution of a musical number by a pianist: each single illustration of the composition has a specific “title” that constitutes the indications for the execution of the piece by the piano man, which creates a humorous counterpoint between the written guiding labels and the exaggerated facial expressions and body movements of the two characters on stage (Ries et al. 2007). It is outstanding, moreover, how the vivacity of the scene and the “materiality” of the music are visually rendered by the fluctuating musical notes, coming out from the score on the music stand.
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Figure 26.10 Jean-Jacques Grandville, Une valse (‘A waltz’), 1840.
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Figure 26.11 Gustave Doré, Des-agréments d’un voyage d’agréments (‘Discomforts of a vacation’), 1851.
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Figure 26.12 Wilhelm Busch, Der Virtuos (‘The virtuous one’), 1865.





There have been in the history of sequential art some who have tried to translate into drawings the rhythm, melody, and dynamism of a music score representing a dance. A stunning case is that of the French artist Valentine Gross-Hugo. In May 1913, Igor Stravinskij’s score Le Sacre du Printemps (The Rite of Spring), along with the choreographies of Vaclav Nižinskij, were wildly received at the Théâtre des Champs-Élysées in Paris. The same year Gross-Hugo drew a set of drawings in the form of annotations related to the choreographies put on stage by the famous Russian dancer—the originals of these drawings are today in the Victoria and Albert Museum in London.

In this series of drawings we see sketches of the dancer’s moves along with parts of the score, with music staff, notes, and thus forth (Figure 26.13). There is, here, the precise attempt to synchronize the portions of the music displayed to the choreography, so as to guide readers in imagining the music in their minds while also visualizing the movements of the dancer. The drawing style used too is, in a sense, musical: Gross-Hugo chose, with great intuition, to render the dancer by winding, soft, intertwined lines that remind very much of the calligraphic style used to write the various elements of a score (clefs, notes, etc.).13
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Figure 26.13 Valentine Gross-Hugo, Le sacre du printemps (‘The Rite of Spring’), 1913.





These, however, are just isolated examples of unique drawings by artists who were not closely involved in comics. To this end, I have also selected some examples to make the reader aware of the complexity and richness of the possible combinations between music and comics.

In modern and contemporary comics, insertions of music in the panels and in the story occur on two main levels: they can function as an extradiegetic soundtrack, as usually happens in cinema; or as an intradiegetic soundtrack, when it is the characters who sing or play, or when we as readers know from the narrative that in a certain scene some music is present, because the authors gave us hints or explicit information to this end. In issue #36 (Diritto e rovescio) of the famous Italian comic series Ken Parker (1977–2015) by Berardi and Milazzo; in Cages (1990–1996) by Dave McKean; or in Valentina (1965–1995) by Guido Crepax; or in Billie Holiday and other stories on jazz by Argentinian Carlos Sampayo and José Muñoz (1993); in all these examples music is either a protagonist or has a very important role for one or more characters, giving the whole story a “sound mood” that is meant to make the reader dive into a musical atmosphere (Massarutto 2011).

However, a fundamental detail in order to fully enjoy the presence of music in comics is that, when hints or scores of a song or a music are given to the reader, the reader should know what this music is about: does he/she know the melody of this particular song? Is he/she able to actually read the music score if a staff with notes and all is displayed? Without taking care of these potential difficulties, the insertion of music in comics could be almost pointless. In this sense, there are two main strategies that comics creators usually adopt so as to avoid problems in achieving a full enjoyment of their work: (1) They avail themselves of very famous songs/music, or at least of compositions that they believe their readers will know; in other words, comics creators want to share with their readers a common knowledge, culture, and experience so as to create more empathy between them and the narrative. (2) Comics creators do not display any specific scores nor do they explicitly mention songs or music that readers are supposed to know, but instead create a general atmosphere or give readers hints on the type of music that is played intradiegetically in some scene of the story. The goal is, in this case, to let readers decide on their intradiegetic music according to their own taste.14 Let us see how these two strategies are put into play.

Concerning the first strategy, a good example is Delitto al cineclub (1990) by the Italian artist Cinzia Leone, in which we see the divine Rita Hayworth in Gilda (by Charles Vidor, 1946) in the scene in which she sings15 Put the Blame on Mame (Figure 26.14). Leone uses some frames from the movie as panels and adds speech balloons with the lyrics; she also inserts, in the upper part of the page, the song’s score; the moments chosen are those, famous and scandalous, in which Gilda takes off her gloves. The presence of the music staff is purely decorative, since the cultivated reader is supposed to share with the author the knowledge of the melody as well as of the movie, even when not able to read music scores. In the lower panels, only still frames from the movie are displayed (from the final part of Gilda’s song), with no additional signs: the reader already knows the drill and can continue to imagine the song’s ending and the applause from the audience with no difficulties. The overall result is that readers will enjoy this whole sequence by listening to Put the Blame on Mame in their minds.
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Figure 26.14 Cinzia Leone, Delitto al Cineclub (‘Murder at the Cineclub’), 1990.





In a Milo Manara’s short story, John Lennon (1993), the author shows the ascension to the heavens of the Beatle (who was killed in 1980): after having reached paradise, in a few scenes the artist from Liverpool quickly becomes a histrionic orchestra director involving souls, angels, and all the major deities in the choral execution of Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, a very famous 1967 hit for the Fab Four. The singing is visually rendered by oblong and decorated balloons flowing from one panel to the other with the song’s lyrics; the letter font used is manual and fluffy, meant to communicate the musical value of the text. Here and there we can see musical notes fluctuating in the air, giving a hint of the fact that the music is filling the whole heaven and summoning the residing gods, who happily join the singing.

A similar strategy, but in a different musical mood, is in the Italian monthly comic book Lazarus Ledd (1992–2015). In the first issue of the regular series (Capone and Olivares 1993), the hero is driving his taxi through a rainy night in New York City. The man is listening to the car radio, which is broadcasting “One” (1991) by the rock band U2. We, as readers, notice several details of what is happening at the auditory level (Figure 26.15): (1) When a customer gets into the car (1st panel), Lazarus starts the taximeter (tlak, 2nd pan.) and turns on the radio (click, 3rd pan.). (2) The voice of a deejay comes out from the radio (4th pan.), and we can see that the related word balloon is different from the customer’s voice (1st pan.): in this case, we understand from the balloon’s outline that the sound comes from an artificial source and we are spontaneously led to imagine the voice with the typical crackle of sounds coming from radio devices. (3) In the last three panels the only sounds that are explicitly visualized are the lyrics of One, as emitted from the radio and rendered with a handwritten lettering. The reader is supposed to know this famous song and will therefore (hopefully, from the authors’ perspective) sing it internally, giving a mood to the whole scene that corresponds to the sorrowful tone of the piece. (4) There are several hints, indicia, that encourage us to imagine additional sounds to the scene: the rain’s pounding, the sound of the windscreen wiper, possibly the noises coming from the road—engines, honking cars, and so forth. (5) Finally, an interesting detail is that at the beginning of the comic book the writer presents a note in which he encourages the readers to enjoy the story while listening to U2’s LP Achtung Baby. We have here a crossing between intradiegetic and extradiegetic music, so as to highly favor auditory enjoyment.
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Figure 26.15 Ade Capone and Giancarlo Olivares, Lazarus Ledd, #1 (1993, 8, table 4).

Courtesy: Heirs Ade Capone/Giancarlo Olivares. Lazarus Ledd © and ™ Heirs Ade Capone. Lazarus Ledd #1 © Heirs Ade Capone/Giancarlo Olivares.




As a first example of the second strategy let us pick the six-page story El mago ([1982] 1991) by the Argentinian creators Carlos Trillo and Domingo Mandrafina.16 It is a comic without word balloons, in which an illusionist performs a prestige with the help of a beautiful assistant, a young woman. The number is executed along with a mellow music. How do we know there is music and that it is mellow? The reader is aware that some music is accompanying the action on the stage from the musical notes displayed inside the panels, as a graphic comment to the execution of the prestige; and that the music is mellow is inferred from the sexy movements of the assistant, who amazingly squeezes into the magician’s top hat and, from there, performs some kind of strip-tease by lasciviously removing her stockings, bra, and panties—the reader can only see the woman’s legs and arms still peeking out from the hat while she is removing her clothes.

As a second example of the second strategy, to be put in direct comparison with the previous one, let us consider a page from the first issue of ESP (1995–1999), another Italian comics series. In El mago we could see symbolic hearts fluctuating in the panel and containing little musical notes, in order to suggest that the music was in the panel, close to the magician; in the page from this episode of esp (La Neve and Caracuzzo 1995) the acting character is instead listening to a music that comes from somewhere else: it flows from some hidden ambience, rooms, hallways, to the character’s ears. It is a music without words, and we could not know the exact type of music if in the first panel a caption text (referring the thoughts of the acting character) were not written that such music is a “heart-breaking aria.” In the last panel we find out that the singing comes from a little girl lying on a bed (Figure 26.16). This way, the reader is led to retrospectively reframe the whole scene and reimagine the song with the nonspeaking, humming voice of a child. In this sense, the need for a complete reading experience, enhanced with these aural elements, might lead some to willingly read the sequence once again, using the additional information acquired during the first reading.



[image: image]
Figure 26.16 Michelangelo La Neve and Giancarlo Caracuzzo, ESP, #1 (1995, 91).






Suggesting the Sound: Visual Allusion and Auditory Illusion

How is it possible to actually hear anything stemming from comics? If we exclude the notion of comics as a physical object (as analyzed in the aforementioned Hague 2013) we are limited to considering what we see on the printed page. We meet here one of the many paradoxes of comics’ narrational and multiplanar communication; and we can notice an important difference with a contiguous medium, illustration. In any typical illustration the scene is usually “mute,” even though it represents a very lively situation, because the drawing is supposed to describe and represent something that is visible as it happens in photographs, which constitute a “re-presentified past” (Ferrarotti 1992, 8). On the contrary, comics often abound with verbal texts, kinetic lines, onomatopoeias, and other elements that all contribute to make the reader feel that each single panel of the page is a function of two variables: space and time. Things happen within each panel. But, when they happen, no sound really comes out of the page.

Even in an illustration explicitly meant to communicate a lively situation, the supposed voices, sounds, and noises stemming from the characters and objects in the scene “belong” to the picture as much as other variables, such as the colors, the luminosity of the image, and the figures and objects. Everything has above all a descriptive accent rather than a narrative one (which is there, but is secondary): a stunning example is Homecoming, a famous 1945 illustration by Norman Rockwell.17 On the contrary, in a comics panel or in a group of panels in which we see two persons talking or a stormy ocean, even in the absence of balloons or onomatopoeias what we see is not just a descriptive scene but also, and mainly, pure narration: sounds ideally pop up from the page because they are called to mind by the very way the scene is graphically built. I can therefore introduce the notion of subtractive design: visual nonsigns (that is, their plain absence) that are as effective as actually drawn signs but that, in a way, turn out to be sharper for their rarity in a medium usually rich in the symbolic signs that are added to the illustrative drawings so as to indicate the presence of voices and sounds.

This subtle game between the explicit or implicit presence and absence of words, sounds, and noises in comics, and more specifically in the case of the presence/absence of the spoken word, has been perceptively commented on by Daniele Barbieri:

All comics are built as a relationship between images and words, even those where there are no words, because their absence, in a context in which they are usually present, is highly meaningful. A widespread mistake is that of believing that since comics’ representational values are usually not comparable to those of the visual arts, and since comics’ literary values are not comparable to those of the novel, comics cannot even hope to reach the dignity of the one or the other: many forget that in comics, the true value is in the relationship between words and images, and not in the former or the latter taken singularly. And this relationship reveals itself in innumerable ways, which are difficult to catalogue.  (Barbieri, 1996)

The relationship between silence and noise, between what we see and our aural imagination, is certainly also a variable of the authors’ skills and talents in using a visual medium to guide the readers to the construction of sounds in their mind. This also happens when a cultural and emotional accord is created between the reader and the narrative. The authors should manage to make the reader enter a state of literary bliss; a “surrender” to the narration’s flow. But the reader also should be willing to enter this internal process that also passes through certain reading conditions, such as some quiet, concentration, atmosphere, and comfort.

In a page from the second regular issue (Vietti and Olivares 1995) of Italian science fiction series Hammer (1994–1996), a space module is moving from an orbiting station to a third vehicle. On the visual side, the reader notices at once the verticality of the layout, the advanced technology of the vehicles, and the shuttle’s propulsion flames. We also notice the shadows on the objects telling us how sharp the contrast of light and darkness is in outer space; the trajectory of the shuttle from the station toward the other vehicle; the rotary movement of the station from panel to panel; and our point of view as readers pulling back from the station (Figure 26.17). The whole sequence is an homage to Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), the movie that changed—among many other things—the soundscape of science fiction cinema forever, thanks to the thorough realism of its scenes set in interplanetary space. In this page too, we cannot see or hear sounds, because in outer space sound cannot propagate. But, at the same time, readers who share with Hammer’s authors the conventions of science fiction cinema may add some sound effects in their own mental reconstruction of the scene, by resorting to typical sounds of this kind of cinematographic soundscape: dull notes of an oboe or a horn, the hiss of the shuttle’s flaming jet, and thus forth.



[image: image]
Figure 26.17 Stefano Vietti and Giancarlo Olivares, Hammer, #2, “Doppia fuga” (‘Double escape’), July 1995, Edizioni Star Comics, page 2.

Courtesy: Stefano Vietti and Giancarlo Olivares. Hammer #2 © Stefano Vietti/Giancarlo Olivares.




The influence of science fiction cinema for the suggestion of sounds or silence in comics is widespread: in a Katsuhiro Ōtomo’s short story (Ōtomo 1980) there is an unusual, surreal scene that again pays homage to Kubrick. Two astronauts get inside an apparently abandoned, drifting starship in deep space, and find that its interiors are fully furnished as in an early twentieth-century British house. The multiple contrast between the spaceship and its very terrestrial interiors, and between such Edwardian style furniture and the futuristic, fully equipped astronauts, gives the reader a feeling of disorientation but, at the same time, also provides hints on the scene’s auditory mood: the room is in total silence but, again through an intertextuality and pretextuality with cinema (Eco 1984b), we are supposed to hear at least the soft bumping of the men’s space boots on the carpet and their panting inside the helmets.


Conclusion

In these pages I have tried to show the implications of an aural dimension of comics. Certainly, the research on this complex issue is not over and it implies a multidisciplinary approach. As a concluding remark, and in an attempt to link the objectivity of reading a comic book with the subjectivity of the feelings and sensory suggestions that proactive readers can summon to their minds for a more intense enjoyment, I shall remind the reader of the old philosophical notion of Erlebnis, a vicarious, supposedly complete and vivid, “living experience” or “lived experience”: personal perceptions, experiences, and even the very content of one’s own consciousness are received or formulated not in a passive fashion but are, on the contrary, caught and vitally understood across the consciousness’s inner flow.

While the philosophical implications of Erlebnis extend to the comprehension of history, logics, and the laws of thought, I here refer to Erlebnis as it was defined by Edmund Husserl in his Logische Untersuchungen ([1900–1901] 1973), an “intentional consciousness,” a concept that dates back to Aristotle under the name of noesis, the act of conceiving images and ideas in one’s own mind through the act itself of thinking. The mental activity involved in the reading of comics and in the internal building of simulated, imagined sensory elicitations (there included, and in particular, aural imagination, so outstanding in a medium that is simply and poorly printed on paper), is the merging of an act of willingness and of an intellectual surrender to what the comic book is trying to send us through its two powerful tools: the graphical devices and the verbovisual storytelling.




Notes

1. The reason for this preference, briefly said, is that a discussion on the materiality and sensoriality of comics as objects very rarely has anything to do with comics’ languages and semiotics. On the contrary, there is virtually nothing in the physicality of a comic book—of its paper, colors, binding, smell, paper’s brightness—or of a tablet’s screen in which comics may appear, that holds anything specific to comics and that cannot be easily applied to any other form of reading. This evidence is actually deducible from the very reading of Hague’s book, which is thought-provoking and well documented, but does not concretely prove that the materiality of comics intended as physical objects do have any quid that distinctively frames them apart from any other object that, incidentally, is in the form of a book or a touchscreen. There certainly are borderline situations, such as (in the printed domain) the possibility of gadgets, or reading instructions, or added scents; or such as (in the digital domain) sounds or animations. But all these devices produce a shift from the comic medium to something else: in other words, any device added to the static printed page of a comic turns it into a different narrative form, or medium, or object. An “enhanced comic,” if you will; still, no longer a comic as we normally intend it. On this approach, besides Hague 2013, see also McCloud 2000.

2. A similar sentence referring to the same concepts was also suggested in Pollmann (1999, 15): “listen with your eyes.”

3. Readers can easily check and examine this famous sequence at the following weblink: https://bigother.com/2010/03/15/reading-frank-millers-batman-the-dark-knight-returns-part-3/page-23-2/. Accessed September 15, 2017.

4. Spiegelman, working with the jazz composer Phillip Johnston, on January 25, 2014, hosted a musical-visual show, Wordless! (Logan Center, Chicago), centered on woodcut novels and their principal creators. Among the works of the mentioned authors: Drooker (1992), Ott (1997), Kuper (2003), and Tan (2007). On wordless novels, cf. Beronä (2008) and Tosti (2016, 504–521).

5. Catalogues and analyses of noises and sounds in comics and manga, and their visualizations, are in Khordoc (2001), Pollmann (2001), Posocco (2005), Covey (2006), and Petersen (2009).

6. In 1868 Baudelaire described as a vieux procédé (“an old method”) the use of what he called, referring to French caricaturist Grandville, the banderoles parlantes, “little talking banners” (Baudelaire 1868, 411).

7. Readers can check and examine this onomatopoeia at the following weblink: Ebaumsworld.com/pictures/sin-city-the-hard-goodbye-episode-7/81114520 (page 2 of 8). Accessed September 15, 2017.

8. In such cases, the multimediality, the multisensory possibilities, and the aural imagination of comics are intertwined with a certain intertextuality, in that readers possibly possess personal memories, as cinema or television spectators, of classic Disney short animated films in which Donald Duck gets into some trouble and the outcome of his sloppiness is some major damage to objects: it happens, for instance, in Cured Duck (7’, 1945, by Jack King).

9. Readers can examine the work of Eugenio Carmi, there included the work cited here, at this address: http://continuo-docs.tumblr.com/post/17886579731/imaginary-music-scores-by-visual-poet-and. Accessed September 15, 2017.

10. The publisher of Zamarin’s work asked for a substantial fee for the publication of a small black-and-white reproduction of one page of it; nonetheless, readers can easily check out on their own several pages from Zamarin’s graphic work at https://musicomix.wordpress.com/stripsody. Accessed May 15, 2017.

11. A recording of one of the performances of Stripsody is, for example, at https://youtu.be/rmOwX1xTAak. Accessed September 15, 2017. Besides Berberian on stage, the recording also shows Zamarin’s peculiar music score, filled with graphic onomatopoeias inspired to comics. For a more thorough look at Stripsody and Carmi and Zamarin’s work, cf. https://musicomix.wordpress.com/stripsody. Accessed May 15, 2017.

12. Some parts of this section have been assembled with the friendly help and suggestions of fellow scholar Andrea Tosti.

13. Similar examples can be found in Edvard Munch (Tingeltangel 1895), Pablo Picasso (the cover for the score of Ragtime by Stravinskij, 1918–1919) or Jean Cocteau’s caricature of Stravinskij himself while playing Ragtime at the piano.

14. Cf. Massarutto (2011, 127–148) on the visualization of jazz performances. Massarutto adopts a literary approach, and his focus is on how historical and contemporary jazz hits are displayed and used in comics, but the general framework of his annotations on the linguistic intersections between the two media overall converges with mine.

15. For the sake of precision, the voice was not Hayworth’s: the song was sung by Anita Ellis.

16. Readers can admire this story at the following weblink: http://letteraturagrafica.over-blog.com/article-protofumetti-di-oggi-carlos-trillo-mandrafina-il-mago-da-l-eternauta-n-1-marzo-1982-89675099.html. Accessed September 15, 2017.

17. The administrators of Rockwell’s estate asked for a substantial fee for the publication of a small black-and-white reproduction of the painting; nonetheless, readers can check out this work on their own; for example, in Knight (2013).
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chapter 27

Sound, Museums, and the Modulation of the Imagination

William Whittington



Introduction

a set of gray and white cobblestones radiates like sound waves from beneath the ear of a seventy-ton statue called Écoute or Listening created by artist Henri de Miller, which is located in the Les Halles gardens in Place René Cassin in Paris. The sounds of the city provide the ambient soundtrack for the presentation, calling on visitors to ponder not only the aesthetic design of sculpture but also the act of listening and its role in evoking memory and the imagination. When I visited the installation in 2009, the bucolic gardens and the rising voices of children from a nearby playground activated memories of my youth, and I reflected on the sense of disjunction I felt in the period between childhood and adulthood. The scale of the sculpture reminded me of moments as a boy when adults loomed large against the changing backgrounds of our family home and the surrounding oak trees and how that led to a longing for the future and a time of independence that adulthood seemed to hold. My encounter with the sculpture presented me with a moment of existential inversion: a youth seeking the freedom of age, and an adult seeking the bliss of youth. The ambient sounds of the children playing in Les Halles gardens provided the psychoacoustic trigger for this reflective experience, bringing on me a sense of nostalgia about things that I had forgotten. In the intervening years, I have thought about this sculpture often and even have a large photo of it hanging in my university office. In this convergence of image and sound, I am reminded that art and memory are actively engaged in an unending dialogue, and from that conversation emerges the capacity to bring together unrelated ideas and understanding in new and creative ways. This exchange represents a constant modulation of the imagination. But this state is by no means fixed, since memory, like the exhibition period of any work of art, is often impermanent. So, it should come as no surprise then that, in 2013, when Les Halles gardens underwent a renovation, the cobblestones that signified sound waves were removed from beneath Écoute and replaced with bleached concrete. For many patrons like myself, the sculpture fell silent atop a sea of white noise with this alternation. The memories it held had vanished, and the act of “listening” transformed from one of evocation to one of loss. But it was my initial encounter with this sculpture that provided me with the incentive to begin thinking about these issues and ultimately to undertake the study that forms the basis of this chapter.



[image: image]
Figure 27.1 Écoute (1986) by Henri de Miller. Reprinted with permission from William Whittington.





In much of my scholarship I have written about sound within the context of contemporary cinema, examining sound production and labor practices, historical poetics, and the hierarchies of sound elements, and how these elements have worked together to establish the critical models of image and sound relations. Sound design has been of particular interest as it has emerged and reshaped not only how audiences hear contemporary film sound, but also how they understand it. Experiments with sound design have led to immersive spectacle, poetic counterpoint, and instances of hyperrealism that accompany the wildly imaginative computer-generated images of contemporary cinema. As the term has been adopted more broadly across a range of disciplines from theater to game design, sound effects design has been elevated as an artistic endeavor equal to visual design, and at times it has surpassed visual practice in terms of importance in its ability to generate meaning within specific works. In critical discourse, sound design has emerged as a useful model of analysis in the expanding field of sound studies, and it has become part of the popular vernacular when discussing sound as art. In general, my aim has been to bridge the gap between sound theory and sound practice and to provide an extended vocabulary about sound that could be shared by both sound scholars and designers. It is also important to note that the movement of sound design is ever expanding and mutable, which underscores its enduring influence in other contexts.

Recently, I have become interested in how audiovisual artists working outside of commercial cinema, specifically those whose works appear in museum and gallery spaces, have sought to provide alternative approaches to sound design that challenge perception and subjectivity through the manipulation of sound hierarchies, idiosyncratic patterns of design, and customized modes of deployment. In this chapter, I will reference a variety of such works that have been exhibited globally, including Tracing the Decay of Fiction: Encounters with a Film by Pat O’Neill by Pat O’Neill, Rosemary Comella, Kristy H. A. Kang, and Marsha Kinder (J. Paul Getty Museum in Los Angeles); For the Last and First Time by Sophie Calle (Museum of Contemporary Art in Montreal); Clyde Reflections by Stephen Hurrel and Ruth Brennan (Gallery of Modern Art in Glasgow); and finally, Shaun Gladwell: Stereo Sequences (Australian Centre for the Moving Image). These pieces are important because they consider issues of unity and disjunction, audibility and intelligibility, and synchronization and synthesis as they seek to strip away narrative logic in order to rewrite expectations in regard to image and sound relations. Disruption of expectations is central to many of these works that have been broadly categorized as screen-based installation art.1 In a material sense, these works often include the display of video or digital images accompanied by the deployment of sound in various exhibition set-ups from “black boxed” galleries with projection systems and surround sound speaker arrays to computer workstations with headphones and a mouse for scrolling and navigating the work. It would be problematic to argue that screen-based installation pieces provide a pattern of disruption solely by specific design in part because that would be neglecting the many factors involved in mounting these works of art. The importance of the museum as an institution and various curatorial and exhibition practices is central to understanding the challenges of placing sound in museum spaces.

The integration of screen-based art into these venues has not been seamless by any means since these works became popular in the 1970s due to the rise of analog videotape technology and low-cost monitors. Exhibitions have been fraught with challenges related to architecture, lighting, acquisition and maintenance of reproduction technology, and the development of IT infrastructure. Further complicating these integrations has been the introduction of sound as an aesthetic element to previously “silent” environments. Social conventions often dictate that museums be “quiet” spaces for reflection; however, in practice, galleries are filled with sonic fragments from patron’s movements and conversations to mechanical ambiances from building infrastructure and lighting. Sound-inclusive art disrupts not only social convention but also exhibition practices for art installation. For example, multichannel sound presentation unlike the projected image cannot be contained with a frame or screening gallery, it echoes and reflects throughout, sometimes to the frustration of museum staff, who may be want to turn down the “noise” from a particular work. Yet sound has the potential to transform the museum itself into art. It can become a call to attention, bringing patrons to a work that they might otherwise have passed by. Once engaged, patrons may discover that sound is the key element that holds specific works together aesthetically and temporally as it activates the qualities of immersion. Many of these works aim to present patrons with artistic encounters that are unfamiliar in their daily lives, and sound provides unique properties to achieve this goal. For example, the isolation of a specific sound like the breaking of waves becomes a means to focus attention in Sophie Calle’s For the Last and First Time. Through repetition, the familiar meaning of the sound effect is reinscribed so that patrons can “see” into the sound by listening rather than by simply viewing the projected images.

For some time, media artists have actively directed the “channels” of audiovisual information presented in their works. The term is even part of standard descriptive cataloguing for screen-based works. But this analogy should be extended to include new forms of sound deployment and design, specifically multichannel sound presentation, which is often a new feature of screen-based installation pieces. The notion of multichannel provides an apt analogy for the means by which patrons are asked to navigate sound and its meaning. They must consider audio in new ways, specifically in terms of spatial, temporal, and formal design, in order to decode the various thematic and emotive resonances. In this way, idiosyncratic sound designs can emerge to challenge perception, and, as the act of listening is privileged, memory and the imagination can be modulated and transformed through the artistic encounter.


Imagination, Disruption, and Decay

Historically, philosophies of the imagination have often centered on the image rather than sound. In De Anima, Aristotle argued that the “imagination (phantasia) is (apart from any metaphorical sense of the word) the process by which we say an image (phantasma) is presented to us,” while the Romantics expanded on this underlying premise and incorporated it into the striving for the creative life (establishing images through language and verse), among other ideals (Baker 2015). This understanding assumed a notion of cognitive representation that was limited to the visual senses, translating to a mental picture in the mind. That visual analogy has even been picked up as a shorthand to describe cognitive awareness today when we say, “I see” to mean understanding. More recently, however, neuroscientists have observed the specific neurological exchanges that involve the imagination and found them to be much broader in reach in terms of their perceptual pathways. Visual, auditory, and physical input may all be involved to some degree in modulating the imagination. It is important to note that the same neural circuits are used for both perception and the imagination. Simply put, they are both on the same network, but the “imagination is like running perception in reverse” (Porter 2014). However, there are gaps in the stream when the direction changes, and when those appear, the mind searches its memories and sensory experiences for ways to creatively fill those gaps. This process of relational referencing appears to be when creative thinking emerges. It is in these moments that solutions to problems are found, but also, that the complexities of abstraction emerge.

But what activates this process is of concern here. If this were a sound track, a wailing siren might be an appropriate sound effect at this time. Disruption is central to understanding how the mind engages the imagination. When presented with familiar environments or experiences, the brain generally seeks efficiency in cognitive management. It creates its own shortcuts, or engrams, the set patterns by which information is processed. However, there is a downside to this energy-saving mode, which manifests in routine or “rut-like thinking,” that can often be broken through disruption (Porter 2014). Disruption can take on many forms from exercise to meditation as well as confrontations with unfamiliar environments and experiences. The museum environment is uniquely situated to offer experiences that both confront and challenge consciousness in this way. Embedded within the philosophy of many art movements are direct challenges to rationality, hierarchical thinking, and preconception fostered by social norms. Postmodernism, for example, seeks to collapse the distinctions between high and low art, while surrealism attempts to overthrow rationalism and the trends of realism in art.

Within audiovisual media movements, the formation and disruption of hierarchies of image and sound have been central to debates within acoustic theory. In their “Statement” on sound in early cinema, S. M. Eisenstein and his colleagues argued against the use of recorded dialogue (popular in the “talkies”) for fear that it would “destroy” the culture of montage and “all its present formal achievements” (Eisenstein et al. 1985, 83). As an alternative, they promoted the use of “contrapuntal” sound to provide “a new potentiality of montage development and perfection” (84–85). Disruption of synchronous tendencies was the key to film as art and expression in this line of argument. Within this debate was the concern that synchronous image and sound relations would simply support models of representation that centered on “realism” and, paradoxically, theatrical artifice. Would cinema simply become an audiovisual record of a theatrical performance? These debates around image and sound relations foreshadowed the “realist movements” in Italian cinema, and in many ways, the argument was overthrown by the rise of classical Hollywood cinema, which would establish a rigid hierarchy of dialogue, music, and effects within cinema due to the need to establish labor and aesthetic efficiencies. While these concerns are rooted in the very beginnings of cinema, they continue to emerge in the debates about sound- and image-based art today. There is an acute awareness among many artists that current art patrons are the most media-literate generation to date, having accessed endless hours of music, videos, films, video games, and other content through digital devices and Internet services. As a result, screen-based art in gallery settings has often sought to vigorously differentiate itself from the tropes of popular media in order to challenge expectations about the nature and presentation of sound and image.

The work of the sound artist and composer John Cage provides an apt historical model for this approach, especially given that Cage was a central figure in establishing the foundations for sound disruption in the field of avant-garde music during the postwar period. In Noise Water Meat—A History of Sound in the Arts, Douglas Kahn notes that Cage “was known for stepping outside the usual confines of Western Music to usher noise and worldly sounds into music and for proposing a mode of being with the world based on listening, through hearing the sounds of the world as music” (Kahn 2001, 161). Cage understood the power that traditional classical music held in dominating emotive and perceptual understanding by means of music composition, orchestration, and performance standards. To challenge these expectations and the hierarchies of tradition, he famously composed works that addressed silence and its duration noting: “Silence is all of the sound we don’t intend” (Kahn 2001, 163). In his best-known piece 4’33”, Cage designed a work in which the performers sat idle at their instruments, measuring only time, specifically 4 minutes 33 seconds, while audiences typically registered anticipation, befuddlement, and agitation. Gradually, the performance shifted from the performers to the audience, who provided the “noise” of the piece. By stripping away specific expectations about music and performance, Cage asked his audiences to listen to the bubble of sound that contains music, underscoring the very social nature of the concertgoing experience and pointing out the power of listening to the world as it plays its own music.

As an artist, Cage sought to provide a means to retrain the ear for a different kind of listening, calling attention to those sounds that we normally filter out in our daily lives. In this way, he asks the question, “What is noise?” and, by extension, “What is music?” Within media-based art, the traditional role of music is also questioned and disrupted along similar lines. In the history of popular cinema, music has always maintained a dominant role in the soundtrack design and its hierarchy, which has traditionally comprised dialogue, music, and sound effects. According to the film scholar David Bordwell and his coauthors, cinema music is like “destiny,” and rather than being invisible (as some critics have argued), it functions narratively, providing thematic focus, dramatic punctuation, and emotive cues through symphonic scoring (Bordwell et al. 1985, 33). When coupled with images, music can provide dramatic pacing, tonal support, and historical or locational context to scenes. These strategies for soundtrack design grew out of a history of labor and aesthetic practices within the Hollywood system, establishing not only musical house styles by studio but also an overarching historical poetic for cinema sound—a chain of associated understandings established through repeated use. The Hollywood musical score and it poetics fostered the “brain training” for audiences over the decades, providing a shorthand system for understanding the function and intents of music in media. These poetic traditions became a kind of collective memory about music and meaning production that has permeated films, television programs, and new media of all kinds.

Rather than denying this history of poetic design, many artists creating screen-based works for museums have incorporated these facets into the sound designs for their projects but with the intent of challenging the underlying tropes of cohesion, unity, and narrative authority. In the piece Tracing the Decay of Fiction: Encounters with a Film by Pat O’Neill, the installation and its accompanying interactive DVD-ROM allow patrons to navigate through fourteen different spaces within a virtual reconstruction of the Hotel Ambassador, the 1920s-style building known as the site of various traumas (both public and private) in Los Angeles, California, including the 1968 assassination of the Democratic presidential candidate Robert Kennedy.1 Rather than provide a unified sound track for the multiscreen piece, the designers chose to disrupt the image and sound relations by avoiding strict synchronization, and instead creating “a multi-layered sonic field that focused on the ambient” and “ephemeral” nature of sound (Kinder 2015). As a result, the sound design includes excerpts of vintage radio (The Shadow, Dragnet, and conspiracy theories aired on radio related to the events in the hotel); dialogue from Hollywood noir films; interviews of individuals connected with the hotel; and public domain music. The conceptual design allows the music track to float through the spaces, refusing to anchor onto any particular action or dramatic moment. It is less a narrator and more a ghostly observer, simply passing through the dilapidated spaces. In addition, the crosstalk from all of the other audio elements elevates the sense of psychological insecurity for patrons, evoking a mood of paranoia that intertextually references the tropes of film noir. It is less a story about how narrative forms, but rather how it decays and dissolves in the echoes of memory.

As both an installation piece and a “data-base narrative,” Tracing the Decay of Fiction provides an apt model for both artists and museums in regard to image and sound presentation. Through an interconnected system of three screens and projection systems and audio arrays (including headphones) that are driven by three central computers, multiple channels of images can be presented that break the tendencies and pathways of a singular narrative understanding. In addition, the audio track, which switches at random moments from one concentration of content to another, rejects synchronization and narrative certainty; instead, it establishes a sonic ecosystem that is multilayered and elusive. One particular feature of the work even mimics the process of cognitive disruption directly, which the designers have termed “earthquakes” (Kinder 2015). At random points in the presentation of the piece, the computer system gathers a bundle of stored files in order to generate an extended montage of disjunctive images and sounds, which are then deployed through the presentation system. It is akin to an audio and visual jolt, engaging jump cuts and the contrapuntal method. According to the designer Marsha Kinder, the intent is to “reveal new connections and show there’s a lot more you haven’t yet seen or heard” (Kinder 2015). These “earthquakes” also reflect a kind of disorganized thinking that questions rationality and supports the underlying themes of paranoia, which the piece intends to evoke.


Memory, Immersion, and the Imagination

While cognitive dissonance can be achieved through the kind of perceptual overload in terms of an “earthquake” as noted above, the imagination can also be stimulated by minimizing sound and images through a process of isolation. In this way, specific sound effects are imbued with a sense of privilege as their materiality is brought into “high definition.” The composer and sound theorist R. Murray Schafer argues that this is a condition lacking in the history of modernity. Specifically, it relates to the contrast between how we hear sound today versus how we have heard it in the past. Schafer notes, “with so many sounds now vying for our attention and overlapping with one another,” it is “difficult for us to hear any single sound with clarity, compared to ancient times when, because sounds were scarcer, we could hear them in higher definition” (Sexton 2007, 90). In his argument, he inverts the language assigned to “hi-fi” audio technology, calling attention to sound in isolation rather than its fidelity. But ironically, it is the development of these multichannel audio technologies that have allowed contemporary screen-based artists to present sound in isolation (“high definition”) and high fidelity. Over the past two decades, the development of inexpensive multichannel “surround sound” receivers and speaker arrays, as well as the introduction of mixing software such as Pro Tools, has allowed artists greater control over sound localization (targeting), the design of ambiences, and spatial atmospherics in their installation works presented in museums and galleries. The most common decoding array, which has been popularized by the rise of home theaters since the 1990s, features 5.1 channels of sound, specifically directing content to speakers to the left, right, and center of the screen as well as the accompanying surround and low-frequency channels, which in museum settings may be located around the exhibition space on stands or affixed to walls. Within popular cinema, multichannel formats like Dolby Digital and DTS have been instrumental in establishing sound as part of cinematic spectacle, often immersing audiences in sound fields that mimic specific environments or calling attention to the interior consciousness of a character. Disembodied voices in particular float in a kind of liminal space when removed from direct synchronization from the screen images or referents, while ambient sound effects often function to reinscribe the spatial dynamics of the exhibition environment, remapping it within the imagination.

In the piece For the Last and First Time by Sophie Calle, the artist engages immersive and “high-definition” sound effects in order to achieve both aims of interior consciousness and a remapping of the gallery environment. The screen-based exhibit combines two interrelated works The Last Image (2010) and Voir la Mer (2011). For the first, Calle visited Istanbul and interviewed subjects who had lost their sight in often unexpected and sudden ways. The artist translated the interviews into sets of images of the last things that the subjects had glimpsed. The work is an attempt to recreate specific memories, and it calls attention to the importance of vision in establishing memory and longing. The accompanying piece transports a similar group of people (though there are no specific descriptions of who they are) to the coast, where they encounter “the sea.” The encounters are contemplative and transformative, as some subjects are brought to tears facing an existential disjunction brought on by the scale of the encounter as they measure their lives against the vast sea before them. For the exhibition at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Montreal, six large screens hung from the ceiling of the gallery, staggered so that all screens were visible from the center aisle. The speaker array was mounted above (among the projector housings) directing the fields of sound to that center aisle as well. The gallery space was also darkened so that the projected images rippled and reflected onto the hardwood floors, casting a distortion of light and shadow. On screen, the subjects initially stand with their backs to us, regarding the sea. The crash of waves is the dominant sound effect through the various audio channels above. Collectively, the audiovisual experience is akin to a recollection or story being told in first-person plural, where each line begins with “we.” As the subjects turn to the camera, the saltwater spray and tears (for some) wet their faces, and each portrait eventually fades to white light, leaving only the sound of the waves. The sound effect is consistent throughout but is transformed by this process of visual dissolution. Initially, the sound of the waves is an immersive ambience, functioning as the sound event that fully situates the context and environment on screen. In this capacity, the sound design reinscribes the exhibition space, turning it into a virtual encounter with the beach through the crash of waves. Temporally, the repetition of the effect is mesmerizing and the lulling rhythm initiates a cognitive search for familiar patterns or a point of attention, though none is forthcoming beyond the obvious. Throughout, the sound is purposefully unaltered, but as the screens and the images of the subjects fade to white, one-by-one, each sound effect initiates a shift in subjectivity and is itself isolated as it is transferred from the screen to the gallery space. Gradually, the sound effect transforms in this migration and becomes the point-of-audition of the subjects of the film. The sound of the waves is how they perceive the world, and how we must now “hear” that world for the first time without the benefit of the projected images providing a visual referent. The effect is one of quiet disruption, the rebalancing of sensory expectations away from the visual to the sonic. In this way, the sound design supersedes the visual design in evoking memory and the imagination.


Dialogue, Frequency Masking, and Drowning in Sound

While encounters with the sounds of the sea can be transformative, they can also induce a visceral sense of anxiety and dread if they challenge and overtake subjectivity and thwart rationality. Fear evoked through sound can often activate primal mechanisms of survival (e.g., the fight or flight response) that force us to confront our mortality in a changing environment. For instance, crashing waves can signal danger or initiate phobias about water and fears of drowning. It is important to note that such encounters with sound designs can serve as a kind of call to attention about the constructed nature of sound, both ideologically and perceptually. In Clyde Reflections, a thirty-three-minute piece commissioned by Imagining Natural Scotland and described as a “meditative, cinematic experience based on the marine environment of the Firth of Clyde,” the soundtrack functions as an ominous harbinger that signals the decline of an ecosystem located in the ocean to west of Scotland. The sound design combines elements of interviews with various subjects from three islands in the region, though this documentary approach is by no means traditional. The audio samples are not complete exchanges, but rather fragments and ruminations that touch on philosophical, ecological, and economic concerns about the changing ecosystem. The voice-overs are never associated with the images of the subjects, so they deny a cohesive cinematic gestalt and thus float apart from the visual track, rising and receding from the depths. Within popular cinema, the voice has often been recognized as the most important element of the sound hierarchy because dialogue has been crucial in telling the story or conveying knowledge. In terms of labor practices, sound editors and mixers typically separate the voice from other elements to assure intelligibility and heavily equalize dialogue tracks in order to present the seamless illusion that the dialogue is “natural” and “continuous” in its flow (Doane 1985, 57). Clyde Reflections confronts this ideology and rejects the pristine smoothing of the voice and its separation from the other background elements. Each voice retains its background context and thus avoids a sense of the cohesive exchange or ideological resolution common in cinematic dialogue scenes, and in this way, it mimics the current, chaotic political discourse as it has been fostered by social media and endless streams of “comments.” The result is an immersive sound design that undulates from clarity to murkiness in terms of its formal mix. Through this sense of cognitive overload and disjunction, the sound track encourages a point-of-audition that bobs from above the waves to beneath them, revealing the hidden and unfamiliar world below the surface and evoking parallels to the collective unconscious. As the work unfolds, the piece provokes anxiety and the panic of drowning through formal as well as thematic design, ultimately warning the listener about the perils of human interventions in this fragile aquatic environment.

The denial of intelligibility in terms of the voice-over, however, was not entirely by design, and it is important to acknowledge the challenges in mixing and presenting such works for site-specific exhibition. When I visited the installation at the Gallery of Modern Art in Glasgow in 2015, the screen, projector, and speaker array were in a main gallery space on the ground floor with highly reflective marble floors, columns, and walls. There was no sound dampening material on the walls (perhaps due to both cost and aesthetic considerations), and, as a result, the sound from the piece reflected unevenly throughout the space, folding in on itself and bleeding into other spaces. Consequently, the presentation of sound was muddied and difficult to decipher. From gallery staff, I learned that the curatorial team had received many complaints about the soundtrack being “unintelligible” throughout the play cycle, and, as a result, the curators had brought the production team back to the gallery multiple times to address the concerns. But these sonic and structural issues were due in part to the gallery space and its material design. The compromise would have been to move the installation to one of the “black-boxed spaces” on a higher floor of the museum, but, as a featured (and highly publicized) exhibit, this solution seemed unlikely.

In addition, the mix of the soundtrack itself contributed in part to the intelligibility issues due to the phenomenon known as masking, in which sounds of conflicting (louder vs. softer) or similar frequencies (those that are “nearby in frequency”) sit on top of one another when presented in the same sound channel (Holman 2002, 36). In this instance, the instrumentation of synthesized tones on the music tracks, composed by Scott Morgan, an electronic and ambient music producer from Vancouver, British Columbia, often masked the voice-over tracks. The frequencies of the tonal music fell in a mid- to lower register, and, as a result, these tracks overwhelmed the midrange vocal presentations. An apt solution would have been to digitally separate the music tracks from the vocal tracks during the mix process into different channels (left and right), thus allowing the exhibition team the ability to move the left and right speakers in a circular pattern. While the piece itself seeks to perhaps critique the nature of sound mixing and its role in constructed the voice, these problems and the exhibition practices thwarted the intention because the patrons that I observed grew frustrated and simply passed by the exhibit, revealing the precarious balancing act that artists and curators must consider when mounting a work that involves sound.


Synchronization, Sound, and Movement

While Clyde Reflections uses sound to address the ideological disconnection between patrons and their environments, Shaun Gladwell: Stereo Sequences strives to create a bridge between the two, connecting people and places by transforming various rural and urban settings into “performative landscapes.” Gladwell achieves this through the alignment of audiovisual technology and a focus on experiments in image and sound synchronization and temporality. As an artist, Gladwell is best known for his multifaceted work in video art, painting, and photography. While his subjects are Australian BMX riders, dancers, skateboarders, graffiti artists, and motorcyclists, his thematic focus is often on movement and performance in space, and he strives to present alternative points of view that allow patrons to “ride” the images and sounds as if experiencing them via an avatar that is free from constraints. Gladwell’s sound design work draws from electronic music and techniques such as “sampling” and remixing, but his true audio signature emerges from his ability to bring together audiovisual content with the exhibition design. Harkening back to the origins of the term “sound design” as it was used by Walter Murch in the 1970s, Gladwell strives to “hang” sounds and images using multiple channels to create immersive environments.

In 2011, the Australian Centre for the Moving Image mounted Gladwell’s exhibit Stereo Sequences in the lower level of the building, providing the artist with considerable resources to transform the space with large screens and projectors, extensive sound baffling, and customized audio technology and speaker arrays. The first segment of the exhibition Parallel Forces engaged “four pairs of opposing screens set on the walls of the gallery like a hall of mirrors” and featured images of helicopters, cars, and motorcycles traveling through the rural outback of Australia made famous by the Mad Max films. Duality is critical to the exhibition of this work. In some instances, images were projected as mirror images, while others were set on opposite walls providing different points of view and points of audition. As a result, the space became a “performative arena,” immersing patrons in the large landscapes and surrounding them in multichannel sound designs (LaBelle 2006, 101). But rather than allow the soundtracks to play on top of one another or at the same time (which would have created masking issues), the entire exhibit was synchronized using multitrack playback (linked by a central computer) to provide each sound design a chance to contribute to the exchange across (and within) the gallery space, privileging the various ambient or music tracks of a specific screen. The approach is akin to a pass along song with each screen contributing a chorus to a much larger melody and composition. For the patron, rather than being locked into a singular screen experience, the movement of the sound fields provides shifts in both space and subjectivity through locational targeting of the audio tracks. While most museums use “black-boxed galleries” to replicate the commercial theatrical experience, Gladwell’s exhibit clearly rejected this approach to exhibition and immersion. Rather than being trapped on a single screen, the images and sounds roam throughout the gallery, formulating a new pattern of immersion for patrons, one closer to a virtual reality experience that demands the kinetic movement of the head and body. One piece titled Centripetal Forces (2011) even requires patrons to lay down to look up at a circular configuration of suspended monitors that present different perspectives (high angles and low angles) of various dancers and BMX bikers, who are spinning and moving. The angle of the exhibit design also allows the sound to shower down on the patrons, which is an approach that has only recently been embraced by mainstream cinematic exhibition through the Dolby Atmos system.

It is important to note that Gladwell also reconfigured the pacing of his images and sounds in some pieces, slowing them down to near stillness. In this way, temporality plays an essential role in disrupting the norms of perception. By slowing down the sounds and images of skateboarders or BMX riders as they move through various environments, Gladwell establishes an observant synchronization that is purposefully self-aware. The dreamlike behavior of the images and soundtrack that result creates a sense of floating and establishes a thematic undercurrent of free spirited movement. It captures the robust, vibrant, and carefree attitude of youth. The camera work and the sound design provide access into the state of being of the subjects, rather than presenting a singular narrative logic or intent. It is akin to an observation of the performance of a single note in a much larger composition. Douglas Kahn noted that John Cage offered a similar approach in his experimental music by combining “sustained sounds” or “repeated sounds with loudness and amplification” so that audiences could experience “features of sound masked in a momentary or singular incidence of sound” (Kahn 2001, 232). The approach achieved a hypnotic sustain through temporal manipulation. “By subjecting the sounds completely to time … to hold them still within time,” Cage believed that various new and unexpected “acoustical intricacies might be perceived” (Kahn 2001, 232). Similarly, Gladwell oscillates perceptions of reality by questioning speed and movement in this simulated environment. He is playing not only with the formal design of audiovisual art but also with the notion of play itself, inviting patrons into the arena of performance and movement. For some, it is a call to the memories of youth.



A Final Sounding: Isolation or Modulation?

The various screen-based installation pieces cited in this chapter reveal both the opportunities and challenges that sound can present for museums and gallery spaces as well as patrons. Unlike cinematic venues, screen-based installations are always site-specific with relatively few standards beyond those of the institutional guidelines or curatorial mandates. However, as in the history of mainstream cinema, individual artists have emerged as guiding forces in the pursuit of specific quality-control measures for sound and image presentation in these environments. Shaun Gladwell is perhaps the best example of this trend. He represents a new wave of audiovisual artists conversant in the technologies of both formal design and presentation. In addition, Gladwell, like so many other contemporary artists working in the field, is keenly aware of the social and cultural significance of sound for a generation of audiophiles raised on iPods and streaming music services. It is understood that sound instigates a performance not only for subjects on-screen but also for the patrons in museum spaces as well. They are ready to reconsider challenges to image and sound hierarchies, synchronization standards, and image and sound synthesis as avenues to new subjective and perceptual understandings. But, at times, they pursue this aim almost to a fault by bringing their own “ear gear” (headphones) to program their own soundtracks or by checking out mobile devices from institutions that provide indexed commentary, music, and synchronized audio effects cued to site maps or streaming video. I would argue that these approaches represent somewhat of a step backward for sound in museums. Too often in the past, the fallback exhibition standard for audiovisual presentation with sound in galleries has been a monitor and sets of communal ear gear tethered to a wall. Both social and technical problems arise from this approach; the social aspects revolve around sanitation of the devices, while reliability and volume levels are key technical concerns. Too often, museums do not check to see if “ear gear” is even functioning after repeated use day-after-day leaving many works unintentionally silent.

More importantly, the reliance on “ear gear” breaks down the social dimension between sound art and the community of listeners who, as John Cage reminds us, provide part of the soundtrack. As Brandon LaBelle notes:

Sound is produced and inflected not only by the materiality of space but also by the presence of others, by a body there, another there, and another over there. Thus, the acoustical event is also a social one: in multiplying and expanding space, sound necessarily generates listeners and a multiplicity of acoustical “viewpoints,” adding to the acoustical event the operation of sociality. (2006, x)

Headphones and mobile devices too often isolate patrons. By relegating audiovisual pieces to be experienced exclusively through “ear gear,” something is lost: specifically, the social nature of art, the sounds of physical movement through space, the verbal navigation around other patrons (social pleasantries), and, most importantly, the conversations about art and sound. In addition, digital docents too often hijack the experience to provide a narrative about the art, an aim that many of the audiovisual pieces like the ones detailed in this chapter are actively attempting to reject. Despite the challenges that sound design and technology present to museums, artists, and patrons alike, perhaps a retro-approach to listening is needed. I would advocate one that considers sound as a unique art event—provocative, challenging, and yet impermanent. In their deployment and performance, these sound events can be shared collectively with the aim of resonating long after the initial encounter ends. In the sustain of these ephemeral encounters, sound as an artistic medium can continue to modulate the imagination, and the dialogue between art and memory can continue and be heard.




Note

1. Tracing the Decay of Fiction has been exhibited in gallery spaces in various cities such as Los Angeles, San Francisco, Philadelphia, Barcelona, Mexico City, Berlin, Karlsruhe, Helsinki, Tokyo, Montreal, and Rotterdam; but is also available in DVD-ROM form. This dual purposing is significant in terms of audiovisual art migrating from museums to mobile devices like laptops because each exhibition platform alters both the sonic and social experience of the work.
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chapter 28

Cinema as Social Knowledge

The Case of the Beatles in the Studio

François Ribac



Introduction: The Beatles at Abbey Road as a New Paradigm

It has been generally accepted that the Beatles and their team invented a new way of producing music at Abbey Road Studios1. In the mid-1960s, they started to compose music and to experiment with multitrack tape recorders in the studio instead of recording songs that had been rehearsed beforehand. Some of their sound and maintenance engineers, such as Norman Smith, Geoff Emerick, Ken Scott, and Ken Townsend, developed a series of new techniques and devices, while their producer, George Martin, in his orchestrations, drew on instruments and sounds that the band did not itself play. Their innovations deeply changed the production of music in recording studios, the norms of popular music, and, more generally, the functioning of the music industry. The recording process became a decisive part of artistic creativity, even for musical genres outside of rock. If the Brill Building2 had influenced the Beatles in many ways, its division of labor was partly obsolete. Far beyond the Anglo-American musical business, rock music (and often bands) became the dominant paradigm of popular music by the end of the sixties. With the advent of hip hop in the 1970s, and house music and the dissemination of the home studio in the 1980s, the Beatles’ techniques spread even more. Nowadays, popular music usually means making music with sound samples, machines, and effects, following a timeline similar to the Beatles’ techniques. But however accurate this storytelling may be, it has (at least) two disadvantages: first, it explains these metamorphoses through the genius of a team and the magic of a place (Abbey Road Studios) and neglects the intake of other bands like The Mothers of Invention or The Beach Boys or record producers like as Phil Spector or George “Shadow” Morton3; and, second, it considers the Beatles’ innovations only through the lens of recording production and popular music studies. In this chapter, I would rather highlight a social fact that culturally promoted the innovations at Abbey Road and influenced the Beatles: the cinema. This influence will be shown in at least two ways: on the one hand, the methods and temporality of the cinema, its conventions, its different types of craftsmanship, and even its use of division of labor inspired the Beatles team; and, on the other hand, cinema also caught the attention of British teenagers born in the forties, particularly American movies with rock and roll acts. Hence, the conventions of cinema introduced the Beatles and their contemporaries to a nonnaturalistic use of sound. Of course, other factors such as radio, the distribution of Dansette turntables, and the generational gap made the advent of the Beatles’ techniques possible, but, in highlighting the influence of the cinema on the Beatles and their sound, I would like to emphasize the materiality of sound imagination and to consider the Beatles’ innovations as a social process, paying attention to tacit knowledge.

There are (literally) countless works devoted to the Beatles, to their history and influences, and to their legacy. As far as concerns studies of the band’s work in the studio, researchers can draw, on the one hand, on the memories of the protagonists who were directly involved and, on the other, on (semi-)academic works.

The testimonies are of course an extremely rich resource, first and foremost among them the autobiography of George Martin, the band’s producer and head of A&R at Parlophone, to which he recruited the Beatles. In his memoirs (Martin and Hornsby 1979), Martin describes the metamorphosis that took place over the course of a few years at Abbey Road. The book describes the constant improvement of the quality of Lennon and McCartney’s compositions, the rivalry that pushed them to surpass themselves, the contribution of Martin’s orchestrations, the band’s growing readiness to experiment, and the process by which he was made to relinquish his power at precisely the time when his contribution to the band’s sound was becoming more and more flagrant. Martin does not forget to mention the prowess of the technical team that was constantly testing new procedures, cobbling together new tools (a number of which have since become standard items), and responding to the string of challenges set to them by the producer and the musicians: inventing the direct injection box (DI) that can replace the microphone that is usually set up in front of the guitar’s amp, slaving and synchronizing the motors of two four-track tape recorders to get eight tracks, and so forth. This process, the protagonists involved, and the tools and instruments used have been meticulously recorded by Babiuk (2002) and Ryan and Kehew (2008). The testimonies of the sound engineers at Abbey Road are also extremely useful. Thus, Geoff Emerick (Emerick and Massey 2006, 12–14) describes how, during his first recording session as chief sound engineer, he suddenly had the idea of placing the microphones directly in front of the drum kit, and not at a certain distance, as was the usual practice. Thanks to this close-up effect, the toms in Ringo’s drum kit pulsate in a completely new way in the introduction to the piece “Tomorrow Never Knows,” from the album Revolver (1966). As for Ken Scott (another engineer), he perfectly describes how sound experimentation was intensified during the White Album sessions. Generally speaking, his testimony gives a good picture of the fundamentally collective dimension of this venture (Scott and Owsinski 2012, 20–82). The documentary Anthology (the Beatles 1995), (Wonfor and Smeaton 1995) and the book bearing the same title (the Beatles 2000), both of which were produced under the control of Harrison, Starr, and McCartney, offer the musicians’ version, and all of these contributions can be cross-examined against the detailed record of the band’s recording sessions made by the Beatles’ “official” historian, Mark Lewisohn (1989).

Based on some of this material, and on other research, the critic MacDonald (1994) has analyzed each piece recorded by the band, Moore (1997), Everett (1999, 2001), Julien (2009), Womack and Davis (2006), and Pedler (2010) have put forward musicological, analytical, sociological, and cultural analyses of the Beatles “revolution,” and Zak (2001) and Moylan (2006) have reflected on the band’s contribution to musical production, while Southal (1982) and Massey (2015) have documented the history of Abbey Road and of English rock studios.

Generally, these major bodies of work are devoted to reconstructing the various players, interactions, objects, and technologies that enabled the Beatles’ music to be produced. They often use three paradigms of analysis:



• The technological paradigm, according to which Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band was made possible by the advent of multitrack and rerecording.


• The individual paradigm, according to which the glory of the Beatles can be explained by the genius of the band members, and in particular of McCartney, and by the inventiveness of their sound engineers and the audacity of their producer.


• The historicist paradigm (which often combines the two previous ones), according to which the Beatles moment was the result of a continuous development in rock music and technology.




In addition, many of these works attempt to contextualize the Beatles’ music and innovations, either within the history of musical production and recording studios or within the history of ideas and societies.

While I do not want to call into question the importance and relevance of these various approaches, I would like to show that it is also possible to examine the Beatles’ studio work by referring to a space other than that of (popular) music—in this case, cinema. This will lead me first to listing the various structures through which cinema and its conventions can have had an influence on the Beatles. I will then compare the methods employed in Abbey Road to those used in cinema. And, finally, I will reflect on the contours of these transfers of knowledge and what theoretical consequences can be drawn from them.


Talking Movies

In the mid-1920s, the Hollywood firm Warner Brothers decided to start producing talking movies (talkies). The aim of this gamble was to establish the company as a major player in the economy and production of cinema, and it was based on the conviction that audiences were ready to turn to a new technology and to new types of films. In order to achieve this, Warner acquired the patent for the Vitaphone system designed by Western Electric, the AT&T research laboratory set up by Graham Bell. Using electric motors, this system made it possible to synchronize a phonograph with a film camera during the shoot and with a projector inside movie theaters. This system relied on the principle that the sound was recorded and broadcast using a specific device (a phonograph) and specific media (the discs). In order to impose this major development on the other big Hollywood studios, and to win over the public, Warner developed a global strategy: it invested in research and development (the Vitaphone patent), it acquired a network of movie theaters in the United States in order to be able to distribute its films, and, on the production side, it ensured it had the support of huge stars like the actor John Barrymore for the film Don Juan (Crosland 1926) and the singer Al Jolson in The Jazz Singer (Crosland 1927).

While, in Don Juan, the action was accompanied by a score and a few sound effects, in The Jazz Singer audiences were able to hear the voices of the actors and a series of musical acts.

The film met with immediate success. Other systems for synchronizing sound and image had already been tested and used in the past, but the reliability of the Vitaphone, Warner’s economic, marketing, and artistic strategies, and the success at the box office of its first films gradually forced the entire industry to move into talkies (Bordwell et al. 1985; Crafton 1997; Augros and Kitsopanidou 2009).

However, Warner’s innovation was no tabula rasa. First of all, its new technological attraction did not require the destruction of the cinematographic industry—on the contrary, it relied on its infrastructures, on the distribution circuits that had already been established, and on the existence of a vast audience. Furthermore—and this is a crucial point—the relationship between sound and image had existed before the invention of talkies, both culturally and technologically. Be it in the United States or elsewhere, silent movies were never really silent: musicians and/or vocalists would accompany (and/or announce to passersby) the films as soon as cinema was born. While the music was mostly performed live—by pianists, narrators, singers, and orchestras—phonographs were used at times, or even combined with a live performance. In the early twentieth century, phonoscènes consisted precisely of short musical sketches in which live singers would interpret the tunes that were performed by singers on screen. In other words, if for instance the character of Carmen was singing (silently) on screen, a real singer was singing the aria in question in front of the screen for the audience to hear. Sometimes, some of these vocalists would lip sync what a phonograph was playing behind the screen (see Kracauer 1973; Lastra 2000; Abel and Altman 2001; Pisano 2013). Likewise, films could be accompanied by speakers who would dub the voices of the actors, comment on the action during the screening, and sometimes even play an instrument (see, for instance, the novel from Hofmann 1990 about a “film explainer”; Kember 2013, 17–37; Bottomore 2013, 55–71). In short, the fact of adding music or comments to filmed actions, of superimposing music and dialogues and even synchronizing sounds and images was already familiar to audiences, all the more so given that these practices themselves were borrowed from stage shows and in particular from the world of vaudeville, in which music would accompany the Master of Ceremonies and the various skits he was presenting: dance, mime, theater scenes, comedians, circus, magic, and so on. More generally, a combination of music and talking set the rhythm of domestic life and the public sphere in early twentieth-century North America: sermons were chanted in church, nursery rhymes were recited during children’s games, music was used on markets, in meetings, and so forth.

This cognitive continuity had an industrial counterpart: just as Hollywood had adopted the division of labor that characterized theater, talking movies incorporated preexisting practices, skills and networks, particularly for the production of musicals, which started as early as 1929. The stars, performers, technicians, instrumentalists, and editors were recruited by the companies involved, while the works, history, and mythologies of Broadway comedies and vaudeville provided material for the films. To put it bluntly, Hollywood fobbed off film audiences with warmed-up Broadway shows. (Regarding this continuum between the stage show and cinema industries, see for instance Bordwell et al. 1985; Portes 2004; Singer 2001.)


Sound Editing and Manipulation in Hollywood

When almost all of the film industry decided to move into talkies, a competition started between the Hollywood studios on the one hand, and electrical firms on the other, as to who could best improve sound/image synchronization. As with each new development, the challenge was to create technologies that would appeal to the public, and to impose one’s own technology on the market. As early as the late 1920s, several sound-on-film systems (like the RCA Photophone) ended up supplanting the Vitaphone (sound-on-disk). Based on the principle of recording sound using a picture camera, and then placing the image and sound on the same medium, optical systems were easier to handle, above all when it came to editing. From around 1928 to 1931, the technical teams of electrical firms and the Hollywood studios mainly devoted their efforts to improving live recording systems, particularly in order to reduce noise on sound tracks, and to optimizing image/sound synchronization. In a pioneering article, Lea Jacobs (2012) gives an account of the process by which the manipulation of sound gradually changed its nature; it is her work on the development of rerecording in Hollywood that provides the main basis for the rest of this section.

During the first few years of the production of talkies, live sound recording during the shoot was the norm. Even lip syncing, which became a standard procedure for musicals from 1929, was produced in this way. Performers would thus record their singing and/or tap-dancing routines live on set, and then lip sync with the recordings in front of the cameras (Salt 2009, 209). Likewise, when the dialogue in a sequence was accompanied by music, the actors and musicians were recorded simultaneously during the shoot, which required presetting the sound level of each group before recording, and mixing these sounds live. Similarly, different types of sounds (dialogues, instrumental music, sound effects) were played after each other rather than superimposed on each other. If, for some reason or another, it was necessary to add a sound to a sound sequence that had already been recorded, both elements would be broadcast over loudspeakers and rerecorded live onto a new track. This work was carried out in dubbing studios, small rooms specially designed for this type of “live rerecording.” This preference for live recording was rooted in the restrictions imposed by the equipment available, since numerous technical problems, like the level of noise on the sound tracks and the difficulty of controlling the volume during takes, made it difficult to manipulate sound in postproduction.

However, circa 1931, productions acquired new tools that allowed them to reduce noise and distortion levels, to modulate the volume and equalize the sound, and to use more sensitive and easily transportable microphones, new mix desks, editing tables equipped with viewers, systems that were able to synchronize and manage several sound sources, and filters. The way people thought about sound changed gradually, the use of editing and rerecording was intensified, and more and more time was devoted to these activities during postproduction. Some companies specialized more in editing. The film reel was spliced so that fragments could be inserted into it—using tape—for example in order to replace wrong notes with better ones recorded during an alternate take. The film would alternate between different sound environments by sticking one behind the other and so on. Some teams even put together types of loopers, devices through which a sound sequence was played in a loop in order to create a continuous sonic environment. Other companies (in particular MGM and RKO) displayed their preference for rerecording. Different sounds were mixed together (e.g., ambient sound, a dialogue, and accompanying music), sounds recorded during the shoot were replaced with sound effects that emphasized what the camera was showing (e.g., the engine of a car speeding off), different takes from the same sequence were combined in order to best control and regulate the dynamics of the sound in the scene, and so forth. Jacobs notes that, for the film The Silver Streak (an RKO production from 1934, directed by Tommy Atkins), no fewer than six different tracks were used for the final mix. According to Jacobs (2012, 20), by 1932 all MGM productions used rerecording and favored processing the sound after the shoot. Even if they were recording an orchestra and a singer live, technicians were careful to ensure—in particular by positioning the microphones close to the sources of sound—that each element could be rerecorded later, including in fragments. It also became common practice for vocalists to use headphones to (re-)record some sections of their interpretations after the shoot. As a result, techniques and tools were developed that allowed for the sound to be isolated as much as possible, both on set and during takes in a studio. As early as the mid-1930s, postproduction in the field of sound, and the planning ahead it required, became as crucial as it was for the image, and recording before and after the shoot was increasingly favored. This change went hand in hand with an expansion of the spaces dedicated to sound engineers, with the development of editing tables that allowed the combination and mixing of numerous tracks, and with the specialization of technicians working with sound: editors, mixers, boom operators, Foley artists, sound library managers, and copyists, for example.

While a portion of these practices were aimed at heightening the realism of the onscreen action, others strayed away from this goal. During postproduction, editors started to insert acoustic perspectives that did not necessarily correspond to the framing of the image: hearing the voice of a character up close despite them being filmed at several meters’ distance, adding in music during a dialogue or a scene without dialogue, replacing the sound of a piano played by an actor with that of an orchestra as early as the second verse of the song, and so on. By freeing themselves from the diktat of live recording and real time, Hollywood producers, directors, composers, and technical teams created a new imaginative sonic universe and developed ad hoc techniques (rerecording and editing) and tools in order to support these practices. We should note that this change coincided more or less with the adoption by most Hollywood majors of the producer unit system (Bordwell et al. 1985, 320), an organizational method characterized by the fact that small production units were entrusted with the management of a package of films, and which led to much emphasis being placed, in particular, on preproduction and on using very detailed scripts in order to anticipate which tasks would need to be carried out, what skills would be needed, and how to plan the work schedule. We might put forward the hypothesi, that this way of organizing production, which was more flexible and certainly less centralized than the one that dominated in the twenties, promoted the creativity of technical and artistic teams as far as sound was concerned.

As Jacobs notes (2012, 6), this new relationship to sound nevertheless remained limited to the cinematographic field and was barely echoed in the professional world of broadcasting or in the nascent musical industry. In fact, it was only with the introduction of the tape recorder in the United States after World War II that the use of editing became widespread among North American radio stations (in particular at the instigation of Bing Crosby), and then with the boom of rock and roll in the mid-1950s that the artistic and technical teams at record companies started to break away from the diktat of live recording and made increasing use of rerecording, editing, and “nonrealistic” sound effects (see Crosby and Martin [1951] 2003, 151–153). As a result, it does not seem possible to establish any direct line of descent between the rerecording techniques developed in Hollywood in the 1930s and the productions of Phil Spector or George “Shadow” Morton in the United States in the early 1960s and then, a few years later, those of the Beatles team in the United Kingdom. In a similar vein, while the technological principle on which the sampler is based was already foreshadowed by the looper of Hollywood studios, the world nevertheless had to “wait” for the early 1970s and the appearance of rap for the looping of a sample to become a generalized practice and the trademark of a particular musical genre.

In this process, the following questions arise: How did Hollywood sound conventions and rerecording techniques spread to other areas? In what ways they were disseminated? It seems, in fact, that it was first and foremost the films themselves that carried out a large part of this work.



The Frames of the Talkie Experience

Throughout the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s, the Hollywood talkies naturalized their sonic conventions all over the world, all the more so given that other national film industries in turn adopted them. Let us take one example of these conventions.

The Western High Noon (Zimmermann 1952) opens with a shot of a cowboy rising upon suddenly seeing a horseman approach. Once this latter character has joined him, the film’s opening credits start, at the same time as we hear the song “Do Not Forsake Me, Oh My Darling” sung off-screen by Tex Ritter. While the title of the film, the names of the actors, screenwriter, producer, and composer (Dimitri Tiomkin) are scrolling down the screen, the two actors are shot in a close-up. But we do not hear what they are saying to each other, no more than their movements through the grass or those of their horses—just the song. As we will discover over the course of the story, its lyrics (by Ned Washington) evoke the inwardness of the main character who is played by Gary Cooper, an example being: “I do not know what fate awaits me. I only know I must be brave.”

Let us take another example: Dial M for Murder, by Alfred Hitchcock (1954). In one of the film’s central scenes, Grace Kelly receives a phone call in the middle of the night. She walks over to the telephone, and at the moment when she picks up the receiver, a harrowing and dissonant music starts to play. Grace Kelly obstinately repeats: “Hello? Hello? Hello?” but her caller remains silent. Of course, the symphonic orchestra playing the score by Dimitri Tiomkin is not sitting in the apartment in which the scene takes place. This nondiegetic music serves to intensify the sense of suspense and to warn the audience that a mortal danger is threatening the actress. And indeed, a man hidden behind a curtain silently creeps up to Grace Kelly and seizes her from behind in order to strangle her. The cries and convulsions of the actress then combine with the flourishes of the music. When Kelly grabs a pair of scissors that are lying on the table and plants them in her attacker’s back, her gesture is amplified by a fortissimo from the orchestra, which returns with each of the man’s spasms and accompanies him as he falls to the ground. Then, the volume of the music is sharply reduced in order to allow us to listen to the telephone conversation that starts at last between Grace Kelly and her caller (a possible accomplice to this murder attempt?). But this is not all. If we listen closely to the soundtrack of this scene, we also realize that all of Grace Kelly’s movements are strongly amplified, in the same way as the volume of her voice does not diminish as the camera moves away from her.

Why does no spectator of a film protest during or after the screening to point out that it is rare (or even inconceivable) for a symphonic orchestra to suddenly start playing dissonant chords during a tussle in an apartment? Why do we accept—and why have we been accepting for a long time—that we do not hear the sounds produced by the protagonists of an action that we are being shown in close-up, but rather a song accompanied by credits? The answer is simple. These conventions were naturalized for audiences a long time ago, they are an integral part of the cinematographic vocabulary, both for those who produce films and for those who consume them. But is this to say that these conventions have become so self-evident that, once we have accepted them, one might say they disappear from our first level of consciousness as spectators? Yes, in that we do not necessarily perceive them, and no, in that we know perfectly well how to identify them and are aware that they are conventions. In Frame Analysis: An Essay on the Organization of Experience, Erving Goffman explains this paradox of the spectator very well (1986, 123–155). When Hamlet dies on the stage of a theater, we can be moved to tears just as though he were dying in front of us, and yet we know that it is in fact an actor interpreting a role, and that he is not really dying. We appreciate, we evaluate the way in which he simulates the fact of dying, and we identify with the character. Likewise, when a piece of music accompanies a murder attempt in a film, it is just as integrated to our perception and is quasi “invisible,” as much as it can be the object of our attention and be appreciated as such. Goffman’s theatrical metaphor brilliantly demonstrates that we are used to living within several frames of experience, to swinging from one to the other, even to distinguishing them from each other. The sonic vocabulary of talking movies has become just as much a tacit element of our perception as an explicit attraction.


Cinema as Teacher and Cultural Messenger

The two films that I have mentioned were presented to the public in 1952 and 1954 and both were exported outside of the United States. I do not know whether John Lennon (who was born in 1940) or Paul McCartney (born in 1942) saw screenings of these films or not, but one thing that is certain is that, just like thousands of other young English boys and girls, their childhood and adolescence were marked by this form of cinema, its narrations and its sonic conventions: simultaneously mixing together different music and sounds, using noises and sounds in a nonrealistic manner, using a voice-over during a sequence, simulating different types of space and combining them with each other, perceiving sounds as though you were hearing them close up (mouth sounds, whispered words, cars, etc.), and strongly amplifying some sounds to highlight a particular effect (fights, storms, etc.). In other words, the Beatles team was shaped by these sonic vocabularies; it learned to view them as normal and even to identify and evaluate them.

In the biographies of the Beatles by Hunter Davies (2009) and Mark Lewisohn (2013), as in several other works, we realize that John, Paul, George, Stuart Sutcliffe (the band’s first bass player), and Ringo spent a significant part of their childhood and adolescence in the cinemas of Liverpool (see O’Donnell 1996; Miles 1997; Stark 2005; Frontani 2007). They first went there with their parents, then alone or with friends, and then with their respective girlfriends; cartoons, comedy sketch films, American action movies or comedies, musicals (Bing Crosby, Sinatra, etc.) filled their imaginations. In the mid-fifties, they discovered Marlon Brando and James Dean and, in 1956, one of the first incarnations of American rock and roll: Bill Haley and his Comets interpreting the song “Rock Around the Clock” off-screen in the credits of Blackboard Jungle (Brooks 1955).


Haley was about to become the first American rock star to play Britain. His nationwide tour of one-night stands, a Lew & Leslie Grade promotion, was heading to Liverpool on February 20 (1957), playing two houses on stage at the Odeon Cinema. Having thrilled to “Rock Around the Clock” Paul McCartney was desperate to see him. As George Harrison would reflect, “When Bill Haley came to Liverpool I couldn’t afford a ticket. It was fifteen shillings, a lot of money for a schoolboy. I often wondered where Paul got his fifteen shillings from, because he got to see him.

(Lewisohn 2013, 146)

(Rock) cinema even had a role to play in how John Lennon and Paul McCartney met. During a television program called Chaos and Creation at Abbey Road (Hilton 2005), that was broadcast on BBC Two on December 17, 2005, McCartney described how he had been recruited into Lennon’s band after having played Eddie Cochran’s song “Twenty Flight Rock” (Fairchild/Cochran). More precisely, the version that was recorded for the film The Girl Can’t Help It (Tashlin 1956), which preceded the version that came out as a single in 1957. In the same film, audiences could also watch and listen to Gene Vincent, Little Richard, Fats Domino, and The Platters, among others—that is, a number of the Beatles’ idols. Paul loved the film so much that he interrupted the recording of “Birthday” (a song from the White Album, 1968) so that Chris Thomas—George Martin’s assistant—could watch it on television (Scott and Owsinski 2012, 56). As the reader will have understood, the Beatles’ love of American rock and roll was not based solely on records and radio programs, but also on musical films that transported and performed this music, its protagonists, its conventions, its representations in the public sphere. In Jailhouse Rock (Thorpe 1957), they learned, by watching Elvis, how to behave in a recording studio:

All of them—Starkey, Lennon, McCartney and Harrison—went to see Jailhouse Rock when it played the huge Forum cinema in Liverpool city center at the end of March. Elvis’s film character was bad boy Vince Everett. … When Everett cuts the first song for his own label, Laurel Records, the producer in the booth says, “Laurel 101, Take 1!” and points the “go” finger, everyone plays great together in one room, and after two minutes the picture dissolves to Everett and a glamour gal packing 45s into mailing cartons.  (Lewisohn 2013, 225)

Soon, rock films were multiplying and constituted another material from which the band certainly drew part of its identity:

One film they saw together was Violent Playground (Dearden 1958), the juvenile delinquency drama shot in Liverpool in summer 1957 and which opened there the following March. The main character was Johnny and one of the screen lines was “What’s it tonight, Johnny?” This was grabbed by John, Paul and George and, over time, became bastardized into “Where we going, Johnny?” spoken with an exaggerated American whine. It was their catchphrase, voiced not only when they were wondering where to go, but at any time, in any circumstance.  (Lewisohn 2013, 228)

According to John himself, cinema provided them with their model of masculinity:

Not only did we dress like James Dean and walk around like that (…) but we acted out those cinematic charades. The he-man was supposed to smack a girl across the face, make her succumb in tears and then make love. Most of the guys I knew in Liverpool thought that’s how you do it.  (Lewisohn 2013, 276)

And, in fact, rock and roll films did teach John and Paul and the rest of their generation how to behave, hold themselves, dress, be boys, hold their guitars on stage, behave in a recording studio, be a “real” rock musician.

They also watched a short film entitled The Running Jumping & Standing Still Film (Lester and Sellers 1959) together, in which Peter Sellers and Bruce Lacey indulge in all sorts of eccentric behavior. They loved this film so much that they asked for its director, Richard Lester, to direct their first feature film, A Hard Day’s Night (1964). In fact, the Beatles never broke off their connection to the medium of cinema. When Beatlemania stopped them from going to public spaces in London (or anywhere else), Paul and Ringo bought projectors that they had installed at home. As Paul said:

It was a showbizzy thing which came from more the Hampstead crowd. You’d rent a movie from a movie house and you’d have an evening for your children, “We’re showing Jason and the Argonauts tonight.” Ringo used to do it a lot, every night he’d just hire a movie. … I liked it, it was very liberating.  (Miles 1997, 238)

We also find explicit references to cinema, and in particular to the North American musicals that colored their youth, in the Beatles’ work itself. Thus, in a scene from the film Magical Mystery Tour (1967) that was directed by the band itself with the help of Bernard Knowles, Lennon hums Irving Berlin’s famous song “There’s No Business Like Show Business,” the title song from the musical Annie Get Your Gun (Sidney 1950). In their film, the four Beatles walk down a staircase dressed in white tailcoats, while we hear the song “Your Mother Should Know” playing off-screen. The scene gently parodies chorus lines, the lined-up and synchronized groups of female dancers that appear in many Broadway and Hollywood musicals. Another interesting aspect of this sequence is that the band is not trying to make us believe that it is interpreting what we are hearing live. As in several musical sequences in A Hard Day’s Night, Help (Lester 1965), and promotional films produced in 1966 for the BBC (in particular the song “Rain,” which was directed by Michael Lindsay-Hogg), performance is dissociated from song and vice versa (Ribac and Conte 2011; Ribac 2013, 2014).

In 1968, when the band’s music was in its most experimental phase and would hardly have been performable live, George Martin explicitly drew a comparison between the band and producer’s work in the studio and the work of cinema when he announced to two journalists from The Times: “Until recently, the aim has been to reproduce sounds as realistically as possible. Now we are working with pure sound. We are building sound pictures” (Porterfield and Birnbaum 1967, quoted in Frontani 2007, 167).

During the same period, Paul (Miles 1997, 280–284), on the one hand, and John and Yoko, on the other, directed experimental films and socialized with several avant-garde as well as more mainstream filmmakers. I could mention many other examples of this constant presence of cinema that repeatedly appears in biographies of the Beatles and in their music and films. As a result, I believe that we can reasonably consider that, in parallel to their discographic models, the sonic conventions of cinema constituted one of the bases that influenced all of the Beatles team, allowing it to infringe some of the rules of sound recording that were applied in Abbey Road, and to invent their own way of producing music.


Recorded Media as Instructors

Let us examine in more detail how recorded media—records and films—were the main instructors of the Beatles and their generation.

Many works devoted to the Beatles’ work in the studio—in particular those of MacDonald (1994) and Babiuk (2002)—mention that, from the time they started recording at Abbey Road in 1962, the members of the band surprised the sound engineers because they would constantly refer to recorded pieces to explain what they were trying to achieve: the reverb applied to the voice track in a Carl Perkins piece, an unexpected sound effect heard in a Phil Spector production, and so on. In other words, recorded music was what constituted their repertoire of references and what shaped their musical imaginations (see also Green 2001; Ribac 2004). This is a first clue.

In a pioneering text, Bennett (1980) has provided an account of a survey he conducted in the United States and in France in the 1970s into how teenagers learned to play rock music, and in particular how they would use records as their instructors. Bennett’s survey shows us that young musicians who had never had a formal lesson on their instrument, or even been part of a rock band, were nevertheless able to reproduce Frank Zappa’s solos note for note. Alone in their rooms with their favorite records, these apprentices not only learned to play specific pieces on their instruments but also were initiated into the vocabulary and styles of rock records; the electronic processing of the instruments and voices, the circulation of instruments within the stereophonic space, the use and dosage of reverb, the various layers of the mix, and so forth—in short, all of the sonic conventions of recorded rock music. In order to define this process of incorporation and the consequences that it had, Bennett has suggested the concept of recording consciousness (126–129): a constant immersion in recorded music leads rock musicians to develop a familiarity with the conventions of recording, studio production methods, amplification tools, and electric instruments. And, as it happens, it is precisely in this way, by immersing themselves in rock and roll records at home, that the Beatles learned to play and that they explicitly and implicitly understood the uses and potential of the recording studio. By the time they started playing together, they had already acquired the basics of rock music, and were familiar—even if they were still novices—with the techniques and conventions of studio rock. The essential point to be taken from Bennett’s analysis is to consider that media distribute not just works but also the knowledge that is connected to these works. To put it differently, this knowledge is disseminated throughout the social world by means of devices and repertoires. Any person who passionately engages with these repertoires naturalizes their conventions just as much as they learn to appreciate them. In so doing, and to put it in Goffman’s terms, new frames of experience are added—explicitly and implicitly—to those that had already been identified. Basing ourselves on Bennett’s contribution, and given the spread and impact of Hollywood production and rock cinema in Great Britain in the years following World War II and the immersion of the Beatles in its repertoires, we can without any doubt put forward the idea that the vocabulary and norms of the talkies had an impact on the Beatles and their generation, and even that this impact was comparable to that of rock music records. This point seems all the more plausible if we consider the fact that the Beatles generation also encountered rock music via the cinema.

To summarize, I am contending that a kind of “cinema consciousness,” a knowledge that was at once diffuse, conscious, and collective, made the Beatles team familiar with the sonic vocabularies, conventions, and norms of cinema. the Beatles did not learn how sound was used in the cinema in a school but in the same way as we learn to speak, to walk, to distinguish one object from another, or one instrument from another: their initiation took place through a constant immersion in the world of moving images and sound effects. The cinema—that is, the films themselves—transmitted a certain collective tacit knowledge to them (Collins 2010, 86–137). But before returning to this point in my conclusion, I would first like to show that cinema can also be used comparatively in order to better understand what happened at Abbey Road.


Understanding the Beatles’ Productions Thanks to Cinema

When the Beatles started to record for the EMI label, they would play songs to George Martin, who would select the ones that seemed the best to him, and then the band would record them live. In 1965, the song “Yesterday” was orchestrated by Martin with a string quartet and recorded with just Paul, his guitar, and the quartet. Many historians, and Martin himself, view this event as a kind of turning point, the moment when a sound texture that the band was not able to produce itself entered into its repertoire. From one album to the next, the orchestrations became more and more diversified, and many sounds were imported into the songs: real sounds recorded outside, feedbacks, sounds from the radio or from magnetic tape that had been cut up and played backward, snatches of conversation, animals, classical instruments, orchestras, choirs, sound recordings carried out in unusual locations—the list would be very long if it had to be exhaustive. All of this sound poetry is very well documented and—quite rightly—delights listeners and is the trademark of the Beatles’ psychedelic period.

Another, no less important change occurred at roughly the same time: multitrack tape recorders became partners to the team in their own right. People played with machines where other players and sonic effects were embodied. The band or some of its members started to enter into dialogues with tracks that had already been recorded. In the language of actor-network theory, we would say that different types of actants were (are) working together (Akrich et al. 2006). It is thus patently clear that McCartney developed his melodic style on the electric bass by improvising for hours with accompaniments that had been recorded onto tape. And this is the point that should hold our attention. Similarly, to certain musical sequences of the short and feature-length films made by the Beatles and mentioned previously, studio recording stopped being mainly the recording of a live performance—the band freed itself from the constraints of performing in real time. Sound became a material that was recorded in order to rework it and not something that was captured because it was already there. Of course, this did not mean that the performance disappeared: the Beatles continued to record (parts of their) songs all together or individually—but they focused more and more on the postproduction work, on rerecording, and on editing. One often reads that certain pieces from Sgt. Pepper or Magical Mystery Tour (the LP) could not be performed in concert because the technical equipment of the late 1960s, and in particular the PA systems, did not allow for it. I believe above all that these pieces could not be performed live because they were made in the way one makes a film. To be precise, the transition that took place at Abbey Road is reminiscent in more ways than one of what happened in between 1928 and 1933 during the transition from silent to talking movies, when the sounds recorded live on set were increasingly replaced (or completed) by sounds recorded in a studio before and after the shoot, when rerecording and editing were established as essential practices.

The convergence is also patently clear as far as space management is concerned. Just as at MGM, the Abbey Road studios were increasingly insulated with partitions and screens in order to control reflections, Ringo’s bass drum was filled with towels (a practice which is now almost universal) to limit its resonance, the microphones were placed closer to the instruments in order to cancel out the acoustics of the rooms. Just as in Hollywood, new tools were designed and existing objects were modified in order to best control the audio signal. The recorded sounds were increasingly directly put through the electric networks in order to blend, compress, and mix them, to slow them down or speed them up, to make them move from right to left (once stereo was adopted), to regulate their pitch and volume, and to make them resonate through mechanical reverbs that allowed one to modulate the partitions and reflections of a virtual room. In short, in order to better process sound, people endeavored to decontextualize it. Sound engineers and their machines took on an increasingly central role in the creative process before, during, and after the recorded performance. Just as at MGM, the issue was less to produce pure abstractions—the only truly electroacoustic piece that the Beatles produced, “Number 9” (The White Album), is an exception—than to bring into play new techniques and sounds in order to create great songs. Even the division of labor that was established at Abbey Road seems comparable to that of the Hollywood studios: a producer/creator à la Arthur Freed,4 creative and innovative teams of technicians, and perfectionist artists collaborating in a building devoted to production and within which other teams from the same label were simultaneously working on other projects. Similarly, the autonomy enjoyed by George Martin and the Parlophone label that he was managing within EMI (Martin and Hornsby 1979), which was mainly devoted to classical music, are reminiscent of the workings of the producer unit system, which was more autonomous, and more favorable to technical and artistic experimentation, than the systems that preceded it.

Nevertheless, while the transition toward talkies has many points in common with the one that occurred between the albums Please Please Me (1963) and Revolver (1966) and most of the ones that followed, their time frames are considerably different. In mid-1930s Hollywood, the boom of rerecording and postproduction was accompanied by intensive upstream-planning in order particularly to predict and budget for the sound work. In contrast, the metamorphosis of the Beatles into a studio band coincided with their progressive neglect of preparation work, and ultimately the near-total abandonment of rehearsals prior to recording. This started with Revolver, when they stopped playing live, and became more pronounced with Sgt. Pepper, Magical Mystery Tour, and The White Album. The band members would often turn up to the studio with fragments of ideas, a series of chords, a bit of text, a riff, and would then start to work with the team on shaping them. It could sometimes be the case that the producer/arranger would work on an orchestration and record it without musicians, without the composer of the song or the band hearing it beforehand. Fragments of songs were combined with others, dovetailed into each other, or had all sorts of elements added to them. In addition, the sessions would finish later and later, the band members might come to the studio one after the other without crossing paths, many songs were recorded in several different versions, which were then compared and from which particular sequences might be mixed together. In fact, work started in the studio in front of the microphones, usually without any established plan, no predefined set of instruments, and without any real work schedule.

These ways of working were not limited just to the Beatles and pop music. If we examine the production of films such as Otto e Mezzo (Fellini 1963), Blow Up (Antonioni 1966) and Le mépris (Godard 1963) we can observe a certain convergence. Indeed, these filmmakers (and a few others) started at roughly the same time to shoot films with few scripted elements and sometimes even none at all (Jousse and Ribac 2003). At times, the actors would not even know the subject of the film or even the characters that they were meant to be playing. Dialogues, shooting locations, situations, sometimes even the construction of the sets could be decided on as the shoot went along, depending on what had been produced on previous days. Why was this the case? Because the film was constructed at least as much during the shoot as during postproduction (editing, sound effects, composition and recording of the film music, visual effects, mixing, matching). Thus, Fellini would have his actors record the dialogues of the film after the shoot. In other words, the performances of the actors and everything that was recorded by the operators’ cameras and the sound engineers’ microphones served as materials with which to make the film. It was by manipulating the reel in the editing room, by testing different options, by adding in and combining music and sounds that the narrative was gradually constructed. This narrative was the result of the overall process, more than it was illustrated by the film.

The striking thing here is that these ways of working developed at roughly the same time in pop music and cinema, that they were consented to by the companies that were financing them, and that they were often well received, and sometimes even celebrated, by the public and the press. It is clear that some filmmakers and musicians knew each other, and even sometimes worked together. During the Swinging London period, rock bands and artists collaborated with filmmakers on types of “open movies” like Up the Junction (Collinson 1968) with the band Manfred Mann, One + One (Godard 1968), in which we see and hear The Rolling Stones compose in a recording studio, and Blow Up, to name but a few. I have also already mentioned that McCartney, on the one hand, and Lennon and Yoko Ono, on the other, were themselves directing experimental short movies during the same period. However, what seems to be most significant to me about this convergence is above all that comparable methods started to be experimented with, and then became common practice in the early and mid-1960s, within two relatively distinct professional spheres: the attention to chance (as the photographer in Blow Up who discovers a murder scene when he develops a photo in his laboratory), improvisation, and postproduction work became essential moments in production—with the consent of the companies and, of course, the public. What this convergence between music and cinema tells us is that segments of European society were thinking and producing in parallel, and that ideas and ways of working were shared by people and social groups that were not necessarily in contact with each other and were living and working in different countries.


The Beatles, Their Sound(s), and Their Imagination

Let us return once more to Emerick’s memoirs, when he tells the story of how, by positioning a microphone in front of Ringo’s drum kit, he made a decisive contribution to the sound of the album Revolver. The striking thing about this anecdote, whether it is true or not, is that Emerick’s gesture is so unusual if we consider the world within which it was made. But if we examine this gesture within the overall history of recording, it is clear that film sound engineers were already positioning microphones right in front of instruments, voices, and all sorts of sound sources and had been doing so since the early 1930s. Likewise, thanks to optical systems, rerecording and editing were technically sophisticated and in use from the 1930s in Hollywood. However, the Abbey Road technicians used other types of tape recorders and cobbled together other systems to synchronize several tracks at the time of Sgt. Pepper.

It is therefore patently clear that it is perfectly possible for practices to develop within a given professional sphere without them being practiced in other spheres. People did indeed position the microphones right in front of the instruments when they were recording a big band and Frank Sinatra in the 1940s, but when they moved onto the mix, they endeavored to recreate the acoustics of a concert (for Sinatra in recording studios, see Granata 1999). With the exception of voice tracks, a close-up for instruments only became common currency from the moment when rock music and its norms were established in the public sphere and in recording studios, following the Beatles’ records.

To conclude, we might ask ourselves once more how it was that the Beatles team came to break with the rules and norms that applied to their professional environment.

The first, well-documented answer is that the studio sessions from the Beatles’ psychedelic period involved experimenting in all directions, and in particular doing whatever you should not normally do. In the same way that they took drugs to see what effect they had, they positioned the microphones differently to listen to the difference it made.

The second answer is that young musicians or sound engineers were all the more able to “liberate” themselves from naturalistic norms for not having been very much exposed to them. Amateurs often perceive things that professionals do not see or hear, or even refuse to consider.

The third “explanation” is that the Beatles team at Abbey Road made use of what it had learned tacitly through radio and cinema and that it transformed a social knowledge into a local, singular practice. Generally, the tacit dimension is most often viewed as something untranslatable. For example, Polanyi (1983) defines as tacit that which refers to immanent rules to which we cannot consciously agree. In other bodies of work, specific skills are referred to as tacit if they are not verbally expressible, and are therefore difficult to transmit to other people (see for instance, Lawrence [1985] on medical practices). When we talk about tacit knowledge, we also often refer to individual learning. Now, for Harry Collins (2010, 83–137), tacit knowledge is the most important, the most crucial medium—that which we acquire through society. Let us take one of Collins’s favorite examples. If a human being who has never lived in society finds a bicycle in the desert, it is very unlikely that he will understand how to use it. Indeed, there has to be an interaction between individuals and the social world for them to know what the objects that surround them are for, and what conventions are attached to them. And most of the time, you know that a bicycle is used to move around before you are even told it. Conversely, objects—which condense practices and knowledge—(in)form us. This is in fact precisely what Bennet shows, namely that intensive contact with works—with records, with films—tacitly teaches us how they are produced, what material logics they involve, how they are organized. By imitating, loving, and playing these repertoires, we become familiar with their conventions. In addition, as Goffman has explained to us with the example of Hamlet’s death on stage, I am able to detect and even to evaluate the different frames within which my experience is taking place; I perceive the conventions that allow human beings to interact with each other, to feel emotions, to issue judgments.

Nourished by films, by rock and roll and Motown records and by the Brill Building, where sound was already treated as an artifice and experiments with rerecording were carried out, the Beatles, as fans and fine analysts of these repertoires, and those that worked alongside them introduced the cinematographic dimension into music production and popular music along with the dimension of sound composition in film. They did not transpose cinema into pop music, but rather independently (re)discovered practices and even technical procedures that were comparable to those that the talkies had developed thirty years earlier in the United States. The cinema was thus their bicycle, or at least one of the vectors that allowed them to imagine a new world. And it is therefore through the intervention of amateurs, of outsiders from Liverpool, that the sonic conventions and production methods of cinema burst into the EMI studios. These approaches echoed other artistic spheres, and in particular that of the new cinema (Fellini, Godard, Antonioni, Lester). The Beatles’ metamorphosis was probably primarily caused by the extent of their success, the ambition of the band members and the intelligence of their various allies helped them to free themselves from the EMI rules and procedures. But actually, how was it that the Beatles were able to gain access to EMI? Because George Martin thought he needed to recruit some artists for his label who were in tune with the public’s tastes, to have at his hands a catalogue of bands that played rock music (Martin and Hornsby 1979). Here again, it is the social world that informed the producer.

Ultimately, drawing up the history of the Beatles’ moment requires at least as much of an understanding of the internal dynamics that characterize studio work, and the contribution of the production players, objects and spaces, as it does an ability to re-establish the external social knowledge that allowed for new conventions to appear. Unlike the modernist or historicist approach, which both insist on rupture and remain limited to their field of study, the analysis offered here involves identifying how what already exists and what is exogenous promote change, how knowledge travels and circulates within the social world and is constantly being reconfigured. This kind of approach has already been developed elsewhere. For around twenty years, some historians of cinema, of show business and of sound reproduction have taken at least as much of an interest in the continuities as in the ruptures when they are examining the history of a specific sphere. In the recent field of sound studies, Jonathan Sterne (2003, 88–136) has convincingly demonstrated the translations between medicine and sound recording and domestic listening. When Sterne finds Laennec’s (French) stethoscopes on the ears of (American) radio listeners and of the users of the first phonographs, he is describing at once a technology transfer, the passage of an object from one continent to the next, and a way of organizing the world and social relations. The headphone/stethoscope documents the way in which sound becomes a social bond that connects people and transports knowledge.5 This is what I have tried to do here by showing the connections between the optical sound of 1930s Hollywood and the tape recorders of Abbey Road, between the talkies’ knowledge and that of Magical Mystery Tour. By doing so, I want to propose the idea that the conventions of cinema—technology, competences, the norms audience experience, and so forth—have shaped the sonic imagination. Cinema was one of the strings (Collins 2010, 33–57) by which collective tacit knowledge (117–138) was disseminated into the United Kingdom and “touched” the Beatles team and their generation. In order to study how tracks and human beings were synchronized with each other, we must invent a history such that it too is connected and embraces different strings. In so doing, we might have a better understanding of the social form of imagination.




Notes

1. Many thanks to Kate McNaughton for her translation from French to English and for her enthusiasm.

2. The Brill Building is located in New York. In the late 1950s and during the 1960s, many successful North American pop acts were published, recorded, and promoted by companies that had their offices there. The Brill Building is generally associated with rhythm and blues and with record producers like Phil Spector and Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller (who wrote and produced songs for Elvis), as well as composers such as Carole King and Burt Bacharach.

3. Phil Spector distinguished himself by experimented with rerecording techniques. People often use the term “wall of sound” to describe his productions. Morton used sound effects in his productions, and in particular in a hit called “The Leader of the Pack” (1964, Morton/Barry/Greenwich) in which one hears a motorbike.

4. Arthur Freed (1894–1973), producer of musicals at MGM.

5. The same Sterne and others have demonstrated that engineers and know-how coming from radio, and in particular the engineers of Western Electric, intellectually and technologically influenced the designers of the talkies and enabled the electrification of gramophones.
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chapter 29

Concerning the Iconic Signification of Music in Cinema

Michael Chanan



Introduction

The question this chapter addresses can be encapsulated in a single example. In 1966, seven years after the revolution led by Fidel Castro took power, the Cuban documentarist Santiago Alvarez accompanied his country’s sports team to the Tenth Central American and Caribbean Games, held that year in San Juan, Puerto Rico, where, being a US colony, the North Americans attempted unsuccessfully to prevent Cuba’s participation. The resulting film, Cerro Pelado (Alvarez 1966), takes its title from the name of the ship that carried them there and back, and it’s a great example of the Cuban Revolution’s reinvention of 1920s Soviet agit-prop in a 1960s Caribbean setting—what Che Guevara once called “socialism with pachanga”—comprising a visual narrative of the trip and of Cuban successes at the games, minimal verbal commentary, montage sequences with captions to expound the political background to the events, and everything knitted together by music. Alvarez, before the Revolution, had worked in radio as a record librarian, an experience which gave him an edge when picking music for his soundtracks, so that it was never just used as space-filler but in order to comment on the image and even take on a narrative function. At one point in Cerro Pelado the Cuban camera drives past a military camp, which a caption describes as a “Training Centre for Cuban Counter-Revolutionaries,” and the soundtrack segues to the fast passage from Rossini’s William Tell Overture—da da dum, da da dum, da da dum-dum-dum … This is a piece widely recognized as the theme tune for The Lone Ranger, as this writer well recalls from a childhood in London; a Western which had begun as a radio show on a Detroit radio station in 1933, the television series that I remember ran from 1949 to 1957. Cuban audiences (where it was also turned into a danzón, a popular Cuban dance form) would recognize it too. For Cuba was one of Latin America’s most intensely developed broadcasting markets, where commercial radio began in 1926 and television was introduced as early as 1950 (albeit the audience back then was small and well-off). Indeed, US media companies treated Cuba as an offshore testing laboratory for US penetration of media markets across Central America; Havana became a regional hub for the advertising and record industries; Cuban popular music experienced a boom; and there was a good deal of cultural exchange between the island and its powerful northern neighbor (Pérez 1999).

When Alvarez quotes Rossini, then, what is going on? At a stroke, the juxtaposition is at once satirical and deflating. The jaunty character of the piece allows it to work even for the viewer who doesn’t recognize it, but there’s a lot more going on here: a complex play of musical iconography, starting with a classical favorite, a Romantic opera by an Italian composer about a Swiss national folk hero, translated into a mass media stereotype of machismo. The Cuban counterrevolutionaries are instantly portrayed as ersatz cowboys who model themselves on the myths of North American culture. Alvarez is calling up the stereotypes of mass culture only to invert them, in a way to reclaim them. Music here is a subtle and polysemic signifier of non-musical associations and connotations which connect it with multiple cultural histories. Its semiotic mode of operation is, in a word, iconic. It functions as a congealed but ambiguous cultural symbol. This is not the way that music is generally thought to work in the cinema.


Codes and Connotations

The way Alvarez uses music is exceptional because it draws attention to itself. The first problem in talking about the soundtrack and music as one of its constituent elements is that we hear it but don’t generally listen to it. We don’t attend to the soundtrack the way we watch the image. We go to the cinema to see the film, and the sound comes along with it, a relationship reflected in the common terms “viewer” and “spectator.” The soundtrack is an example of what Derrida called the “supplement” (1976). It’s an integral add-on to the cinema experience. But, in fact, music took up residence in the cinema from the very start, because “silent” cinema was never seen in silence: music, originally in the form of live accompaniment, was an added element which was also intrinsic to the experience. Even the simplest examples of the supplement present this kind of paradox—the preface to a book, for instance, or the newspaper which is not complete without its supplement. Film music in sound cinema is a model of this condition, being both inside and outside at the same time. If it’s so-called background music, then it’s part of the film but outside the diegesis. When it enters the story and becomes diegetic, like the famous song in Casablanca (Curtiz 1942), then it introduces the problematic of the supplement into the diegesis itself. A song like this—“As Time Goes By,” written by Herman Hupfeld for a Broadway musical of 1931—brings its own set of codes and connotations that come from outside and beyond the screen, whether or not the viewer already knows the song, indeed whether it’s borrowed or original, but simply because it belongs to a certain genre. In fact, most film music is like this, for it is always already inscribed with associations that belong to its afilmic cultural location.

In the process of its technical migration to the film soundtrack, music undergoes cultural displacement, a change in location which inserts it into a new listening context. However, the associations it brings into play depend on the cultural positioning of the viewer. They are shaped by what Bourdieu called the “habitus” (1993), interpreted here as the characteristic tendencies and dispositions of the social subject as conditioned by class origins, education, gender, predilections, and so forth. A form of cultural conditioning, not to be taken as a mechanical or deterministic category; the individual always has the potential to step outside the pattern. But it feeds the viewer’s imagination. Naturally, this also applies to the present writer, and goes some way to explaining the particular range of examples I draw upon. The intention, however, is to essay an exercise in aesthetic archeology, going back to an earlier stage of cinema’s history to draw out the salience of the musical icon because, in fact, as I discovered when I first became interested in early cinema, it held sway from the very beginning (Chanan 1996).

Music is readily acculturated, seems always already culturally codified, and indeed this is reflected in its first association with cinema. Musical cue sheets, which music publishers began to produce for silent movie pianists around 1910, classified pieces under headings like “Sinister,” “Religioso,” “Sadness,” and so on. (Chanan 1996, 262–265). A repertoire of well-known music was coded by loose and impressionistic iconic association. Here I follow Umberto Eco, who spoke of different types of musical sign, including “syntagms” like chorales, marches, waltzes, lullabies, etc., which derive their sign-value from social and cultural connotation (religious, military, social gatherings, domestic, etc.) (1977, 11). In this way, by simple association, a love scene would be accompanied by a sentimental ballad, war scenes by marching songs, religious scenes by Handel’s “Largo,” “The Old Hundredth,” or “Onward Christian Soldiers,” and one publisher’s manual provided fourteen pieces for “Sadness,” by composers such as Beethoven, Chopin, Grieg, Anton Rubinstein, Tchaikovsky, and Massenet. A few films in the days of silent cinema had special scores written for them, but mostly what cinemagoers heard was a potpourri of largely familiar tunes whose function was to tell them where they were in the flow of the story by providing them with the appropriate emotional cues. As T. W. Adorno and Hans Eisler put it, in their powerful critique of Hollywood, Composing for the Films, if the magic spell of music was invoked in order to counter the ghostly effect of the shadow-play of the mute screen, it was able to accomplish this function because the world of aural perception retains a direct relation to our sense of community and is therefore able to absorb the individual subject into the collective even more readily than the screen itself (2005, 30–31).

Yet this is only part of what music means to us. There is always another part which is deeply personal. Sometimes a piece of music invokes private memories, embedded in the domain of autobiographical time. In my own documentary, Interrupted Memory (2013), a song called “La niña de Guatemala” evokes for one contributor the memory of a Christmas in an Argentine prison when she was a political prisoner and, in defiance of the prison guards, the prisoners sang it en masse out of the windows of their cells.

For my own part, nothing so dramatic. There is a particular song by Judy Collins that I cannot even think of without remembering the person who gave it to me as a present when she left for a long trip. A BBC television documentary on music and memory, Memories Are Made of This (Savage 1994), included the story of a widow for whom a song from a 1946 musical, Till the Clouds Roll By, brings back warm remembrance of a day in her childhood when her mother sang it to her in a rainstorm; another speaks of a strong response when she hears the Ave Maria because it invokes the memory of the smile her husband gave her while it was being played in the church when they got married. These examples may seem trite, but they are felt with special intensity always rich in associations. Psychologists, says Tia DeNora, refer to this phenomenon as priming, where “a network of associations that are linked by shared … connections is activated by music” which is thereby “rendered symbolic,” to produce an interlacing of experience that can be quite overwhelming (2000, 63–67). However, this kind of explication is problematic, because it tends to be reductive and explains little. What is certain is first, that memory, like imagination, is the name for a number of different processes interacting with each other and, second, that music becomes indissolubly intertwined with the individual’s life history, embedded, if you like, in what psychology calls their anecdotal memory, and certain pieces become potent reminders of significant people and moments, what might be called personal or private icons. Here one can add that this can also produce aversion to a piece of music, as witness the case of “As Time Goes By” in Casablanca, which Rick has told Sam never to play, so as never to remind him of Ilsa.

But private musical memories are generated in a context in which they are always already socially and culturally coded, according to the subject’s habitus; indeed, to follow Maurice Halbwachs, individual memory is always socially constructed, and only becomes intelligible through the discourse of the social group (Halbwachs 1992). But if music is such a discourse, then every piece of music has a character and a certain musical style that inscribes the musical moment that succored it, its original presence in a certain historical time and space. Musical analysis shows precisely what is going in the notes, but there is always an elusive excess of expressivity, something like a whisper or undertone that resides beyond individual memory, in a space of social knowledge and shared imagination, which evokes the flavor of the music’s historical moment, the feel of a period in musical history. At any rate, film music is often drawn to using it this way, like Sergei Prokofiev composing his own medieval Latin hymn for the Teutonic knights in Eisenstein’s Alexander Nevsky (1938). William Walton, a few years later, went directly to source, and for the score of Laurence Olivier’s Henry V (1944) incorporated the Agincourt Carol—a contemporary hymn of praise for the king’s victory in the battle portrayed in the film, and a well-known example of medieval English music. The knowledge that carries such recognition, however, is not universal, but rooted within particular cultural spaces and traditions. The music that enters the representational space of cinema not only loses, through mechanical reproduction, what Walter Benjamin (1969) called its aura, but also its cultural specificity, and is recoded to fit the scheme of the film.

Adorno somewhere remarked that of course music is a universal language, but without being Esperanto (Chanan 1999). Except in cinema, which imposes its own forms and norms of musicality regardless of the viewer’s cultural location. In fact, in the process, it transforms their habitus by attuning (or retuning) their ears to a universal realm of musical iconicity.


Mechanical Reproduction

The roots of music’s technical mobility go back before cinema. What makes possible the dislocation and reallocation of iconic musical signification is first of all the effect of sound recording, whose invention in 1877 predates cinematography by about twenty years. Edison dreamed of marrying his two inventions, but the two technologies were incommensurable (Chanan 1996). When radio broadcasting began in the 1920s, it was easy to incorporate gramophone records, but using records to give sound to moving pictures never worked because of the technical problem of synchronization. When recorded sound finally comes to be married to the moving picture toward the end of the decade to become the soundtrack (a neologism that first appeared in the late 1920s), cinema acquires a new and paradoxical dimension which takes over the space of viewing in parallel to the image on the screen: a sonic envelope that seems to expand and contract, to displace itself and dissolve into something else, in a similar way to the picture but not contained within a frame, and often—to use the obvious word to describe it—in counterpoint to the moving image. “Counterpoint” was a term favored by the Soviet avant-garde; Vertov and Eisenstein, while they disagreed on other matters, both inclined to the idea that the soundtrack was a separate and distinct dimension that should not be used merely as the handmaiden of the picture. Eisenstein, teaming up with the symphonic composer Prokofiev, gave entire sequences of Alexander Nevsky (Eisenstein 1938) over to music. Vertov saw the sound film as a space for the sonic experiment he had dreamed about before turning to cinema (Kahn 1999, 139f). The soundtrack of Enthusiasm (Vertov 1931) is composed of noises recorded on location in the mines and villages visited by the camera. Charles Chaplin called it “One of the most superb symphonies I have known.” The remark is quoted by Georges Sadoul in his wonderful Dictionary of Films, where he describes “the clash of hammers, of train whistles, of the songs of workers at rest” as “creating a kind of musique concrète” (Sadoul 1972, 104), using a term only introduced in the 1940s by the pioneer sound artist Pierre Schaeffer. What we find in films like these are some of the paradigmatic soundscapes of musical modernism on and off screen.

First of all, then, there is the fact of recording. A recording is the reproduction of an absence, or what Derrida would call a “past present” (2010), like a photograph. Something that was present to the device is no longer present upon replay; the relationship is indexical, the necessary result of operating the instrument. But the crucial element of mechanical reproduction, as Benjamin conceived it back in the 1930s, was to destroy the aura of the original, which derives from its unique presence in time and space. Indeed, the concept of the original may become redundant (except for archivists). The record industry had taken off around the turn of the century, when the original phonograph cylinders, impossible to mass reproduce, were replaced by the disc, which made it easy. This double character of recording—indexical recording, mass reproduction—has huge implications for the way that music now came to be heard and treated by a culture where, through reproduction, it would become increasingly ubiquitous. Recording is a medium of separation that divides what was previously indivisible—music—into two separate moments: performing and listening. By means of mechanical reproduction, the performance itself becomes a vendible object, a new kind of commodity that opens up a whole new branch of the economy, but disembodied, transportable and transferable without being physically consumed. This very quickly altered ways of listening by taking music into new settings—as Benjamin noted—placing it in new surroundings out of reach of the original itself, like a choral performance recorded in a cathedral that resounds in a drawing room. The condition was already described by Thomas Mann in The Magic Mountain in 1924, when he recounts the arrival of a new gramophone—one of the latest models with an electric motor—at the Berghof Sanatorium. “Polyhymnia patent,” the Hofrat said, “look here in the inside of the lid. … The truly musical, in modern, mechanical form” (Mann 1960, 637). In less rarified surroundings, the gramophone record produced huge openings for new styles of popular music bubbling up from below, above all in the dynamic burgeoning markets of popular entertainment in the United States, which succored the extraordinary creation of jazz and the blues that transformed popular musical consciousness and then became rapidly commercialized by the methods associated with Tin Pan Alley and analyzed by Benjamin’s friend Adorno. Adorno was not wrong to see how industrialization came to commercial music production, but in due course, a new idiom would conquer popular music, evolving many original genres, styles, and trends through imitation, cross-play, inflection, fusion, and hybridity. Yet meanwhile, apart from musicals, the new forms of popular music mostly remained outside the governing models of film music before the middle of the century. The dominant Hollywood model was the European orchestral score, until the turn to jazz in the 1950s.

With the arrival of the “talkies,” the new surroundings of mechanical reproduction now included the cinema and the film soundtrack, where music is combined with both speech and also noises of all kinds—from which art music separates itself—and the whole ensemble is brought to life by the projection beam. Despite the illusion of presence, the image is produced by electric light, and the sound comes from loudspeakers, a condition for which Schaeffer adopted the ancient Greek word “acousmatic”: sounds that come from a hidden, unseen source. Cinema, since the late 1920s, like every audiovisual medium, is completely acousmatic by definition. That the sound comes from the screen is a perceptual trick. But the logic of aesthetic illusion that shapes the “language” of film induces the artifice to fade away, assisted by the acoustics of the auditorium, to create a new and potentially richer representational space. The grammar generated by this logic was at first constrained by technical limitations which required several years of improvement to bring out the full aesthetic potential of the soundtrack (think Citizen Kane [Welles 1942]) but from the outset the illusion was complete. It even allowed the unambiguous representation of diegetic acousmatic sources—radios, telephones, gramophones, and so on—within the fabric of the soundtrack (think of the opening scenes of La regle du jeu [Renoir 1939]), usually, but not always, visually cued. With a crucial proviso—that sound objects are evanescent, fragile, and easily unanchored. Music especially.

In what Noel Burch called the institutional mode of representation (Burch 1990), as the shot cuts back and forth between different points of view, reverse angles, cut-aways, and so forth, dialogue easily moves in and out of synchronicity, entering the in-between condition of diegetic off-screen space, “neither entirely inside nor clearly outside” as Chion puts it (1999, 4). But the voice also sometimes occupies a virtual space detached from anything on the screen to become what Chion calls the acousmêtre, a voice decoupled from a body, which thereby acquires special properties. The disembodied voice comes from nowhere and anywhere, it seems to be all-seeing, omniscient—the voice that is supposed to know, in Lacanian terms—even omnipotent. The acousmêtre has all sorts of uses in fiction, as Chion beautifully demonstrates, but it also becomes a particular trait of the classic documentary, with its “voice-over” commentary, commonly known as the “Voice of God” (a term introduced, if I’m not mistaken, by Paul Rotha in the late 1930s). In the fiction film, the acousmêtre is always already fictional, even when it speaks with the voice of the actual author, like Orson Welles in The Magnificent Ambersons (1942). In documentary, the voice that is supposed to know is supposed to be speaking truth. While this is an aesthetic illusion, it also creates an aporia that hides the work of ideology. Sometimes music is used to hide the gaps.


Emotion

Music behaves differently to the voice because it lacks the referential and semantic content of speech, it appeals directly to emotional intelligence and evokes a peculiarly wide range of cultural connotations. It is felt as expressive, although the sentiments it expresses are ambiguous and difficult to pin down in words, but this ambiguity is built into the grammar of the kind of tonal idiom employed. In the anthropological view of Claude Lévi-Strauss, music operates according to two grids. One is physiological—that is, natural: it arises from the fact that music exploits organic rhythms and affects the body’s autonomic system (heartbeat, respiration, etc.) The other grid is cultural, and begins with the musical scale, whose intervals have varied from one culture to another (Lévi-Strauss 1975, 16). The musical scale is so fundamental that among the oldest mathematical inscriptions known to archeology are tuning manuals from ancient Mesopotamia.

From a semiotic perspective, however, music, says Umberto Eco, presents the problem of a semiotic system apparently without a semantic plane, in other words, without denotation, without articulate content (1977, 11). On its own, it doesn’t refer to anything. It has a certain grammar, like natural language, but it is not immediately obvious that it has a vocabulary or comprises anything equivalent to words. The word is a delimited unit of signification sufficiently stable for its meanings to be listed in a dictionary, sufficiently flexible—and ambiguous—to allow for creative uses. Musical phrases, however, cannot be classified like words, nor can they be broken down into minimal units of signification, like phonemes. They agglomerate and transform, repeating and varying, and as music unfolds, the sentimental expression it carries is entirely fluid, can never quite be pinned down, it is always potentially ambiguous (Bernstein 1976).

Perhaps it isn’t so much that music expresses emotions as that we use our emotions to make sense of it. That is to say, we imagine what music seems to express, or at least that part of it which is not physiological—and even then, we still imagine it. Perhaps this way of putting it seems counter-intuitive, since music’s emotional power is so strong it seems to be inseparable from the rise and fall of the notes themselves, but it would solve a number of puzzles about how musical expressivity is both culturally coded and simultaneously modulated by individual apperception.

Helen, in E. M. Forster’s novel, Howard’s End, listening to Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, imagines goblins and elephants dancing. For Heine, Berlioz brought to mind extinct animals, fabulous kingdoms, the hanging gardens of Semiramis and more (Graf 1969, 212). But in the cinema, these visual imaginings are displaced. Benjamin compared the painting and the screen. The painting invites the spectator to contemplation, to abandon themselves to their associations—that is to say, their imagination—“Before the movie frame [the spectator] cannot do so. No sooner has his eye grasped a scene than it is already changed” (Benjamin 1969, 238). The spectator’s process of association is interrupted by their constant, sudden substitution, which Benjamin called “the shock effect of the film” (238), which like all shocks, he says, should be cushioned by heightened presence of mind. However, is it not one of the functions of music, widely acknowledged, to cushion the cuts that assault the eye, to knit the narrative flow together? Yet in the process, music also creates its own space of reverie, which inflects the visual and semantic content of the diegesis.

In the darkness of the cinema, where the viewer sinks into their own individual imaginary relation to the screen, music subsumes both the screen and the audience within its own cultural space. However, it is precisely because the tunes are familiar and nobody has to divide their attention and actually listen to them, that they could readily serve as iconic markers providing a ready-made emotive lexicon to trigger standard responses to reinforce the twists and turns of the plot and the components of the genre. In other words, a second-order vocabulary of predetermined emotive responses, which corresponded perfectly with the taxonomy of emerging film narrative. The two systems, visual and aural, were mutually reinforcing. Adorno and Eisler found this suspicious: they remark on the way that the typical film score not only designates the character of the image it accompanies, and even anticipates effects still to come, but it takes on a normative character, which they liken to the pseudoscientific explanations that accompany advertisements for hygiene products (Adorno and Eisler 2005, 69). Today one might think of emojis.


Inherent Ambiguity

In contrast to the image contained in the frame of the screen in front of our eyes, the soundtrack is a kind of virtual space accompanying the picture in the form of a continuum or envelope, which advances to meet our ears, creating a zone around the picture which expands and contracts, advances and recedes, with and around and behind and alongside it—while remaining invisible. (It is also invisible in technical and physical terms. Until digital video editing came along, you couldn’t inspect it the same way as the picture track, which you could pick up and examine frame by frame. Nowadays you can follow the waveform on the timeline, but you still can’t hear what it carries from just looking at it, as someone who is musically literate can do with a score.) A similar sense of pulsation occurs in listening to music directly, which in the view of aestheticians like Susanne Langer (1953), not only structures time but also creates its own sense of space and volume; what Langer calls volume, other writers call kinetic space, or plastic space, or musical depth. The densities and textures of this heard space are molded by particular qualities of sound and the acoustic in which the music is designed to be heard—Bach’s solo instrument suites, a Mahler symphony, a jazz combo, and a Javanese gamelan orchestra are all different. The soundtrack has similar qualities, albeit designed to be heard in the varying acoustics of different cinemas. Nonetheless, it is configured by the dominance of the screen to create a sensory counterpoint between the aural and the visual, in a continual movement between on- and off-screen, synchronism and asynchronism, which modulates the representational space of the film. The two come together in the most fundamental but often overlooked correspondence between film and music, namely, that they both operate through structuring time (maybe this escaped the attention of film theory because of theory’s textual bias). The difference is that the time-flow of live musical performance is flexible and lies in the hands of the musicians, whereas that of film (and the music in it) is mechanically fixed and controlled by the projector. But both of them supplant chronometric time, which disappears behind the subjective perception of the constantly changing aesthetic object.

What happens when music is folded into the soundtrack, and its own time-space is inserted into the space-time of the screen? Musical time, according to Henri Bergson’s account, has special characteristics of elasticity: if you dwell unduly on a single note of a tune, he says, a qualitative change begins to takes place in the whole phrase (Bergson 1959). Screen time manifests the same plasticity, and Gilles Deleuze, taking up Bergson’s analysis of “pure duration” (durée pure), begins his analysis of the cinema with the idea of the movement-image and its varieties (Deleuze 1986). But what happens in the editing room is crucial: the past-present movement-image segmented by the camera in the act of shooting is further segmented by the editor’s cutting. Extend the cut and it not only alters the rhythm of the sequence but also is liable to change the meaning. However, you can also bend things one way or another without altering the cuts by changing the music, giving it a different lilt.

Consider the ways that music inflects the image in Jean Renoir’s short feature Une partie de campagne of 1936, with music by Joseph Kosma; a legendary film on account of Renoir’s three assistant directors, Luchino Visconti, Jacques Becker, and Henri Cartier-Bresson, and the participation of Sylvia Bataille in the part of Henriette, and the fact that it was only finished ten years after it was shot, when Kosma wrote his score and the film was finally released. Based on a story by Guy de Maupassant and set in the 1880s, a Parisian family go for a Sunday excursion in the countryside—a shopkeeper, his wife, their pretty daughter Henriette, and her weedy fiancé Antoine. After lunch, the two men amuse themselves with fishing, while the two women are taken rowing on the river by two local men—in separate boats. Henriette finds in her escort Henri a moment of passion. There is a rain storm and the afternoon is over. Then there’s an epilogue. Henriette and Antoine, now married, come back on a visit, and Henri spots them on the same riverbank where they once had their passionate embrace.

The music in the film is twofold. Part of it is a lush orchestral score, particularly prominent in the scene of the embrace and the rainstorm that follows, which comprises a highly skillful tone poem in the style of the French Late Romantics, say César Frank; in other words, of a time contemporaneous with the film’s historical setting. But Kosma’s music carries a crucial ambiguity. Henriette and Henri, lying back on the grass, engage in a clinch which initially Henriette resists, as the music swells up in a minor key. It is impossible, as a result, to pin down the music’s semiosis. Is it the expression of their inner passion, and if so, which one of them? Or does it work like the voice of the narrator, observing how the pair are overwhelmed as if by a force of nature, the eruption of male concupiscence and female submission? Or all these things?

The second strand of the film’s music is a simple and lilting wordless song which is heard three times, and becomes the glue joining the film’s two moments, the excursion and the epilogue. The first time is at the beginning in the background, as the family arrive at the inn; here the music signals innocent anticipation of a pleasant day. The second time, it is hummed to a harp and strings accompaniment as Henri rows Henriette along the river; quiet and intimate but distinct because of the quiet of the surroundings, it takes on an erotic slant. The third time is at the end, again hummed, but distinctly slower, over shots of Henriette and Antoine encountering the spot, and Henri looking on wistfully. This final reprise makes it one of the most exquisite moments of nostalgia in the whole of cinema, because it teaches us what nostalgia is: a sense of loss not for the past but for the future.

The inherent ambiguities of music allow it to shift from serving as a supplement in the sense of something extra, to serving as a substitute, which provides something that is missing. Thus, it is often supposed that film music expresses what is otherwise beyond direct apprehension—the inner feelings of the characters. This can also be said, however, of the dramatic medium of which, in other respects, film is the very antithesis, namely, opera, where music is at the center (and semantic dominance is carried by the singing voice). But here you also get situations that make the identification of character and music much more subtle and complex than even musicologists usually suppose, often ambiguous and sometimes contradictory. Take the notorious case of the Duke in Verdi’s Rigoletto. When he dresses up as a poor student and seduces Gilda to the heart-melting strains of “E il sol dell’anima,” protesting that fame and glory, power and throne, are but human frailties, we know that what he’s feeling isn’t love but lechery, because in “Questa o quella” he’s already told his courtiers that he’s on the make. The music he sings to Gilda is thus a kind of lie, although she can’t tell, and falls for him anyway. Which shows that the emotions we ascribe to music come from the listener’s imaginary. Or in the cinema, the imaginary created by the film in which both the music and the viewer are absorbed.

Cinema makes extensive use of these kinds of ambiguity, or lack of fixity, to mobilize sentiments which attach and detach themselves, moving between different characters in quick succession. In another story about a hunchback, there is Alfred Newman’s music for William Dieterle’s version of The Hunchback of Notre Dame, a Hollywood classic from 1939 (Dieterle 1939). When Maureen O’Hara as the gypsy Esmeralda approaches Charles Laughton’s bound and manacled Quasimodo to give him a sip of water, the sliding strings that denote her seductive femininity become an avouchment of her compassion—but not only that, for the music then seems to attach itself at the same time to Laughton, to become first the expression of his frustrated desire and then of his gratitude for a moment of genuine human contact (and all this takes not much longer to occur than it takes to read this paragraph). A great piece of screen acting, in which Laughton manages to express two contrasting emotions with the same face, which the music inscribes in its own ambiguity.


The Case of Casablanca

The sound film also allows us to see a musical performance whose recording we hear. The screen becomes a peculiar space where the fractured moieties of music can be seemingly put back together again, and indeed the talkies were also musicals from the very beginning, precisely because of the thrill of all-singing-and-dancing musical performance on screen (often staged with a degree and kind of spectacle the theater couldn’t match, and a souped-up orchestration to boot). The musical found its models outside cinema in a tradition with a substantial history under various different names (Singspiel, opéra comique, operetta, vaudeville, etc.). Indeed, not only was it a borrowed form, but film musicals were usually adaptations of stage works which were given the filmic once-over, usually to become projections of unreal spaces of spectacle and fantasy. Music functions differently here than in dramatic genres that incorporate musical performance into realistic settings, like cabaret scenes in film noir, say. This is how Casablanca works—with the odd result that it probably has proportionately more music in it than most musicals, since there is not only Max Steiner’s score and the songs sung in Rick’s café, but in many of the scenes in both the cafés it’s there “in the background”—that is, present in the diegetic space but off-screen, except when we get glimpses of the band. The music moves easily backwards and forwards, in and out of picture, in and out of the diegesis, like the famous song.

Umberto Eco begins his “sample analysis” of Casablanca with the music: “first, African music, then the Marseillaise. Two different genres are evoked: adventure movie and patriotic movie” (1987, 203). This “African music” is a combination of drums (“lots of tom-tom” writes Steiner on the short score, in an instruction to the orchestrator Hugo Friedhofer [Marks 2000, 164]) and a quasi-modal melody. Both are established motifs of musical orientalism in European classical music around the turn of the century, and Steiner recycled music he had already written for the title sequence of The Lost Patrol (Ford 1934). As for the Marseillaise, in the context of the pastiche newsreel commentary which immediately follows (“With the coming of the Second World War …”), it signals not just France but the Resistance.

In Eco’s scheme, the newsreel and the globe represent a third genre, which is quickly followed by two more: the odyssey of refugees, and that of Casablanca as a traditional locus for international intrigues: “Thus in two minutes five genres are evoked” (Eco 1987, 210). The music accompanying the odyssey of the refugees is what Martin Marks calls an impassioned lament (Marks 2000, 171–172); the musical code is very simple: a slightly modal minor key to give a feeling of oppression. As the camera cranes down to the streets of Casablanca, it goes oriental again, and if we consciously hear this music at all, says Marks, we are meant to perceive it as emanating from the city. With a dissolve to the police station comes what Marks calls “a final dramatic gesture from outside the scene” and the “antipodal contrast” to the Marseillaise: ominously sounding on brass, the opening notes of “Deutschland, Deutschland über Alles,” the anthem of the German oppressor. All this, in musical terms, is an overture, a common solution borrowed by cinema from theater and opera for dealing with the title sequence, in this case extended into the exposition of an historical backstory. The title sequence is a peculiar cinematic institution which involves another supplement, of a different kind: the presentation of the credits.

What is going on in this overture, musically, is a set of oppositions between musical “ideas,” or icons, which do more than illustrate but also modulate the images on the screen. The primary function of this kind of musical discourse is not emotive or expressive, but parareferential: the association of ideas, the evocation of a geographical and historical context. The result is an envelope of connotations that provides a subtext for the film that follows. In fact, the whole musical plan in Casablanca is formed by musical contrasts which are crucial to our interpretation of the narrative. This includes the opposition between the personal and private associations created around Hupfeld’s song, over against the public and collective connotations of the Marseillaise, which come to a head in the singing battle in which the Nazis are symbolically defeated. By using both these musical elements to generate leitmotivs which are woven into the musical fabric, music plays the role of linking the social and private worlds of the protagonists.

Casablanca is a fine example to bring out the implications of a range of questions that these considerations place on the agenda not because it’s a model of its genre, but if we follow Eco, just the opposite. Every story, says Eco, involves one or more archetypes, and you can make a good story with just one. But Casablanca is not satisfied with that—it uses them all:

Forced to improvise a plot, the authors mixed a little of everything, and everything they chose came from a repertoire that had stood the test of time. When only a few of these formulas are used, the result is simply kitsch. But when the repertoire of stock formulas is used wholesale, then the result is an architecture like Gaudi’s Sagrada Familia: the same vertigo, the same stroke of genius.  (Eco 1987, 202)

Music is a crucial part of this stock of archetypes, and subject to the same process of bricolage.

Cleverly, the one motif that Steiner keeps out of the overture, and doesn’t use at all until it’s first heard in picture, sung by Dooley Wilson as Sam in Rick’s cafe, is the famous song. The workmanlike Steiner appropriated it (being able to do so because the studio had already acquired the rights) by incorporating it into his score, and thus the song took on its identity as the aural icon of the movie. However, “As Time Goes By” is only one of many songs heard during the course of the film either sung on screen or in the background in both cafes, with which Steiner’s score is interwoven. For this is a film with more than one score, where the score that is played by the musicians in the film is supplemented by the score by the named composer, and vice versa. Most of the tunes in Casablanca were familiar popular songs of the 1920s and 1930s, and Marks supposes that other personnel in the Warner music department were involved in their selection and arrangement. Whoever was responsible, there is consistent intelligence in the choices, which always have an iconic relation to the narrative, sometimes obvious, sometimes subtle. A nice example early in the film is the scene which introduces us to Rick, standing in the inner doorway to his casino, while the piano in the background is playing “Crazy Rhythm,” whose chorus begins “Crazy rhythm, here’s the doorway, I’ll go my way, you’ll go your way.” Marks mentions other examples that sometimes depend on knowing the title of the song in question.

Much more prominent, of course, are the set pieces. Sam first gets a number of his own with a song by Dooley Wilson himself called “Knock on Wood,” a piece of jaunty irony which invites the café-goers to make light of their troubles by joining in, while narrative action is silently played out as Rick hides Ugarte’s letters of transit under the piano lid, and Sydney Greenstreet’s wonderful Ferrari enters, sits down at a table, and eyes Rick suspiciously. This kind of construction is hardly a novel trope of cinematic narration, but the music makes the scene especially dense and layered, as it turns Rick’s café (“Everybody comes to Rick’s”) into a kind of transit camp where displaced humanity can enjoy a moment of belonging. The performance of “Tango della Rose” by Corinna Mura, which serves as a backdrop to Laszlo’s conversation with Berger, is also symbolic, in a particularly interesting way. We have just learned that Rick fought in Spain against the Fascists, and now we witness the Resistance network in action. The flavor of flamenco here signals more than Spain but antifascism, and by linking present and past, helps provide the film with a definite political subtext, a rare achievement for what is little more than a B-movie.

When it comes to the famous song, we must not omit the build-up, the conversation between Ilsa and Sam, which takes them back to the past, pointing away from the present moment toward private memories, an act of memory which will transform the present moment for all the leading protagonists. Here, in the striking shot of Ingrid Bergman’s absent look as she listens to Sam’s playing, the music takes us into a space beyond the observational powers of the camera, the internal space of memories that are private but also shared—shared between the characters and shared with us through the song.

From this point on, the film is dominated—except for the contest of the anthems—by Steiner’s score (and there’s a lot of it—more than forty minutes, all told), much of it consisting in loose variations on the Hupfeld song. The song will become the link that carries us into Rick’s flashback to Paris. At this point, Steiner’s score takes over the soundtrack for a couple of minutes, to supplement a completely routine montage sequence, for which, in the same way the image uses a number of stock shots, he borrowed a passage from his score for a very similar montage in Now, Voyager (Rapper 1942). It is not quite right to describe the function of all this music as subliminal. Significant moments are cued by transformations of the song’s leading motif, and these are not meant to go unnoticed, but to stand out momentarily, like the Wagnerian leitmotif, which Adorno described as “a sign that transmits a particle of congealed meaning” (Adorno 1984, 46).1 We succumb, as Steiner’s score demonstrates that it only takes half a dozen notes to produce a musical fetish object. But it is the song by the other fellow that remains the film’s enduring musical icon.


Cultural Reconfiguration

When silent movie musicians were thrown out of work by the arrival of the talkies, and their job was taken over by composers and studio orchestras, the iconic dimension of musical meaning would thrive in part because it came naturally to the exiled European composers whom Hollywood gathered to its bosom in the 1930s, who brought with them a musical language that already, in the tradition of Wagner, Mahler, and Richard Strauss, made great play of musical icons of various different kinds. Of particular influence, Wagner’s leitmotif is a narrative device for signposting the sprawling structure of the Wagnerian opera with melodic tags, easily remembered tunes, and snatches, which are distributed through the score at pertinent moments. This is what Adorno wittily called their “commodity-function, rather like that of an advertisement: anticipating the universal practice of mass culture later on, the music is designed to be remembered, it is intended for the forgetful” (1984, 31).

Also exiled in Los Angeles was another composer of this tradition who was fascinated by cinema but kept his distance from it, and who had already moved music in a quite different direction, the avant-garde musical language loosely known as atonality. But in 1930, still in Berlin, Arnold Schoenberg wrote a short orchestral piece, Begleitmusik zu einer Lichtspielszene, “Accompaniment to a Film Scene”—but a scene that didn’t exist. The scenario was given at the top of the score simply as “Threatening Fear—Danger—Catastrophe.” The piece, which makes the listener shudder, was composed in the twelve-note or dodecaphonic technique which Schoenberg devised in the 1920s, and seems to speak of his bleak premonitions of the gathering threat of fascism. As Adorno and Eisler commented in Composing for the Films, the dissonances of Schoenberg’s radical period far surpass the measure of fear conceivable to the average middle-class individual; it is historical fear, a sense of impending doom (Ryan 2011, 71). It would have frightened the life out of film audiences of the day, suggests David Ryan, but anyone hearing it nowadays would readily say it “sounds like film music”—the kind of strange swelling of mounting anxiety behind many a horror movie, which began to creep into the movie soundtrack in the 1950s, when the world had moved out of world war into the new and universal state of generalized anxiety of the Cold War. Some of the first atonal film scores, like that of Leonard Rosenman for The Cobweb (Minelli 1955), or Jerry Goldsmith for John Huston’s Freud (1962), introduce atonality for its ready association with neurosis and psychiatric drama, but Ernest Gold employs the style in Stanley Kramer’s post-apocalyptic drama On the Beach (1959), Benjamin Frankel for Curse of the Werewolf (Fisher 1961), Humphrey Searle for the paranormal horror drama The Haunting (Wise 1963), and Elizabeth Lutyens for the sci-fi horror film The Skull (Francis 1965). In retrospect, Schoenberg’s piece of 1930 is a paradox. Schoenberg’s imagined film scene is modeled on the language of silent cinema at its expressionist peak in the late 1920s, especially in Germany, but two or three decades later, its radical musical language would be co-opted into a new cultural context in which its discomfiture could be tamed and reduced to the call of the genre. Or as if time and cultural reconfiguration produce a secondary elaboration of affect in which the shock of the original alien sentiment is defused and put to work. This can also happen without the time lag. Witness the first electronic feature film score, by Louis and Bebe Barron for the 1956 sci-fi movie Forbidden Planet by Fred M. Wilcox, a free adaptation of Shakespeare’s The Tempest, whose other-world setting made the strange tonalities immediately intelligible.

This is also to say that cinema has played a crucial role in expanding the musical culture which it both belongs to and influences. Bourdieu argued that taste is sociologically conditioned by class, education, generation, and various other socio-economic factors, and as Adorno very idiosyncratically mapped out in his Introduction to the Sociology of Music (Adorno 1972), musical audiences are split up and often divided against each other by broad distinctions of taste and attitude. However, the cinema soundtrack (not to mention television commercials) overarches these differences and has made audiences everywhere familiar with a breadth of musical styles that they cannot identify and would never listen to outside the cinema. Nowadays, this means pretty much the whole of musical history and the gamut of musical cultures. But few film viewers will have much awareness of the music’s provenance beyond their own preferred musical world, and thus its cultural connotations and resonances remain vague—and therefore easy to co-opt.

This also turns out to be a recipe for creative misidentification. Cape No. 7 (Te-Sheng 2008) is a low-budget comedy from Taiwan, situated in a fishing village which is scheduled to play host to a beach concert by a visiting Japanese pop star and needing to find a local group as a warm-up act. Since there isn’t one, the mayor decides to create one from a disparate group of local musicians—of all ages, from a schoolgirl pianist to a local rock musician to a retired postman, a minor local celebrity who swaps his traditional instrument for a bass guitar. Not a very memorable film but a very interesting one about national culture, because here you have provincial Taiwan projecting Japan as the paradigm of successful modernity, symbolized by the Japanese Michael Jackson-like pop singer. Against this, the old man’s favorite folksong, heard in snatches throughout the film and then at the end when the audience demands an encore, is not in fact a traditional piece of local culture but Schubert’s “Heidenröslein” in a slightly orientalized version. This is doubly ironic, since the foreign viewer who recognizes it correctly will probably be unaware that it was popularized in Japan (as I later discovered) by the (real) Japanese pop singer Shiina Ringo.


Ideological Service

The music which is decoupled from the body that produces it, separated from its originary historical and cultural setting, and then relocated to the film soundtrack, also acquires special properties, a kind of universal power comparable to the acousmêtre. It can become, for example, a highly effective narrator. All too often, however, it is pressed into ideological service, merely affirming sentiments prescribed in advance by factors like script and genre. The documentary is especially prone to the problem.

Music is never neutral, even when it’s used as aural wallpaper. Jean Rouch complained of the old-fashioned music, along with its “colonial exposition” style of commentary, in early films of African ethnography like Sous les masques noirs of 1938 by Marcel Griaule (who would become his professor and thesis supervisor). His own first efforts, shot in silent 16 mm, suffered the same fate. Released in the cinema in 1947 under what Rouch called the “abominable” title of Au pays des mages noirs (In the Land of the Black Seers), the film had been bought by a commercial producer who blew it up to 35 mm, reduced it from thirty minutes to ten, and put it out along with Rossellini’s Stromboli (1949).

In the absence of real sound, it was accompanied by idiotic music and a narration spoken by the commentator of the Tour de France bicycle race, in his characteristic voice. … My reaction after this film is to say, “No! It’s not possible!” The music is worthless; the tone of the commentary is insufferable. It’s really an exotic film, a film that should not have been made. I’ve never shown it in Africa. I’d be ashamed.

(Rouch 2003, 161)

Another celebrated example was Basil Wright’s Song of Ceylon of 1934, a film lauded for its poetic lyricism but, as Stuart Hood remarked, devoid of the slightest reference to the question of colonial labor and the economic exploitation of the colonies (Hood 1983, 102). The score for this film, by Walter Leigh, was an example of the kind of musical orientalism that Pierre Boulez would later describe as “the clumsy appropriation of a ‘colonial’ musical vocabulary” to be found in the numerous rhapsodies malgaches or cambodgiennes of the early years of the century (1986, 341). If this kind of music nevertheless fits the film’s political naivety, then this tells us something about one of Adorno’s favorite subjects, music and ideology, because it points towards the ideological functions that music introduces to the soundtrack for the simple reason that music always implies attitude, and thus the choice of even the most innocuous music betrays the film’s ideological stance by signaling something about the distance of the film-maker’s habitus from the subjects of the film.

Buñuel parodied the musical mismatch to disturbing effect in Las Hurdes, Tierra Sin Pan (Land without Bread 1933) by the device of using the lush and utterly inappropriate tones of Brahms’ Fourth Symphony behind the narrator’s flat but exaggerated descriptions of human misery, against the stark landscape of poverty presented in the image. But even Joris Ivens becomes subject to unintended disparity in his Spanish civil war documentary The Spanish Earth (1937), where the music is taken from records he brought back from Spain. When I showed the film a few years ago to a class of masters students in Barcelona who had never seen it, they were impressed with its portrayal of the civil war but criticized the music, because it came from a different region of the country from the places portrayed in the film and thus felt to them inauthentic.

Yet music also has a freedom which not only lends itself to the imagination but may also cut across ideological formulae. Take another example from Alvarez. Now (1965) is a short film of six minutes to a song which had been banned in the United States—a militant call to resistance against oppression, recorded in 1963 by the African American singer Lena Horne, which employs the rousing tune of the Hebrew dance song “Hava Nagila.” With nothing else on the soundtrack—it’s like a music video ahead of its time—Alvarez uses entirely found material to construct a powerful collage on racial discrimination in the United States. But here’s the thing: the tune, which began life as a Hasidic melody in eastern Europe, was collected by a Jewish musicologist in Jerusalem around 1915 who set it to Hebrew words, and it quickly became popular within the growing Zionist movement. It was first recorded commercially in 1922 and, in 1959, became a hit in the United States when Harry Belafonte performed it at Carnegie Hall, at a time when African Americans were sympathetic to the new State of Israel. Four years later, Lena Horne swapped the words for a new lyric in English urging the civil rights movement forward, and her recording was banned. Alvarez’s film is an act of solidarity which reclaims the tune, with its resolute character, for the common cause. I am not claiming, however, that Alvarez needed to know anything very much about the song’s provenance, only that it comes into play for the viewer who knows about it because it carries such historical resonance. Call it an intertextual effect which appears in the apperception of the active viewer.

Sometimes this historical resonance arises by happy accident. Like her compatriot Alvarez, Marisol Trujillo uses nothing but found material for Oración (Prayer 1984), her brilliant short tribute to Marilyn Monroe based on a biting poem by the Nicaraguan poet-priest Ernesto Cardenal, powerfully read on the soundtrack by José Antonio Rodríguez. At the end, after the moving representation of the film star’s sad death, she brings in, over images of children and revolutionaries, the strains of the English hymn “Jerusalem”: Hubert Parry’s setting of the poem by William Blake which was adopted by English socialists as a secular hymn. The effect, in bringing an unexpected shift of mood which nonetheless echoes the religiosity of the poem, is extremely powerful, whether or not the listener recognizes the tune. When the opportunity arose, I asked Trujillo if she knew its historical significance and she said no, she chose it for the way it sounded. In fact, nothing could have been more appropriate (with the added historical touch that Parry assigned the copyright to the National Union for Women’s Suffrage).

Accident can also be unhappy, and result in a problematic mismatch. Shu Haolun’s Nostalgia (2006) concerns the demolition of Dazhongli, one of Shanghai’s oldest neighborhoods, to make way for gleaming skyscrapers, told from the point of view of the filmmaker’s own family—his grandmother is among the last residents to leave. Here, the closing music is the Italian resistance song “Bella Ciao,” and it strikes a strange and alien note. What is it doing in a gentle and somewhat melancholic Chinese documentary? I was able through a colleague to ask the filmmaker why he used it, and the answer came back, once again, that he just liked it for the way it sounded.2 He was unaware of its anti-fascist symbolism, which for anyone who recognizes it, introduces a destabilizing tone.


Conclusion

Music in cinema obviously performs a whole variety of functions. They derive, like montage, from what Benjamin called the “technical structure” of the medium (1969, 238), in which separate elements on the soundtrack are conjoined and manipulated in parallel to the same process in the image track but invisibly. On or off screen, inside and outside the diegesis, music brings with it into the space of viewing an iconic dimension full of nuance and intimation. In the process, it bridges the divide between public and private sentiment by linking the historical and personal worlds. It has other properties. It can augment narrative ambiguity (though it is used more often for the opposite—to close it down, to keep the narrative under control). It can also encompass different superimposed temporalities, the diversity of temporalities which comprise historical events and private biographies, collective memory and personal history. In this respect Casablanca is exemplary. One could almost say that the music’s ability to access and rehearse these different temporalities is what makes it more than a romantic drama, but a piece of historical realism, in the accidental way that sometimes happens in Hollywood. But if this is how music works with the image, it does so precisely by adopting an iconic form of semiosis, in which ostensive emotional expression is always already encoded, both within the diegesis and in the supplementary form of the film score. The effect is not just a kind of conditioned reflex, however, because it can never be fully codified. If it is true that musical expression is as much a property of our imagination as it is of the notes, then it cannot be limited that way, because imagination can never be fully constrained and is always free to make new associations. The film soundtrack provides a special space for this to happen. Much of the time the iconic dimension that music plays upon remains fleeting, subdued, relegated to the background, but sometimes it takes on a more prominent role in which it becomes distinctly recognizable as symbolic.

If we want to say that this takes place in the space of imagination, it is as well to remember that imagination remains a faculty without a comprehensive or rigorous definition, notwithstanding innumerable inquiries into its nature old and new. Nor has it yet been unraveled by the neurosciences (and there is reason to be skeptical about what they can tell us). It might be best to think of the word in terms of what Wittgenstein called a language game, where meaning depends on the context of the utterance. But it always points to a mental space of ideation where traces deriving from other faculties enter into relationship; where conscious recognition and subconscious memory speak to each other; where interactions take place between personal and socialized symbolic forms. We now know that this involves all sorts of elusive neuropsychological processes, but the relationships we speak of here are of a different order, because music is both inside and outside the listener at the same time. And this is the same relationship that music enjoys with the film that incorporates it, both inside and outside, and thus able to escape back into the wider musical world.




Notes

1. For a full discussion of the Wagnerian leitmotif in the context of the semiotics of music, see Chanan (1999, chapter 5).

2. Thanks to Chris Berry.
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chapter 30

Embodied Listening

A Moving Dimension of Imagination

Martine Huvenne



Introduction

In this chapter I argue that embodied listening to sound in film triggers imagination. A phenomenological approach of sound and listening offers a theoretical framework and terminology to enable a deeper analysis of the way imagination is evoked through sound in film.

In the work of the Foley artist1 and sound designer Nicolas Becker, I found the appropriate case studies to demonstrate that new, imagined worlds originate not only in the audiovisual contract (the way sound and image are brought together in film2) but also in the way we bodily resonate with the movement in the sound.

The focus on Becker’s physical engagement in the creation of sound gives us an insight into how our prereflective awareness of daily movements enables us to move with characters in film. With these characters, imagined worlds are created.

In previous research, I focused on a phenomenological approach: Sound as Inner Movement in the Transmission of an Experience in Film (Huvenne 2012).3 This research aimed to provide a contribution to film theory and artistic film practice concerning embedded aspects of sound that are potentially determinative and motivating when perceiving a film in its totality. As an audience, we are not always aware of the sounds in a film. However, sound guides our attention; without the sound, or with different sounds, we experience the same moving image in a different way.

It is a fact that sound can evoke the experience of lived spaces and, with sound, inner worlds can be conjured up. The typewriting sounds in Kubrick’s The Shining (1980) or the voice barfed up by Regan (Linda Blair) in Friedkin’s The Exorcist (1973) are clear examples. The feeling of the tension in the space in The Shining and the fear for what happens with the young girl in The Exorcist are direct bodily reactions to what happens in the sound. The body of the viewer/listener reacts directly to the sound, yet without understanding what is happening or thinking about the impact of a sound. In horror films, the function of sound is very clear. But I propose to discuss this impact of sound in a subtler way.

From a phenomenological perspective, this immediate bodily reaction to sound in film is described as the bodily resonance with the energetic movement of the sounds of the viewer/listener. This inner movement does not necessarily result in reflective mental images; rather, it brings about a vibrating openness that makes the body of the viewer/listener alert and receptive without an object-directed intentional act.4 In this way, sound in film leads the audience, in an embodied way, into an imagined world.

Becker’s lecture at the School of Sound5 tapped right into this theme. Without using philosophical vocabulary, he explained the importance of the prereflective, nonthematic awareness of sound for his practice.

A profound conversation and an acquired deeper insight into his work provided the basis of this chapter, which aims at confronting three perspectives of the triangle sound-body-imagination: a plug-in from Becker’s artistic practice, a phenomenological approach as theoretical framework, and my own research.


Interpreting Nicolas Becker’s Artistic Practice

Becker started as a Foley artist and worked for several prominent directors such as Roman Polanski, Danny Boyle, and David Cronenberg.6 Recently, though, he has been mainly active as a sound supervisor and designer. He also works for conceptual artists like Philippe Parreno, with whom he started a collaboration as sound designer for the film Zidane. Then he developed the sound concept for Parreno’s exhibitions Anywhere, Anywhere Out of the World (Palais de Tokyo 2013) and Anywhen (Tate Modern 2016/2017).

Becker emphasizes the difference between working with sound and conceptual thinking within contemporary visual arts: sound is an empiric art, not a conceptual art. The creation of sound starts with bodily engagement: the body in action, the situatedness of the body in space, the bodily experience of sounds.

He draws up a contract with the audience, which differs with the audiovisual contract mentioned earlier, to create an imagined but credible world and that enables the audience to enter the story of the film. To a large extent, this imagined yet lived world is built up through a lived experience mostly from the perspective of a character in a film.

Becker is aware of the fact that we are always making choices while listening, and he constitutes an auditory space that enables us, as audience, to enter into the imagined world of the characters.

Unconsciously, we filter sounds with relevant information. In this way the auditory perspective is subjective. It is possible that at a certain moment we’re not a spectator listening to a film anymore, but that we become one of the characters in the film. We enter the filmic space rather by feeling the situation than by understanding what is happening.7

Instead of once more telling the story of the film (film already being very narrative for him), Becker focuses on the experiences and sensations of sound, aiming at recreating a kind of subjectivity on the sensory level. According to him, it is possible to convey feelings of joy, anxiety, and so forth through the choices of sounds and the way they are distributed in space. He loves to experiment in order to create new, unknown worlds.

In phenomenological terms, it can be said that Becker, as a Foley artist and sound designer, places us, the audience, in the middle of a sound experience to trigger our imagination. Rather than thinking in terms of effects, meanings, or sources of sound, he directs his attention to this aspect of sound and listening that is not object-directed, that does not immediately result in a meaning or an understandable object. Talking in terms of feeling the sound, experiencing vibrations and immersion, he refers to those elements that, in phenomenology, are primordial and that he uses to constitute an intentional act and an intentional object.


A Short Introduction in (Film) Phenomenology

In Film and Phenomenology, Allan Casebier states that objects represented in film do not exist independently of cinematic or other representations of our own subjectivity. As an example, in Citizen Kane (Orson Welles) the fictional character Foster Kane is “merely a construction out of the elements in our experience of film (out of the visuals and sounds we experience at a screening of the film)” (Casebier 1991, 2). Casebier bases his film theory on the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl and describes it as a practice (4).

Phenomenology distinguishes between a phenomenon (the appearance), an intentional act, and an intentional object. The intentional object is always constituted in the intentional act: without intentional acts, no intentional objects.

Phenomenology also makes an important difference between perception and apperception. “When a perceiver apperceives, he or she “lives through” or “passes through” the senses without making them objects of perception” (13). This apperception, this living through in which the kinesthetic body plays a crucial role and becomes a sense, is primordial to the intentional act.

In the case of film, this means that sound can play an important role in guiding the attention of the audience, without being reflected in itself. We not only listen (intentional act) to the sound as an intentional object, but also the apperception of sound can be primordial to the intentional act (e.g., looking at something in the background of a scene to understand what is happening). Instead of following the more common way to take the image or the screen as a starting point to think about film sound, I will focus on the perception of the sound from a phenomenological perspective. With this phenomenological approach, I put the kinesthetic body at the center of the experience and perception of the film and film sound. This brings us to Maxine Sheets-Johnstone’s statement about the importance of the tactile-kinesthetic body in our relation with and our understanding of the world.


The Tactile-Kinesthetic Body Has a Kinesthetic Memory Based on a Kinesthetic Experience

As the philosopher Maxine Sheets-Johnstone states, the living body is more than a thing extended in visual space. She describes the living, tactile-kinesthetic body as “a body that is always in touch, always resounding with an intimate and immediate knowledge of the world. Reduced in status to a visual body … Stripped from the inside, it becomes an empty shell of ‘doings’” (Sheets-Johnstone 1990, 16).

It can be argued that Becker proceeds from this living body in order to produce sounds. He does not reduce the function of a sound in an audiovisual context, to animate a dead body or an empty shell of doings; rather, he makes the tactile-kinesthetic body central to his thinking and doing. As a Foley artist, he produces or fabricates actual sounds to function within the lived world of a character in a film. He invites the audience to experience intuitively what is happening rather than playing with sound effects or adding meaningful sounds.

For Becker, film is an empiric medium, different from a conceptual medium. Consequently, he opens up toward so-called analog thinking, anchored in previous experiences, enabling us to transfer meaning from one framework to another. Again Sheets-Johnstone delivers an interesting insight, describing analog thinking as a way of thinking that makes what is:

alien intelligible or what is insignificant significant, by bringing it within the sphere of the already known … Insofar as it brings what is not immediately or fully significant or intelligible into a prior framework of intelligibility, it is axiomatic that its roots are in bodily life. The tactile-kinesthetic body is the known par excellence. (1990, 62)

And she explains this further as follows: “The tactile-kinesthetic body has a kinesthetic memory based on kinesthetic experience: our body has a memory of the felt dynamics of movement. Any movement creates a distinctive kinetic dynamics in virtue of its spatio-temporal-energic qualities” (253).

The anchoring of analog thinking in the tactile-kinesthetic body has many consequences for Foley work. Becker observes how difficult it is to animate a human-like robot. With our deep knowledge of the tactile-kinesthetic body, we (prereflectively) notice every little detail.

“The more the robot resembles a human body, the more critical we are towards ‘believing’ the robot. Therefore, it is better to give more space to imagination. In Pixar productions, for example, characters are not realistic. They are different from us and so we don’t expect a real resemblance. This is not the case when the situation is ‘human’.”8

Sound can offer a solution to this problem. For example, it can help us believe that a robot with a very human-like visual appearance, while at first sight clearly not a human being, with sound then changes into nearly a human being. This is the case in Ex Machina (Garland 2015). To characterize the robot Ava, Becker avoided the use of human sounds in his Foley work. All her movements are quietly accompanied by some metal, mechanical sounds. But when she performs human-like acts, for example taking a sheet of drawing paper or putting on cloths, Becker used the familiar sounds of human actions. In other words, through Becker’s work, we make a distinction between the “sounds of the robot” and “human sounds.” In the beginning, the sounds reveal the robotic functioning of Ava, but with the “human sounds” this perception of robotic functioning disappears. The sounds inform us about the change in the functioning of robot Ava.

Sounds are thus incredibly important in order to feel movements. Through the sounds, we resonate differently with similar visual movements. Without reflecting on what is happening, we resonate, we feel and react. In fact, we are “thinking in movement.” And because thinking in movement is not reflective and does not function with words, it still has no name (or existence) in film sound studies. However, in an oral discussion about the experience of a film, it is always present. Perhaps not in the words, but certainly in the gestures of the person trying to explain his/her film experience.


Thinking in Movement as Our Primary Way of Making Sense of the World

For Sheets-Johnstone, the very experience of a dancer is thinking in movement built on the nonseparation of thinking and doing.9 “Thinking itself is very kinetic,” she argues, “it moves forward, backward, digressively, quickly, slowly, narrowly, suddenly, hesitantly, blindly, confusedly, penetratingly. What is distinctive about thinking in movement is not only that the flow of thought is kinetic, but [so is] the thought itself” (2009, 30). She refers to it as kinetic bodily logos and argues that thinking in movement is our primary way of making sense of the world (43). In a foundational manner, our basic human concepts are corporal concepts:

Infancy is not a pre-linguistic or proto-linguistic state of mind. Infancy is a period in our lives that affords all of us the crucial opportunity to experience the world and ourselves directly, as animate forms, and correctively: to know the world and ourselves in their most basic terms: dynamically, kinetically. If anything, language is post-kinetic. (50)

Sheets-Johnstone explains very clearly that thinking in movement has no meta-level: there is no separation of body-doing and mind-doing.

This is precisely what I perceive in Becker’s practice: engaging the body to present a very direct communication with the audience. In a striking example, he explains how he developed the “language of the monster-children” in Silent Hill (Gans 2006). He asked deaf-mute people to vocalize this protolanguage of his invention. He asked them to use their voice by touching their body and feeling the vibrations. They felt the sound and touched their thorax to indicate when to start and stop. The result is a human voice without any references to words, but with pitch, rhythm, and spatio-temporal-energic qualities.


“Thinking in Movement” and “Non-Object-Directed Sensations of Sound”

Sheets-Johnstone’s “thinking in movement” is rooted in the phenomenology of Husserl and Merleau-Ponty. In his phenomenology, Husserl wants to describe our experiences as they are given from a first-person perspective (Zahavi 2003, 13). As mentioned previously, Husserl claims that when we perceive an object, we have to distinguish between the perspectival appearance of an object and the object as intentional object. An object never appears in its totality but always from a certain limited perspective. For example, when I look at my pen on the table, I only see one side of my pen (perspectival appearance).

To discover the intentional object, an intentional act is needed. To understand the phenomenological approach, it is necessary to understand that it is in the intentional act that the intentional object is constituted. As an example: when we listen with the intention to discover the source of a sound (source of the sound as intentional object), our intentional act (our listening) is directed toward the source of that sound, but when we try to understand the mood of the person provoking the sound, our intentional act is directed toward movement qualities of the sound as a gesture. This implies that different listening strategies (different kinds of listening as intentional acts) reveal different aspects of sound; for example, the source of the sound, the gesture provoking the sound, and the meaning of a sound. This means that a sound exists in its being listened to:

The auditory is generated in listening practice: in listening I am in sound, there can be no gap between the heard and hearing, I either hear it or I don’t, and what I perceive is what I hear … the listener is entwined with the heard. His sense of the world and of himself is constituted in this bond.  (Voegelin 2010, 5)

But it is neither on the constitution of the intentional object nor on the intentional act that I want to focus on in this chapter. I want to elaborate the non-object-directed sensations of sound and their relationship to the intentional act constituting an intentional object. One may notice a noise in an implicit way; in this case, one lives through the sound without grasping it as a distinct object.

Husserl makes a distinction between activity and passivity and between receptivity and affectivity. Activity means taking a cognitive position in acts of attending, judging, valuing, wishing, and so forth. Passivity means being involuntarily influenced and affected by something. Receptivity means responding to something that is passively affecting one and hence presupposes a prior affection. Affection means being affectively influenced or perturbed. The idea is that whatever becomes noticeable must already have been affecting one and must have some kind of affective force or allure, or affective grabbiness, in relation to one’s attention (Thompson 2007, 263).

In other words, Husserl claims that there are nonintentional experiential elements, moments of experiencing, that make up a perceptual act. They are part of the experience but not part of the perceptual act (Zahavi 2003, 26). Sensations are non-object-directed and can be interpreted in different ways. This opens up the realm of imagination: in a perception and a hallucination we are dealing with a situation where the intentional object is presented in an intuitive mode of givenness. Whether or not this object also exists is a question that is methodologically suspended (40).

In other words, the non-object-directed sensations constitute the intentional act that, in its turn, constitutes the intentional object. And it does not matter if this intentional object is real or imagined. This means that imagination can emerge from the non-object-directed sensation of sound in film (see also, Huvenne 2013). An examination of a short film fragment from Venus in Fur (Polanski 2013), with Becker as Foley artist, will further illustrate this.


Imagining a Sounding Object: A Case Study


The film Venus in Fur begins with auditions by the playwright-director Thomas Novacheck (Mathieu Amalric). He is frustrated in his search for the right actress for his play based on Leopold von Sacher-Masoch’s 1870 book Venus in Furs. An actress named Vanda Jourdain (Emmanuelle Seigner) arrives a bit late, but convinces the theater director to let her read for the part.

From the moment they begin to read, a double situation arises: the situation of the playwright-director Thomas confronted with Vanda as a woman and an actress during the audition, and the imagined confrontation between the two characters in the play: Wanda von Dunayev (interpreted in the scene by Vanda Jourdain [Emmanuelle Seigner]) and Dr. Severin von Kusiemski (interpreted in the scene by Thomas Novacheck [Mathieu Amalric]).

In the audition scene between Thomas and Vanda, Thomas (as a director, in search of his actress) offers the actress Wanda (interpreted by Vanda at that moment) something to drink (17’57”–18’35”). She asks for a coffee. At that moment Thomas realizes that he has found the right actress and the play comes to life (Table 30.1).
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As an audience, we begin to follow the characters Wanda von Dunayev and Dr. Severin von Kusiemski, instead of Vanda and Thomas. This is a shift in our perception: from one reality (the audition and the talk between actress and theater director) to another emerging reality: the performance of the play in which the actors, little by little, transform into their characters.

As in a child’s fantasy, the actors imagine the coffee cup. The gestures are mimed in physical movement and sound. The scene is underscored by Alexandre Desplat’s music, but I will focus on the sounds in the scene.

I describe the situation with the focus on the imagined situation wherein Dr. Severin von Kusiemski offers a cup of coffee to Wanda von Dunayev. Both characters are miming this situation: although there is no visible or touchable cup in the scene, we perfectly understand what is happening through their gestures, we hear the materiality of porcelain and the little spoon put on the saucer, we hear the liquid-sound of coffee being poured in the cup, we hear the cup being placed on the table, and so forth.

In his Foley, Nicolas Becker made very precise choices concerning the materiality of the cup, the way the cup was positioned on the saucer, the sound of the spoon being put on the saucer, and the spoon clinking against the porcelain of the cup filled with liquid. We can hear the effort behind the gesture of putting the cup on the table: gentle but efficient. Also, Wanda’s gestures are well balanced. Both characters are acting without directing their attention to their actions. Their attention is focused on each other and their conversation. It is clear that Thomas is also looking at Vanda and is discovering the actress he needs for his play. As an audience, we can easily follow the different layers of the scene.


Creating an Imagined World through Sounds and Gestures

Introducing sounds that accompany gestures without visible sounding objects is not a new concept. It was notably used in Blow-Up (1966) by Antonioni, Dogville (2003) by Lars von Trier, and Bin-Jip (2004) by Kim Ki-duk. In Dogville, invisible doors are opened and closed. After a while, the play works; we perfectly imagine the doors, without searching for the visible details, rather listening to the materiality of the doors and the gesture procuring the sounds.

In Venus in Fur, sound is integrated in the mimed gestures. Sometimes we hear the sound with the gesture as part of it, sometimes the sound closes the gestures. The world of the play becomes the lived world of the characters emerging from their visible and audible gestures.

With this case study, we can conclude that we enter the world of the characters by sensing their gestures rather than really perceiving them. We are aware of the gestures of the characters, despite the fact that the sounding object is not visible. We are moving with these gestures, embedded in the world of the characters and evoking this world, in a prereflective way. The characters are not reflecting about the way they have to handle pouring/drinking a cup of coffee. They just perform gestures and it is these gestures that communicate directly with the audience.


A Lived Body in a Lived World and the Given Body Schema

I want to return to phenomenology and, more specifically, to the phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty to explain what I mean when referring to “the world of the characters” and moving with the gestures of the characters in a prereflective way.

Merleau-Ponty argues that the relation between “self” and “world” is not that of subject and object, but of being-in-the-world. To belong to the world in this way means our primary way of relating to things is corporeal. According to Sheets-Johnstone, in our daily life we constantly “think in movement”: we pick up keys, forks, books, glasses, we put on clothes, put things away, put down a pen, and so on. Movement is our mother tongue: “Though we come into the world as strangers, our native ability to move and to think in movement provides us a ready relationship to that world, a direct and immediate kinetic relationship through which meanings are forged” (2013, 20).

In other words, we are thinking in terms of doing something and thereby accomplishing something. Not only do we know how to move; we know that moving in specific ways fulfills certain desires or aims. We have an inborn capacity to think in movement.

Merleau-Ponty calls this a body schema: the way of stating that my body is in-the-world. For him spatiality, like that of external objects or like that of spatial sensations, is not a spatiality of position, but a spatiality of situation that he describes as the anchoring of an active body in an object, rather than the position of a body in relation to an object and a space. “The word ‘here’ applied to my body does not refer to a determinate position in relation to other positions or to external co-ordinates, but the laying down of the first-co-ordinates, the anchoring of the active body in an object, the situation of the body in face of its facts” (1958, 115).

A thing is not in the first place a signification feeding a thought but a structure accessible for inspection by my body (De Preester 2004, 428). According to Merleau-Ponty the thing (la chose) resonates in my body and I resonate with the thing. There is an interaction between my lived body and the structure of the sensible (2011, 16).

Merleau-Ponty applies his thought on the interaction between the lived body and the structure of the sensible to the use of sound and image in film, more specifically to the pillow fight in Zéro de conduite (Vigo 1933). In this scene, the moving image is decelerated and the sound reversed. This produces an unrealistic effect, precisely because my moving body is the point of reference (Merleau-Ponty 2011, 119).

With this example of Zéro de conduite, we can question how we understand the lived body in relation to the lived world of another person. We are able to resonate with the world, but we are also able to resonate with other lived bodies. Hence the importance of feeling a similarity, of feeling that a common body exists.


Co-Acting to Feel and Thus to “Understand”

In the most fundamental sense, one body understands another body to the degree that it not only resembles that body, but moves and gestures, or has the possibility of moving and gesturing, in similar ways as the other body moves and gestures. In doing this, it has perceptual experiences similar to that other body, perceptual experiences that consistently combine a certain tactile-kinesthetic/affective feeling with a certain contextually situated kinetic-visual (or kinetic-auditory) awareness. Meaning is thus in the most fundamental sense dynamically structured; it is articulated along the lines of moving bodies (Sheets-Johnstone 2009, 355).

The developmental psychologist Daniel Stern argues that the experience of a human being is key to interpersonal and intersubjective interactions. It does not matter if the experienced action is real, virtual, anticipated, or imagined, or whether it is visually, auditory, tactually, or otherwise perceived, or even whether it is performed by oneself or observed in another. The body of a perceiving subject resonates with someone else’s movement that he or she is observing (Stern 2009).

Applied to the case study of Venus in Fur, this means that when we experience the film fragment, we immediately understand what is happening, even without seeing a cup appearing on screen. We are not thinking about it. We enter the domain of mimism,10 the gestural recreation of the world, described by the anthropologist Marcel Jousse (1974) and elaborated in theater pedagogy by Jacques Lecoq (1997).11

For Jousse, miming is developing the ability to play someone else and to summon illusory presences; a child’s play through which children get to know the world and learn to live in it (see also, Johnson 2007, 41–45). Jousse makes a very sharp distinction between mimicry and mimism. Mimicry is the representation of a form, an imitation corresponding to the mode of an objectifying relationship with reality. Mimism corresponds to a way of referring to an object based on coexistence, communion, or familiarity between two realities. It is based on a direct and immediate relation that incorporates the corporeal, gestural quintessence of something (Escribano 2013, 46).

From another perspective, Jousse shares the statement of Sheets-Johnstone that thinking in movement is our primary way of making sense of the world. He put the focus on the incorporation and recreation of the lived world through the replay of essential gestures (mimemes) (Jousse 1974, 55). “The Anthropos mimeur understands reality, in the first instance, without objectifying, fixing or establishing a distance, but rather by recreating reality, identifying gesturally with it” (Escribano 2013, 47).

And this brings us back to the sound in our film fragment. When we hear the coffee being poured in the cup or the sugar cubes dropping in the coffee, the essence of the gesture is audible. This is different from the sound coming from the coffee cup being put on the table, which is rather the result of the gesture; the energy in the gesture is audible in the soft sound emerging from the gentle contact between the cup and the surface of the table.

Each sound is a result of a bodily engagement in a gesture procuring the sound. This is transmitted directly and shapes a modulated lived body12 for the audience. Both the precision of the gestures and the incompleteness of the audiovisual image trigger our imagination on two levels: through sensation of sound as a mimeme, that is the replay of the essential gesture of the essential act and, through the audiovisual contract, giving the audience the task of imagining the lacking visual, sounding object.



“Plutôt sentir que comprendre le son”

Research on experienced sound reveals that a felt sound13 is characterized by an unfocused and receptive attentional disposition, a bodily resonance of the sound and a transformation of the texture of the lived space (Petitmengin et al. 2009, 274).

Becker pays a lot of attention to the felt sound and to the sensation of immersion. For the production of sound, he always starts from physical contact with the sonorous object. It is a grammar he gradually developed. The sound is created to have the function of a suggestion rather than to function as an effect. Becker creates the sensation of the sound. In doing so, he builds up an active contact with the public. When everything is presented too clearly, it leaves no mystery for the audience to decipher. For that reason, he admires the films of the Chinese director Tsai Ming Liang: as an audience, we begin to understand the daily life of his characters through the introduction of small details.

In his own sound design, for example for Beauty and the Beast (Gans 2014), Becker elaborates carefully the differences between the various places (castle of the Beast, castle of the prince, house of the father and the city) in the acoustics. Through these differences in acoustics, everybody feels the different places. In order to transmit the experience of being in a real castle, Becker recorded the sounds, and also the Foley, in a real castle and not in a studio.

He also elaborated the changing relationship between the Beast and Belle in audible gestures as the voices and the sounds accompanying certain gestures. This audible accentuation gives a very lively and expressive rhythm to the film that pulls the audience from one situation into the next.

The use of voices is especially interesting. Gentle children’s voices intertwine in a mixture of whispering voices and timbres that sometimes reveal words or names and are used in the dream sequences. Even more remarkable, however, are the voices of the bewitched dogs. They are elaborated in very expressive audible gestures that still refer to a human voice and to a (noncomprehensible) language. In order to design these voices, Becker elaborated and filtered recordings of Ken Yasumoto’s voice, the supervising sound editor for this film. These voices are good examples of how an alternative, sonorous way for the listener to enter the fairy tale. We feel familiar enough with the other bodies to co-act with them but, at the same time, they take us into unknown lived worlds.


Creating an Audible Imagined “Lived World”

Before Becker starts a project, he spends a long time searching for the right tools to create an imagined world. Interestingly, when Becker thinks about sound, he does not start from the image or the narration but explores at a deeper level to find his inspiration: he tries to figure out the kind of world in which the characters exist. It is important for him to understand what the director wants and to find the right “grammar” and the sonorous space of the characters. “In comparison to fine arts, cinema is an empiric art,” he argues.

A concept is not enough. The audience has to believe in the presented world of the character. When a “fantastic” world is created, imagination has to be installed from the beginning. The film creates a world in which the audience has to find its place.14

How is this possible? How can you create the world of the character in sound? To explain his own way of working, Becker refers to the theater director Krystian Lupa and the latter’s creation of a world behind the text.

As a child, Lupa lived in a house with an immense garden. His theater practice started there. Every day he created a fantastic world in which he acted at the same time. This period was crucial for his later artistic world practice. It became his criterion, his reference for creation. Lupa speaks of “the dance of the actor around his character” and how it emerges from the actor’s inner monologue, from his desires and his imagination. To bring a text to life in theater, the lived experience (le vécu) must be integrated (Lupa 2004).

It is important that the actor enters the landscape (le paysage) of the character. Lupa describes this landscape as an active imagination that is prior to the actor’s gestures, before he begins to express himself. It is important that this landscape exist before the words are spoken. When a person really expresses himself, it is because his (preexistent) landscape allows him to speak. In turn, there is always a tension between this landscape and the text. In daily life, we never think about our gestures but, on stage, we have to rediscover this naturalness. The exploration of this prior landscape constitutes an access to the energy of the actor. Little by little, the space comes into being during the rehearsals. It is through the gestures that space is created.

Inspired by Lupa’s prior landscapes, Becker states that the auditory landscape of the film enables the audio-viewer to co-act with what is happening in the film. Before putting it into words, the body should already understand what is happening. Therefore, it is very important to build this landscape during the preproduction of a film.

We find the same strategy in the films of Lázsló Nemes Son of Saul (2015) and Türelem (2007). In both films, the sounds play a crucial role in informing the audience about an existing invisible world.


Case Study: The Auditory Landscape in Türelem (2007) by Lázsló Nemes

Lázsló Nemes’s short film Türelem (With a Little Patience) gives a clear example of a character’s auditory landscape. In this film, a man is waiting for a woman (the main character). She is an office clerk; we see her working in her daily routine. The sound prompts us to move alongside the woman’s attention. She is not expressing emotions, yet emotions are evoked. Informed by her way of listening, it is up to the audience to interpret the situation of the woman. This film can be seen as a prestudy of Son of Saul (2015) by Nemes. He worked on both films with the same sound designer, Tamás Zányi, and Foley artist, Tamás Beke.

Nemes explains his filmic strategy as one of immersion. The way he talks about the opening sequence of Son of Saul explains also a lot about Türelem: “there are no emotions in this scene, everything in the background is blurred. There are no faces, only shadows passing. There is no relation with nobody. Saul is isolated from the rest of the world.”15 The auditory landscape of the main character in Türelem is designed in the same way.

In Türelem, we, as an audience, are able to move with the character because we can recognize her lived world. But two questions arise: how can an actor act spontaneously in the lived world of a character, which is different from his own lived world? and, further, how can an audience move with a character in a fantastic, nonexisting, imagined auditory world?


Creating an Artificial Body Schema

The landscape described by Lupa is a world that the actor creates through gestures, associations, reactions, and so forth. The actor creates a body that acts spontaneously in the imagined world of the character. This means that the actor creates an artificial body schema: a body schema of an invented person (Sofia 2013, 77).

According to the theater scholar Gabriele Sofia, the actor must incorporate a rather artificial body schema in order to reach a new prereflective control, differing from his daily prereflective experience. The actor reaches out to the spectator, so that he can play with him, surprise him, listen to his breath, feel his level of attention: “by doing so, he can make every performance a unique experience, an authentic complex relationship instead of a mere automatic repetition of a series of acts” (78). This kind of artificial body schema and the creation of a new prereflective control, has consequences in the choice of sounds produced by characters which, in turn, creates a new or a virtual world in film.

Bodily resonance is also part of our experience of a film and involves the feeling of co-embodiment with the actors on screen as well as an embodied listening to film. The moving and gesturing body on screen plays an active role in the imaginative perception of film. This creates the possibilities of evoking worlds beyond our daily experience. Also, the bodily resonance with the sounds plays a crucial and often underestimated role here.

This was the case in Gravity (Cuarón 2013), in which a nonexisting auditory landscape was created. As sound does not exist in space, the sound supervisor Glenn Freemantle decided to approach the sound through concepts of touch and listening through vibrations (Bishop 2013). This was a challenge for Becker, the film’s Foley artist. How does one create in Foley the credible lived world of the main character, Dr. Ryan Stone? Becker started from haptic sounds, rather than “recognizable or intelligible” sounds, and put the first-person perspective and the lived world of the main character in the center to create these sounds.

From this shared first-person perspective, the audio-viewer intuitively “understands” the imagined lived world presented in a film (Bishop 2013). Through the different aspects of the sound (the gesture to make the sound, the sounding gesture, the sounding object, the recording of the sound delivering a dynamic in sound and space, and the spatial aspects of sound), the audio-viewer can co-act with the character in the film.


Nonexisting Worlds Created or Evoked through a Forging of Sound and Images

In order to understand the importance of Becker’s approach to sound, I will resituate this approach within a discussion and examples of the audiovisual contract. When Michel Chion introduces the notion of audiovisual contract in his book Audio-Vision (1994), he foregrounds the possibilities of the relation between sound and image. The sound designer and editor Walter Murch argues, in his introduction to Chion’s book, that there is no natural and preexisting harmony between sound and image in film. It is the filmmaker’s challenge to create the right situations and to make the right choices so that bonds of seeming inevitability are forged between them in order to render a credible experience of a created world. It is in this forging of images and sound that an imagined, nonexisting world can be created or evoked.

Becker’s work is a perfect example of this seemingly natural forging of new bonds between images and sound. In his Foley work, Becker starts from a corporeal engagement, which is an invitation to the audience to “move with” the sound: in his search for immersion, for sensations of sound, and for felt sound, Becker focuses on the bodily experience of film before editing. This means that, already in the stage of sound creation, he connects the sound to an imagined lived body in an imagined lived world. He invites the future audience to co-act intuitively in the filmic experience (already, in this first stage of building, an auditory space) and thereby sets aside the dichotomy between sound and image.

In the next step, the editing phase, the forging together of sound and image constitutes the film as an intentional object. In this phase, sounds take their place in the imagined lived world of the character. In Gravity, the first-person perspective is fundamental to the sound concept. What we hear as an audience gives us the key to co-act with the main character, Dr. Ryan Stone. The sound designer Glenn Freemantle talks about the immersive experience and explains the concept as follows:

The sound comes through her [Dr. Ryan Stone’s] perception of sound. You over-accentuate sound and details. When you are in the situation of isolation, you hear things differently. When you are emotional everything is crystal clear in a different way. The film pulls you on a journey with the character.  (Bishop 2013)

In a text about “editing spaces,” I investigated the notion of filmic space, spatial montage, and the editing of spaces in film with Gravity as a case study focusing on the way sound evokes and creates the “lived space” of Dr. Ryan Stone (Huvenne 2016). As an audience, we resonate with her experiences, situated in the center of filmic space through sound. Even if the visuals are amazing in this film, I argue that sound and the sound concept are key factors in the communication with the public. The sound is mixed in a complex dynamic space in order to give the audience an immersive experience. Sound is guiding the audience through a dynamic and multilayered space. The seemingly immobile audience member sitting in a seat is always moved, is always mobile, and is traveling through the sound. The distribution of the sound in Gravity overwhelms the audience; the imagined space is convincing through the sound.

For Becker, as the film’s Foley artist, the challenge was to convey how the character heard all sounds through bodily contact. During his talk at the School of Sound (London 2015), he explained his corporal engagement in the production of sound as a Foley artist. For Gravity, he tried to transmit the experience of listening to felt sound by attaching contact microphones to his body as a filter to record the sounds.

In order to transmit the experience of a space without transmission of sound through the air, Becker explored underwater sounds with Freemantle in a studio where they submerged guitars in water:

Recording with underwater microphones called hydrophones as well as contact microphones, they rubbed different items along the guitar strings. Some of those recordings became the sounds the audiences hear when Sandra Bullock’s character is hung up on a parachute during one of the film’s pivotal scenes.  (Bishop 2013)

Becker refers to the “bodily experience of sound” in the mother’s womb: “There is a chaos of sounds happening. Sounds are felt, rather than understood. Recent research pointed out that infants recognize the voice of their mother when they are born.”16

Becker thus uses our earliest auditory experience in order to lead us to the experience of being alone in the cosmos.


Conclusion

In this chapter I filtered the artistic work of Nicolas Becker as a Foley artist and sound designer through a phenomenological theoretical framework in order to question the way imagination can emerge from sound in film perception.

Methodologically I introduced a rather unexplored approach of sound in film, focusing on gestures, sounding gestures, and the composition of sound instead of focusing on the source of the sound (sounding object) in relation to the visual frame or the narration. I introduced the (non-object-directed) sensation of sound and thinking in movement, in order to focus on the lived body and lived world created in sound. As film is an empiric art (Becker), it is important to create a “common world” enabling the audience to co-act from their first-person perspective with the sounds. This invites the audience to an imagined, auditory lived world that exists prior to the film’s constitution of diegetic space.

I started from the description of audibly recognizable sounds emerging from visible gestures without visible sounding objects. The mimed gesture and the sound evoke the sounding object even if it is not visible. Even more so, the gestures and the sounds can reveal invisible aspects of the characters, relationships, and inner worlds. The audience resonates with the gestures and the sounds. This embodied listening brings the audience into the experience of a lived world and enables it to create an imagined world.

An embodied listening, resonating with a sound, includes the resonances with the gesture implicit in the sound or evoked by the sound. Instead of “understanding” what is happening in a reflective way, the experience of the sound is rather prereflective. This means that a prereflective movement can be revealed through sound without conceptual thinking.

Resonating with sound can include resonating with the other, with a character for example. Through this embodied listening, we are able to discover the lived world of the other.

To create an imagined lived world means also to enter into the landscape of the character. By resonating with the movements of the character, the audience is able to experience the lived world of the character. Sound and the auditory landscape play a crucial role in the creation of this imagined lived world.




Notes

1. Foley artists match live sound effects with the action of the picture. Foleying is an excellent means of supplying the subtle sounds that production mikes often miss. The rustling of clothing and a squeak of a saddle when a rider mounts his horse give a scene a touch of realism that is difficult to provide using other effect methods. The good Foley artist must “become” the actor with whom he is synching effects otherwise the sounds will lack the necessary realism to be convincing. Most successful Foley artists are audiles; they can look at an object and imagine what type of sound it can be made to produce. Filmsound. http://filmsound.org/terminology/foley.htm. Accessed February 20, 2017.

2. Michel Chion uses the phrase “audiovisual contract” as a reminder that the audiovisual relationship is not natural but a kind of symbolic contract that the audio-viewer enters into, agreeing to think of sound and image as forming a single entity (1994, 215–216).

3. Text written in Dutch: M. Huvenne, Het geluid als een innerlijke beweging in de overdracht van een ervaring in de film, een fenomenologische benadering (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2012).

4. “Object-directed intentional act” is a phenomenological term. I explain this later in the text.

5. Nicolas Becker, “The Art of Sound in Film, the Arts and Media” (lecture), The School of Sound International Symposium, Oxford. April 8, 2015.

6. As Foley artist, Becker has collaborated with film directors such as Roman Polanski (Venus in Fur, 2013; The Ghost Writer, 2010; The Pianist, 2002), Mathieu Kassovitz (La Haine, 1995), Danny Boyle (Sunshine, 2007; 127 hours, 2010), Andrea Arnold (Wuthering Heights, 2001), Alfonso Cuarón (Gravity, 2013), and others. Next to this, he was also the sound designer of films like Beauty and the Beast (2014) and Silent Hill (2006), by Christopher Gans, and Wuthering Heights by Andrea Arnold.

7. Nicolas Becker in conversation with Martine Huvenne: The Engagement of the Body in the Creation and Perception of Sound, December 10, 2015. This interview was conducted in French.

8. Becker in conversation with Martine Huvenne, December 10, 2015. This relates to the uncanny valley and specifically to the thesis of the uncanny wall, in which “technological discernment on the part of the audience generally keeps pace with technological developments used in the attempt to create realistic, humanlike characters such that, ultimately, the perception of uncanniness for such characters is inevitable” (A. Tinwell, M. Grimshaw, and A. Williams. The Uncanny Wall. International Journal of Arts and Technology 4 [2011]: 326–341, at 339).

9. Maxine Sheets-Johnstone was initially a dancer, specialized in dance improvisation.

10. With mimism (mimage) Jousse describes the way a child is learning by incorporating and recreating the reality gesturally (1974, 55).

11. Re-creation meaning the “bringing back to life” of an experience.

12. The body of the viewer/listener resonates with the energetic movement of the sounds. In transferring an experience, sound acts as an inner movement that evokes lived spaces and universes that do not necessarily crop up as reflective mental images; rather, in their vibrating openness, they make the body of the viewer/listener alert and receptive without bringing about an object-directed intentional act. This is what Merleau-Ponty (1958) calls a synchronizing modulation: the viewer/listener attunes his or her body to what he or she is hearing.

13. This heading may be translated as: Feeling rather than understanding sound.

14. Becker in conversation with Martine Huvenne, December 10, 2015.

15. Audio comments of Nemes on Son of Saul, directed by Lázsló Nemes (2015) Cinéart, DVD.

16. Sur les épaules de Darwin, “Des chants appris avant de naître,” directed by Jean-Claude Ameisen, France Inter, December 6, 2014. https://www.franceinter.fr/emissions/sur-les-epaules-de-darwin/sur-les-epaules-de-darwin-06-decembre-2014. Accessed September 20, 2016.
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chapter 31

The Listener’s Choice

The Sounds of Music, Meanings, and Measurements

Ola Stockfelt



… what we “first” hear is never noises or complexes of sounds

—Heidegger ([1927] 1962, 207)


Introduction

It was not until I suddenly found myself balancing precariously on the edge of the sidewalk that I became aware of having jumped out of the way. By then, the heavy pounding in my ears of my rapidly beating heart was already partly masking the decreasing rumble of the big lorry disappearing down the street. I started to imagine vividly what might have happened, and also to try to figure out what actually had happened. I immediately decided that I must have heard the noise of the approaching lorry behind me and then acted accordingly in a prudent and capable fashion. During the actual situation, I might not have been thinking at all, as I was much too busy being immediately elsewhere, but thinking back, I decided I could remember hearing a noise, could remember how the noise sounded, or how it must have sounded. I was a bit bothered by not being able to pinpoint exactly when the noise had first penetrated my consciousness, but by checking out the layout of the street, the positioning and timing of the traffic lights and so forth, I was able to make a rough estimate of where and when the lorry must have been when I first ought to have heard the noise.

I was completely wrong, of course. I had had absolutely no time to hear the noise. Possibly I had heard the lorry. More probably I had just perceived an imminent danger. Hearing sounds in a situation like that is just much too slow; there is no time to register and identify a sound, to figure out what it might indicate, what information it might carry, decide on a proper path of action, and execute. You need to act on the meaning first. If this meaning includes that the situation is such that you do indeed have time and reason to dwell on the actual sound, you might very well do so. And in hindsight, given time and incentive to rationalize your own behavior, it can often be quite meaningful to imagine that you have indeed heard and recognized a sound, and to start to figure out how the various aspects of the character of the sound gave you incentive to interpret the situation and to act in an appropriate fashion.

We do but rarely listen for meaning, but we do always listen through meaning. This can save your life. Probably it already has. But it also complicates matters.

I will address some of these complications in what follows by first discussing how and what we hear while listening to music in some acoustically less-than-ideal contexts, using my car as a case in point, and then expand this discussion to include the affordances and constraints of listening for meaning while watching films, and for imagining accessing the state of the world through television and other mainstream audiovisual media.1


Hearing Music, Imagining Sounds

I enjoy listening to the radio while driving. My car has a really silent engine, mostly electric, but the sounds of the wind and the wheels still form clusters of quite strong drones in the base and middle registers as soon as I get up to speed. This creates a conflict that, in purely acoustical terms, should be absolutely impossible to solve, as I often listen to music on the “classical” channel. The music typically has a great variation in amplitude—if you set the volume high enough to completely overcome the car drones, the occasional fortissimo parts will hurt your ears, or at least create unpleasant distortions in the speakers, so you are forced to make do with some medium setting. (A compressor could reduce that particular part of the problem, but would also take away dynamic aspects of the music, and you certainly do not want that.) The music also typically contains a lot of crucial musical information in the middle and middle-low registers—exactly the registers that are mostly drowned out by the car drones, and especially during the piano and pianissimo parts, of course. And you can only do so much with a car equalizer. Thus, my ears cannot actually perceive a lot of the stuff I listen to. This can be objectively and unequivocally affirmed by making careful measurements of the internal soundscape of a car at speed, by comparing these with the acoustic profile of a classical orchestra as being transmitted through a car’s loudspeakers and with the possible range of human hearing and acoustic discrimination.

Still, I do indeed hear it, and I enjoy it, if the music is well performed. And it is definitely not that I have exceptional, superhuman hearing—quite the opposite actually, as I am getting on in years. How does this work?

As long as you listen to music that you are familiar with, the answer does seem fairly obvious. Music you already know well do not require any external sound at all—it can be mostly in your head, even totally in your head; it can actually be a real problem not to keep hearing too familiar tunes not present in the outside soundscape (cf., innumerable discussions on “earworms,” including commercial apps to terminate them). Most of the music I listen to, I “play” solely for myself, using only my internal jukebox. This is definitely not at all the same as listening through earpieces or loudspeakers—but it is actually not completely different either. Listening to what you have already heard, to what you already know rather well, to the identical, listening for the identical (Stockfelt 1988), is, to a major extent, listening for confirmation of what is already present in your mind, your memory, your body—be it a particular recording; a familiar piece of music performed more or less as you have heard it before, or at least partly recognizable; a particular sound; a musical concept like a chord or a modulation; or some verbal element like a word, a phrase, or a particular tone of voice (Stockfelt 2009).

If the radio is turned off in the middle of a well-known tune, the music will continue for a while in your mind, at least in the form of a perceived specific absence of something expected. It can be more than enough to hear a couple of bars in the middle, even a fraction of a second of music might do, and a perception of the whole tune will in some respect be there—as a presence and/or an absence. If there are corresponding gaps in the frequency register, these will also be filled in like fashion and, providing you have the competence to know what to listen for, they will be filled with something rather akin to what could or should have been there acoustically, and especially if the situation gives you additional clues. Talking to somebody in the subway, you do not just comprehend better but actually hear a lot more, and different things, if you can see his or her lips, even if you are not a skilled lip-reader.2 When you read a familiar word, you do not have to imagine what it would sound like if spoken or sung, you can hear it in your mind, with or without subvocalization. This works both in the shorter time span experienced as the present, and over longer stretches of time, both synchronic and diachronic. If you already possess the gestalt of the whole, or at least a reasonably good image of what the whole might possibly be, you cannot escape filling in the gaps, be it a missing end-phrase, a missing word, a missing sound—and you do it based on your knowledge of what could and should be there, the schemata you apply, in order to complete the gestalt of the sound that would correspond to the meaning you are listening for (cf., Bregman 1994, 2015). When you hear something you know well, you do not need to get the full spectrum of sound through your ears—you use the clues you are given through listening as a sort of acoustic notation (in combination with eventual clues through the other senses, etc.) and you fill in the gaps, noticing or not that the gaps are there. If the meaning you are listening for concerns the actual sound quality, as when you are checking the technical quality of a recording or a piece of audio equipment, missing or poorly represented portions of the sound can make you very disappointed indeed (hearing an absence of required standards). But if you are listening not for the sound as such but for the music and/or the words, a minor lack in, for instance, the frequency register will go unnoticed, and even a rather limited range can be quite enough for a fully satisfying subjective experience of the sound.

Listening to what you already know, you have vast resources of memory and structural comprehension to draw on, and you cannot easily choose not to use that competence. Listening to the sometimes very scarce tonal clues in, for instance, a solo partita by Bach, you do not have to pause and reflect to figure out the implied shifting chords and their harmonic implications—you actually hear them, provided you know the harmonic language reasonably well. You could express this as an affordance in the music (Clarke 2005): the notes specified by Bach afford the hearing of the implied harmonies and thus all the other notes those harmonies include (as a presence and/or an absence). It would however be equally to the point to regard it as a constraint (cf., Gibson 1977, 1986)—once you have internalized the concept of tonality (or “tonicality” cf., Tagg 2012), of harmonies, and developed the competence to hear not only explicit chords but also implied harmonic progression from melodic clues, you will hear it not as a subjective internal exercise but as an integral part of the explicit notes, of the “objective” sound. You just cannot avoid using the acquired competence, at least not without a specific effort:

It requires a very artificial and complicated frame of mind to “hear” a “pure noise.

”(Heidegger [1927] 1962, 207)

Perceiving just minute parts will instantly activate the concept of a relevant whole indicated by the parts and the situation, and this is a particular mode of experiencing the whole. Depending on your recognition of what you hear, different wholes will be present. It is akin to seeing only a small part of a company logo. Take, for example, the image in Figure 31.1.3



[image: image]
Figure 31.1 A logo, consisting of only the central part of a previous logo with the full company name.





Either you recognize it, or you do not. If you do, it is more than enough, and you will not even notice there might be a problem, but will continue creating meaning within the context in which the logo appeared. If you do not, you still cannot avoid seeing that there are letters there, and letters missing (providing you know your letters, and you obviously do, as you are reading this). You immediately see the capital letters “G” and “L,” the small empty space articulating a distance between two words and thus the lack of the several other letters needed to complete these words whichever they might be, and you see that the first and last letter quite obviously have been partially excised, as an explicit articulation stating the deliberateness in the lack of information. You can easily see that the first incomplete character unambiguously is a capital “N” since no other character has that specific profile (within the presumed consistency of the font-set implied by the plainly readable characters), while the last character could be any of a number of characters, though in practice the choice would be instantly narrowed down to either an “I” or an “E,” as vowels in most languages are so much more likely to follow an initial “L” than, for example, a capital “D,” “M,” or “P” that this can come across as a virtual certainty (but based on completely different circumstantial evidence than the recognition of the first incomplete character as an “N”).

If you do not recognize the logo, you might still recognize that it is in fact a logo, or at least a part of a logo, and if so you will also recognize the fact that you are not in the know of what exactly it might signify. And even if you do recognize it and see it as a part of the implied whole, the part-exclusion of letters still explicitly articulates the fact that the beginning and end of a full written message is missing, inviting us to fill out the blanks on both ends (as well as the blanks in the contextual information), and creating an arena for complementary and contrasting information, as utilized in the alternate version below (Figure 31.2)4. Thus, less is more.5



[image: image]
Figure 31.2 The logo, with an alternative completion of the ellipses.





The logo articulates that it is supposed to be so familiar that the presented excerpt is sufficient—and that those who are not in the know could be considered as outsiders. Trying to understand the logo in this respect becomes attempting to act like an insider, as if that is something obviously desirable. If you do not want to accept this claim, the logo might easily come across as something that articulates meaninglessness, as rubbish, even as something overbearingly pretentious and offensive.6

Hearing music in the car has many similar traits. Some sounds you actually do register with your ears (why else turn on the radio at all?). Some sounds you perceive you are hearing as you know they “must” be present in the musical and/or verbal context, even if they are actually inaudible in the listening situation. Some sounds and concepts (like implicit harmonies) you might add all by yourself and still perceive as being an integral part of the music or in some sort of creative relation to the music. And it is not always possible to make a clear distinction between these categories, or even evidently meaningful to try.

To me, a small but often significant part of the joy of listening to unknown music on the car radio consists of the actual puzzle—of trying to figure out what I am listening to; the time in the car is a time free for exploration, a space and time I have reserved for the purpose of nonpurposeful listening. But the real puzzle can actually appear when I come across a recording of something I know really, really well; occasionally I discover details never heard before, like a minor but ingenious finesse in the variation of the accompanying middle strings of a Mozart allegro: music elements right in the middle of the frequency registers that definitely cannot actually be perceived by human ears in the internal soundscape of a car at speed. If I stop the car, make notes, and then check my notes against the score when I get to my computer, it more often than not turns out that the formerly unnoticed detail is in fact present in the score, and that is the puzzle. If my “discovery” in these cases is based on memory (having heard and/or read the music before but never consciously noticed the particular detail), on pattern comprehension (being familiar with various compositional styles and tricks of, e.g., Mozart), or on implicit recognition of the unheard sounds from the parts of the notes that actually are possible to register with the ears in the situation—for example, attack sounds and the acoustic interference with the more audible parts of the orchestra (as when you can imagine hearing the sound of a plucked fender bass even in a small speaker virtually without bass capabilities)—is probably impossible to determine. And this is the actual point. What we hear is the meaningful combination of a number of factors and processes, only some of them possible to measure acoustically. We do hear with our ears, but also with, for instance, our eyes and our memories of corporal movement, and first and foremost with our comprehension of meaning.


Hearing Meaning, Imagining Visuals

If you play the first three minutes of music (and whichever other sounds that might be present, if any) from almost any mainstream blockbuster movie for a group of students, and ask them what the movie is about, they will almost without fail be able to give you an answer that is both essentially correct and amazingly detailed, and apart from minor points or variations of basically equivalent alternatives, they will agree on the answer. Depending on which movie you have chosen, some of the students might have seen it and identify it from the music, but even if you manage to find something that none of the students in the group has encountered before, they will most probably be able to tell you what it is all about, and they will be able to do it on audio clues alone. They will tell you which genre it is, in what country it was produced and possibly the name of the company. Sometimes they might discuss when the film was produced. They will tell you which prime audience groups it is intended for. They will tell you in what kinds of environments the action will take place (including geographical, social, and historical setting), what kind of action will occur, what kind of characters will carry the action, and what kind of conflict it is that will have to be resolved. They might give you information on the general appearance of the visuals, color scales, and effects. And they will of course tell you what kind of finish to expect. And they will be right, usually on all accounts. Try it. Film studies students usually do this with even more accurate and detailed results than musicology students, maybe because they might have seen more movies, maybe just because they, as a rule, have access to a more precise language suited for the task of describing various aspects of a film.

If you do the same thing and also let them see the visuals, you will get even more specific information, which is of course hardly surprising. More noteworthy is that, with absolute certainty and conviction, they will be able to inform you of various things about the environments and characters that they claim to have seen but that, regardless of film analytical competence, cannot possibly be deduced from the visuals alone (which can easily be checked, or at least illustrated, by subjecting another group of students to the same thing but without audio).7

If you ask the first group how they do it, they will tell you that they can hear it. If you ask the second group, they will tell you that they can see it. And they are right again, of course. You see different things while hearing the soundtrack; you will become informed on how to look at what you see, and you will also see things that are not actually visually represented. (Even some students in the first group, who have only heard the music, might actually claim that they have seen the things they describe.) You can see the things you have understood based on the information that has reached you through your ears, just as you might hear inaudible parts of the sounds made by a person you see articulating words. You can see if a visually neutral character is afraid, brave or threatening, and trustworthy or not and if a setting is safe or menacing. You might even be able to see (not conclude) whether a surface, which is visually represented by just a uniform neutral color, should be regarded as hard or soft.

If you use this as a pedagogical starting point and then give the students the task of notating all the aural (and/or visual) clues that gave them the basis for the conclusions, they will soon come up with and agree on a sort of aural vocabulary—a number of conventions in the sound design and musical expression that repeatedly appear with very similar signification in various types of audiovisual productions.

As the conventions, among other things, signify what kind of film to expect, this expectation in turn provides a frame for the understanding of the conventions—a quickly established hermeneutic loop. The same sound might indicate different things in different settings, but the students are clearly multilingual in relation to film and film sounds and have no problem making consistent interpretations—or rather, immediately seeing the meaning of the sounds within a relevant context, often without even noticing that they might have been effortlessly switching between several different “languages.”

This is something they discover by being tasked with discussing and deconstructing in detail the experience of the sounds, by being directed to figure out how the various aspects of the character of the sound gave them incentive to interpret the film in an appropriate fashion—in hindsight, given time and incentive to rationalize their own experiences. While experiencing a film (with or without the visuals) there is usually no time to register and identify a convention, to figure out what it might indicate, what information it might carry, decide on a proper path of interpretation, and reach a conclusion. You need to act on the meaning first. The students might not even make a note of, for instance, the stressed minor sixth falling to a less stressed fifth in the minor mode, but they immediately recognize the specific male character that will sooner or later in the film come across as the kind of heroic man who is ready to suffer and sacrifice in order to save the day. The meaning is perceived as an integral part of the diegetic world of the film.

When they puzzle out component parts of the signs affording them the experience of these meanings—in effect reverse-engineering aspects of the construction of the film—they base it primarily not on their competencies as film or musicology students, but on the competencies that comes with having grown up in a world dominated by mediated images, sounds, and musics—competencies crucially needed to navigate the mediascapes of the world they live in. They really know this stuff on an expert level, but, just because they all know it so well, it does not come across as a special competence, but as obvious, shared and palpable aspects of what they agree on seeing—as things inherent in the film itself.

If being informed of the historical significance of, for instance, the trope of the falling minor sixth mentioned above, and the development of the conventionalized meaning, most of them tend to be politely interested at best. Information about affective expressions in the operas of Alessandro Scarlatti only rarely enthuse film fans, tropes of subjective emotions such as “sighs” in the Empfindsamer Stil by C. P. E. Bach generally fare little better, and even the tonal expressions of the new concepts of individual subjectivity and personnalité in late eighteenth-century French music and their equivalents in the Sturm und Drang quartets by Josef Haydn and his contemporaries are seldom perceived as obviously relevant to a discussion on, for instance, contemporary American action movies. However, Richard Wagner’s use of the very same trope in some of his works, such as Parsifal (1882), might sound more up-to-date, and playing somewhat more recent dramas where the trope is foregrounded as a leitmotif for the male protagonist, as in Danny Elfman’s music for Batman (1989) or David Arnold’s music for Independence Day (1996), is bound to bring immediate recognition. Both the musical figure and its meaning are the same—a few centuries of commercial media has just made it even more widely accepted as a trope and the knowledge of what it signifies more generally internalized.

The few but significant attempts to provide female protagonists with the same type of traits by using the very same trope, like the theme for Charly Baltimore in Alan Silvestri’s music for The Long Kiss Goodnight (1996), never works out so effortlessly, or at all (never resulting in a presentation of a character convincing or strong enough to endure through the conclusion of the plot, no matter the skill of the actor and/or composer8). This will annoy students with an interest in gender aspect, who still might possibly become slightly amused when discovering how the same trope can be used to demonstrably put essentially the same type of male characters in second place, as in John Lunn’s music for Downton Abbey (2010–2015). Still, this particular trope consistently connects to a specific expression and type of male subjectivity and range of actions. It not only stipulates that the protagonist in the kind of diegetic worlds in which it appears should be male, thus excluding everybody with female gender, but it also specifies what kinds of male traits and actions behoove a true protagonist, thus excluding almost everybody with male gender. It thus also connects to a specific type of relation between men and women, and between men and men, and can even be said to implicitly presuppose a cis-type gender construction. Thus, while the trope might in effect have been used with some emancipatory effects in the times and discourses of Scarlatti, Bach, Rousseau, and Haydn, from Wagner’s time onward at least, it has instead contributed to preserve conservative views. By using it, you facilitate the telling of stories where specific gender constructions can be taken for granted, but if you want to tell stories where other types of gender roles and relations are possible or even central, as, for instance, a plot with normalized strong, independent, and successful women, the trope in effect becomes a hindrance, a constraint, and you will either have to do without it or take the time and effort to develop different tropes.

This is more easily said than done. To start with, it takes a conscious effort, based on the recognition that the affordances of traditional stylistic means do carry a cultural baggage that is hard to shake. It also takes a filmic context that makes it possible for the audience to recognize, learn, and internalize unconventionally conveyed intended meaning. And the success would still be uncertain. For efficient storytelling with a high degree of foreseeable success, the established stereotypes simply work best, both musically, aurally, and visually—especially when they are so internalized into the communicative audiovisual language that they are not even recognized as such but instead work as “unheard melodies” (Gorbman 1987).

Basic pattern recognition in vision and sound might be mainly genetically coded; it does not take any specially developed cultural competence for the sudden roar of a lorry or a lion behind your back to make you jump even before you consciously register the sound. That the mind fills out incomplete basic patterns, in space and in time—and thus can see (actually cannot avoid seeing) things that are not explicitly visually stated—has long been extremely well documented, and has been given explanations coherent with the development of ever new fields of research.

The corresponding incapacity to avoid seeing and hearing patterns and meanings based on cultural competences has been illustrated to work in a similar way in a number of fields. And the border between the categories, if there is indeed a definite border, is probably impossible to determine. While, for example, the research of Bregman (1994, 2015) in auditory scene analysis eminently shows and describes the complexities involved in the seemingly simple task of creating meaningful order out of chaos by grouping and creating gestalts out of the physically chaotic mass of vibrations reaching the ears, the practical lack of access to aurally, and culturally, unsophisticated subjects for research makes it impossible to determine the importance of the cultural schooling of the genetically inherent capacity of learning to discriminate and create meaningful coherence. Even the newborn child is a very sophisticated listener; nobody who has taken the trouble of making and really listening to a reasonably fair surround recording of the extremely complex soundscape inside a womb in late pregnancy—the soundscape that an unborn child has to develop the capacity to navigate in order to be able to perceive as separate and coherent the different sonic stimuli from the outside world it later can be found to recognize after birth (like voices and melodies) in spite of the radically altered frequency profile and in completely different acoustic contexts (and with inescapable interference from a number or formerly untrained senses, e.g., vision)—can in any way regard even a newborn baby as anything less than already aurally experienced and highly sophisticated.9 We first hear. Listening (together with kinesthetic experience) is the sense-activity of the paradigmatic proto-identity that will learn to make meaning before also getting access to the other senses.

Compared to that feat, listening for, and hearing, the sounds that are needed to transmit the meaning indicated by the sounds actually heard, for instance, while listening to rather well-known types of music in the internal soundscape of a car, must be regarded as relatively straightforward.

As opposed to simple pattern recognition, cultural tropes have to become integral parts of the reception competence in order to work. Richard Wagner had good pedagogical reasons to keep on plugging the same leitmotif (or rather Hauptmotiv) for quite some time and from various angles, before using it in more central and complex dramaturgical positions—the audience had to learn to recognize dramaturgical references of the motif on an internalized level before it could be used effectively as an aspect of the plot (without having to study the score and consult one of the many handbooks of dubious reliability on the subject).10

The same obviously goes for the usually much more simple and straightforward use of leitmotifs and stereotypes in films—they cannot work as part of the construction of the narrative unless the audience understands them, preferably on a nonreflexive level. Thus, they generally work best if they build on, or even reproduce, musical gestures that have worked well with similar effect before and if they are first thoroughly presented in an audiovisual and dramaturgical situation where the intended references are as unambiguous as possible. Max Steiner’s motif (or rather, two complementary motifs) for Kong in King Kong (1933) was not only composed in complete conformity with well-established musical stereotypes for a big and threatening beast. It was also extremely pedagogically explained, first by text, later by dialogue and visuals, with an adequate number of repetitions. Not before the audience thus had had a good chance to learn and internalize it, was it used in any more complex situations, or varied, or the character it designated developed to possess also nonstereotypical and even somewhat antithetical traits. (An example of this is the passage at 1:09’42”–46” when Kong in effect by repeatedly saving his female captive from various dangers has been established as being a sort of protagonist, which enables the audience to identify with his subjective position and even partake, through the interaction between the motif in the bassoons and the visuals, in his experience of smell lingering on his log-sized fingers after he has daintily torn off much of his captive’s flimsy attire).

Film sounds are extremely conventional in productions intended for the mainstream, as are the visuals, and almost as stereotypical as verbal languages, although they do not function in quite the same way. This makes it possible and convenient to convey even very complex narratives with a high degree of foreseeable success, as long as you stay within the range of what has in effect already been told. This presupposes that the audience possess a very high degree of competence on filmic conventions, and it does.

An image: some fifteen years ago I went on tour with a string quintet and a lot of audiovisual paraphernalia, giving carefully scripted multimedia lectures for school kids on the workings of film music I lectured, and then made a magic gesture like Mandrake the Magician and suddenly there appeared a film clip, or a sudden spotlight revealing musicians playing on stage, or something of that order. It was quite fun. I was careful to first tell the pupils that I did not actually intend to teach them anything. Everything I said would be things they already knew very well. If they did not already know it very well, the film would not work, would not be possible to understand. And this was completely true, of course, since we concentrated on blockbusters. We went through a lot of standard stereotypes, with examples from Indiana Jones (Williams 1989), Jaws (Williams 1975), Star Wars (Williams 1977), Wallace & Gromit (Nott 1995), Psycho (Herrmann 1960), and so forth. And finally, I did what all of this had secretly been leading up to: I boldly lied to them and told them that they would hear a piece of film music without visuals and afterward get to tell me and each other what the film was all about, what happened in the pictures they did not get to see.

Then the quintet played an excerpt of Robert Schumann’s piano quintet in E-flat major, starting with the second part’s well-known minor theme, in total quiet—a big hall, and a few times even a fair-sized sports hall, full of young teenagers sitting absolutely still in the dark, listening to Schumann, with a sole spotlight centered on the musicians.

I especially remember one time, when there were three young guys sitting in the middle of the front row, with big and loud jackets on, and caps down over their eyes. As soon as the light went out, they rather noisily left the audience—obviously having something much better to do. But at the door, in the far back of the sports hall, they got stuck. One of them seemed to just have to stop to hear what would happen next. A minor commotion resulted, while the other two boys tried to drag him away, and this resulted in one of the other guys getting stuck with his head inside the door instead. I was standing behind the piano, turning pages, so I had full and good view of the backlit drama at the door. At last it quietened down, with all three heads with different colored caps stuck on top of each other inside the door, like a stoplight. And, in that fashion, they listened silently for the rest of the music, until it finally came to rest and the musicians put down their instruments. Then the three heads suddenly vanished.

The kids obviously knew their Schumann. If I had told them to sit still and silent in a dark sports hall and listen to a string quartet and a piano playing chamber music from 1842, they surely would not have been able to accommodate me, even if they would have wished to do so (and they certainly would not). But sitting in the dark, viewing a film, even if they had to do it inside their heads based on what they could hear in the music, was a completely different matter. They wanted to hear the story, and Schumann was one composer who really knew how to tell good stories. Even the three guys who were all set to slip away as soon as possible had to stay on to hear how it would end.

Kids do know a lot about “classical music.” These kids knew their Schumann (probably without ever hearing of him) because they had grown up with watching television, video, DVD, film, and playing computer games.

In film, the action is often either primarily dependent on the visuals, primarily dependent on the dialogue, or primarily dependent on the nonverbal sounds including the music. Almost never is any one of these aspects without importance for the understanding of what goes on; film is an audiovisual medium. Kids learn some of the basic communication modes of film before they even learn how to speak. One might even say it is their first language, their first means to access the world outside the confines of the closest family members. They learn at a very, very early age what different stylistic means used in films are supposed to mean, what they narrate in different film genres, including the sound design and the music that comes with the pictures. They learn to hear when it is dangerous, when it is safe, when it is sad, and when it is happy. They learn to understand the sounds of different characters, actions, situations, and environments.

The backside is that characters and situations that do not fit into the stereotypes will be harder to fit into narratives. Hence, well-established stereotypes might be deployed to convey and perceive meanings also for situations where they might not quite fit, or to even, in effect, go against what might actually have been the intended narrative. No matter how much Thelma and Louise (Zimmer 1991) blow up tankers and drive daringly from the police to a pop-score suited to the actions, we still are required to hear soft and sad music enhancing and confirming stereotypically female subjectivity in a few key scenes to ensure that we do realize that they are indeed and deep down true and credible women in spite of their outward conduct.

Mainstream audiovisual storytelling is an extremely conventionalized means of communication, and the shaping and use of well-established tropes and stereotypes for various characters, environments, and situations can be regarded as a sign of professionalism—a prerequisite for successful communication. It is a complicated matter to develop new tropes, as the development must also include the process of getting the intended audience to actually understand a trope, to hear it, and see it—not just as sounds and pictures but to experience it as the intended meaning. It takes consciousness and commitment, time and effort. It often also needs combining processes usually outside the range of control of the individual composer or sound designer, and the success of the undertaking can never be certain. The faster and/or more expensive the media, the smaller is the incentive to take that risk.

Still, the field constantly develops and changes—although maybe not so often as a result of the conscious invention of new communicative means, but as a result of the needs of a changing environment and changing access to meanings already established in connected media and situations.


Hearing Characters, Imagining Truth

The development of new stereotypes for “the other,” the “exotic,” the “oriental,” might be taken as a case in point. From early sound film onward (including also so-called silent films with a set score), the musical tropes for the exotic built predominantly on already established exoticism, on various stereotypes in “classical” music, from symphonic program music, opera, and theater to parlor music character pieces. For example, in the beginning of Casablanca (Steiner 1942) we get unmistakable stereotype “caravan music” (starting at 00’16”, after a short passage, beginning at the end of the introductory Warner Brothers signature as a map of Africa is displayed, set to the kind of “primitive” drums that are so often linked not only generally to people on or from that continent but also to documentary films and television signatures for programs showing us various types of wildlife such as elephants and lions). This particular musical characterization of the oriental goes centuries back, at least to the prolonged and problematic relations between Austrian and the Ottoman empires. What we “first hear” is not a blaring orchestra playing a bad simile of maqam hijaz. We hear “the orient”—this weird thing that does not exist, and never did exist, in real life, except as the constructed antithesis of an alleged more or less homogeneous Western civilization. The tune in this case does not actually say much in particular about the orient, it just helps us to localize and focus our viewing of the map—we should not look in the middle of the screen, but on the top of the screen; that is where the action will take place. At the same time the title provides more precise information to the geographically knowledgeable that the hot spot is in fact in the top left corner.

The “oriental” trope of the signature of course not only helps with geographical orientation but also connects both the upcoming narrative and the geographical setting to innumerable earlier narratives. Furthermore, at the end of the introduction, a claim of authenticity of the stereotype is made as its melodic line is moved (1’57”–2’16”) into a diegetic position in the sound design while the camera tilts down to the first street view, where we can first see the actual inhabitants of the area (thus, this is not only music that describes the people, this is the music we can see that they choose to play for themselves). Then we are ready for the actual drama, beginning with the leitmotif for the antagonist (a version of the beginning of the German national hymn).11

That is the classic oriental—the other. Lately, we have seen (or heard) other kinds of others, and some of them much closer to home. As a case in point we can look at—and listen to—a short scene in the British BBC award-winning documentary Gypsy Child Thieves.12

This example was actually brought to my attention by one of the students mentioned earlier.13 I have no reason at all to presume that the director of the film, Liviu Tipuriță, in any way had any intention whatsoever of consciously stating the kind of otherness I will be discussing here (rather the opposite, judging from his earlier production and commentaries in interviews); he just had his material edited in a very competent conventional way.

What we see in this clip is a young girl, filmed in one of the standardized “documentary” manners from a safe distance with a rather shaky handheld camera, as she walks alone on a sidewalk close by Conde de Casal in central Madrid—coming across as a rather rough environment with heavy and loud traffic—and we follow her as she tries to steal money at a cash machine, but fails. In the preceding scene, we have seen women and children coming into the city in a bus, accompanied by a typical “oriental” flute that will be discussed further in what follows, and the cut to the girl both connects her to these and singles her out—as the cut is done on a sound bridge that introduces a different rhythm and texture while the voice-over specifically focuses on her.

Every day, we see children arriving, with the women who beg in the city. One day, I see a girl who lives in the camp, wandering by herself in the center of Madrid; she looks about thirteen.14

The music features a solo flute that stands out both from the drum, bass, and string accompaniment and from the sound of the traffic, analogous to how the girl is visually profiled against her surroundings by being focused on by the moving camera. The preceding scene was accompanied by the same, or a very similar flute, but in a considerably less rhythmically poignant manner and with a much sparser accompaniment. The music appears to be an excerpt from an album by Goran Bregović.15 His music became known to the wider international audience and also became particularly connected to stories about Romani people after Bregović cooperation with Emir Kusturica in the film Time of the Gypsies (Dom za vesanje) from 1988, which was followed by a number of films from the 1990s onward by several different directors and composers building on the success of the format of this film. It also became very popular and profitable as “world music,” and even entered the curriculum of several conservatories. It connects well to formerly established stereotypes for the oriental, but has a more updated and modern sound. It is undoubtedly fun to play, and you can play it without having to learn the basic theories and practices of, for instance, maquam, radif, or raga.

Bregović’s music, not to mention other and sometimes copyright-free music sounding very much like it even sometimes practically identical, has since been frequently used for television documentaries, for tourist travel programs, and for on-site footage in news reports—stories dealing with the Romani, with “the situation in the Balkans,”16 and with almost any other site loosely connected to the quite large and indistinct area represented by this particular kind of “world music.” It has become an obvious choice—a useful stereotype.

In this particular scene, it singles out the children and women coming into the city, and in particular this girl, as being patently oriental, as being inherent strangers in the environment—the eastern and somewhat pastoral feel of the flute accompanying the bus in the traffic is definitely not an intrinsic part of the Western urban setting. In the music following the cut to the girl, this is combined with a set of stereotypes actually designating urbanity and action—a quick beat in rather indistinct 7/8 creating a sense of quickened movement and uncertainty, a chromatic rise in the middle strings distinctly suggesting the part of the James Bond theme by Monty Norman (1962) already earlier established as connected to criminal settings by, for instance, being part of Nelson Riddle’s theme music for The Untouchables (1959–1963), a heavy bass note followed by a fast-slapped electric bass sounding slightly reminiscent of various old blaxploitation movies and synchronized to a cut (10’26”) to the site of the cash machine that will be the scene of the (attempted) crime. There is, of course, no time to recognize, identify, and connect all the well-known references while viewing the short scene, but the music distinctly conveys and indeed stresses that the girl is up to no good. Thus, we can see with our own eyes that she is not to be trusted. Whether this girl actually has any connection to this music or not, we do not know, of course. The music is nondiegetic, so she cannot hear it. If she could hear it, it is doubtful if she would recognize it, or identify it, or identify with it. If she indeed did recognize it, it still would probably not be a part of any distinct Romani identity of hers. People who have, or have been attributed with, Romani heritage have had and have many different types of music over the centuries and in different parts of the world. It is doubtful whether she ever saw any of those movies from the 1990s. But this music is not meant to be heard as an expression of her subjectivity; it functions instead to hide her subjectivity by, in effect, characterizing her not as an individual person, but as a typical “gypsy,” and a criminal one at that.17 If we are interested in who she really is and what she herself thinks about the situation in which she is put, the music in fact becomes a hindrance, a constraint. Even an interpretation in positive terms of who this girl “really is,” could have a closer connection to the somewhat mythological ideas given by the already established tropes than by an interest in her as a unique individual.

“Gypsy Child Thieves” is the “real-life” version of one of my favourite feature films ever, directed by twice Palme D’Or winner Emir Kusturica, “Time Of The Gypsies.”18

When you see a film like this, you do not typically hear Goran Bregović sounding a bit like Nelson Riddle. You rather immediately hear, and see, meaning. You hear that you should see this girl as a stranger, a danger, a different kind of person from you, and a criminal. This is of course done all the time in fiction films, where “the oriental” (especially “the Arab Muslim”) today is cast as the all-purpose enemy that, for example, the Native Americans once used to be in Western movies.19 You expect the protagonist hero to help us, to save us from them, maybe to kill them in order to solve the problem. That so many fiction films focus on that kind of story might be seen as a problematic thing in itself. But when the very same stereotypes are used in documentaries, or as family entertainment in the forms of programs on wildlife and vacations, and in news programs, it is worse, because then we do not see it as a part of a diegetic world, but as a part or our real everyday world—and we actually do see it. Then it is blatant lying, telling falsehood by music. Unlike falsehood told by words, however, this falsehood takes some musicological reflective practice to be deconstructed. You need to know what to listen for, in order to make out what the music is telling us about the pictures.

One reason this particular clip made me stop was that I had earlier studied the sound design of Swedish (and to some minor extent Danish) television documentaries about our soldiers in Afghanistan, and had become interested in some of the choices of sound design for different persons, situations, and environments. In the Danish documentaries, quite a lot of effort seems to have been put into establishing a sense of distance and strangeness and in representing the soldiers’ experience of discomfort and even fear, rather in line with some of the music relating to experiences of the Balkan wars analyzed in Iben Have’s study of Danish television documentaries (Have 2008, see especially the studies of the music to En minister krydser sit spor [49 ff.]). In this series, the particular trope I have discussed earlier appears regularly as an illustration (or statement) of unknown and strange environments as, for instance, in part 2, 14’02”–14’28,” where it underlines a soldier’s reminiscence (transformed by cutting into a voice-over): “Because we’re going further north to a place we haven’t been before,” and is given the form of an “oriental” flute playing over a strong bass drone providing a sense of foreboding during the scene’s establishing shot, taken with a handheld (or helmet-mounted) camera with a first-person shooter-like perspective and framing while walking into an otherwise rather nondescript piece of unkempt farmland.20

In the Swedish documentaries, there is a somewhat more diversified use of tropes, and the “oriental” stereotype discussed is more generally used both for depicting environments and for following the “natives” who move about in these environments. In these documentaries, this is how the Afghan people sound, when shown on the streets outside the compounds where “our” soldiers live, when they move in the background, and when the children are running around or playing. Thus, as opposed to the situation in the Gypsy Child Thieves documentary, the inhabitants here are musically depicted as being at one with their surroundings—the environment and the people are equally and similarly foreign (and culturally nonspecific). The natives come across as incomprehensible and potentially dangerous. They are not us, but another kind of people, the others, while the lives and moods of our Swedish soldiers, the protagonists, are accompanied with orchestral Western mainstream action music with a marked dominance of male stereotypes (including, of course, the minor sixth mentioned previously), just like the subjects in Hollywood action movies; Schumann updated with a slight touch of rock and roll, bordering on Hans Zimmer’s music for The Rock (1996) and all the well-known copies of that format, like the Swedish reality show Expedition Robinson (1997–; cf., the American version Survivor 2000–), thus enabling us to understand what kind of persons they are and how they felt about the ordeals they were going through.21 Musically, the Afghan population is oriental and strange in the same manner as the “criminal gypsies,” while the Swedish soldiers are American heroes—and we can see it with our own eyes on television, not just in black and white, but in full color.

I do not for a moment think the TV producers, neither at British, Danish, or Swedish Television, thought long and hard about how to get the maximum number of prejudices into the music for their documentaries. They choose something that sounded good and professional and that worked well in order to tell a story. And they choose something that everybody would understand immediately, something that they knew would do the job, as it had been used successfully several times before. That is just effective storytelling. If it works, why fix it? Why invest time and money that you probably do not have, in order to produce something with a lower probability of being appreciated? You might choose to do so if you are in the business of producing art, but not if your job is to just describe the world “as it is.”22

There are many “strangers” in Europe today, most of them coming from the nondescript area covered by this particular “oriental” trope, reaching primarily from eastern Europe to approximately Pakistan.23 And there are a lot of television programs discussing them as “a problem.” It is easy to find examples of the trope in action. It is even easier to disregard it and to just use our competent understanding of it in order to experience the resultant meaning in the pictures. It provides an affordance with which to experience a world consistent with the trope, and the prejudices it carries, and thus a constraint for imagining that the world might not actually be the place we imagine we have seen with our own eyes on television.

Audiovisual media are poor media, in a controlled and direct way engaging only two of the multitude of senses we always have at our disposal while being in the world and which we cannot abstain from constantly using. In order to get the full experience from the interaction with an audiovisual medium like film or television (or even with an only slightly less poor medium, like a computer game that also involves a tactile-motoric interface [cf., Wilhelmsson 2001]), our minds have to compensate and create. Practically everything outside the audiovisual sphere is so much more “multimedia” than even the most sophisticated film, simulator, or game production—even just sitting in a chair engages the whole body; the Jolt Cola next to the game computer engages far more senses than the game itself, and the potato chips you might distractedly crunch while watching a movie on TV engage far more senses than the film; the chips are not just seen and heard over time but have smell, taste, temperature—and when you eat them, you also experience motion, interactive kinesthetic resistance, changes in the experience of the body, possibly increasing thirst and even nausea, and so on. For the film to be able to compete for our attention in the surrounding of this multitude of stimuli, we have to invest quite a lot of creative interest in the act of focusing on the meager cues provided by the audiovisuals. And we do (Stockfelt 2015). We never just see and/or hear a film, and we never just see what we hear and hear what we see: we experience meaning. Analyzing a film only as a component medium with pictures and sounds is performing a kind of ontological fallacy (cf., Langkjær 2000) that cannot even account for the effortless and common sharing of at least an aspect of the sense of smell of the fictive giant ape mentioned earlier.


Hearing Sounds, or Imagining To

And, returning all the way to the sidewalk, we actually do not really hear sounds either; we just tend to imagine we do, as a part of our cultural conception of reality. Or rather, we do indeed hear sounds, but only when we choose to listen for them. Sound is, of course, an indispensable concept in our understanding of human perception, but the relation between the sounds we do experience hearing and the properties of the coherent vibrations in conducting media as a part of the constantly developing models of an objective reality,—whose physical descriptive parameters can never be directly perceived but only obtained through ever more advanced theorizing and construction of models and tool for measurements—is far from linear. Nor could it be linear. The concept of objective, measurable sounds is in itself a product of human imagination and it is eminently useful for innumerable purposes; developments in that field are worthy of the greatest respect and support, but we must never imagine that we can measure what is actually heard, or choose to hear what is measured.

It is usually more prudent to hear the lorry, before you imagine hearing the sound.




Notes

1. I acknowledge the gracious help of the School of Communication, UTS, Sydney, where, as honorary visiting fellow, I was kindly given access to the resources needed to make the final edits to this text.

2. A striking and often used illustration of this is what is often referred to as the “McGurk effect” cf. McGurk and MacDonald 1976 and e.g., youtube.com/watch?v=Fke7GWcT5ko&feature=related. Accessed June 9, 2017.

3. Example of Viking Line Logo. The logo, consisting of only the central part of the previous logo with the full name, was launched in a campaign in 1984 and is attributed to A. D. Lars Liljendahl (cf., Sommar 2006), http://guldagget.se/?ar=1984, and http://kommbloggen.se/2011/04/guldaggsvinnare-80-talet.html. Accessed June 9, 2017. This particular image is copied from YouTube Viking Grace Commercial Published on October 18, 2012. http://youtube.com/watch?v=4cDKIGCzqwo. Accessed June 9, 2017.

4. Image from the Viking Grace Commercial: http://youtube.com/watch?v=4cDKIGCzqwo. Accessed August 1, 2017. Part of screenshot at 0’25”.

5. In Liljendahl’s own words: “The rebus feeling sparkles curiosity. You fill in what’s missing.” (Sommar 2006, 139, my translation).

6. Comments on net forums like http://flashback.org/t457300 (see discussion from 2004 to 2005. Accessed June 9, 2017) imply that this logo has indeed been perceived as offensive, and thus also as “ugly,” for this very reason.

7. These are things I have done not as a systematic research project, but as a standard part of various undergraduate level course introductions in both musicology and film studies since the early 1990s, a practice originally based on experiments I had already performed in the mid-1970s by letting pupils produce drawings as descriptions of what they heard while listening to some short electronic music compositions of mine (Stockfelt 1974). This was later heavily influenced by the research methods and concepts for stereotypes in television and film music developed by Philip Tagg (cf., Tagg and Clarida 2003; and several other works).

8. I have so far found only one single unambiguous exception to this, and not for lack of searching. The “male” protagonist trope occasionally actually works rather well as a sort of leitmotif for Lisbeth Salander in Jacob Groth’s score for the Swedish version of The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo (Män som hatar kvinnor) from 2009, at least in some of the situations where she is revealed to be a surprisingly strong fighter, as at 23’52”—and she still remains both a woman and a survivor within the diegesis of the film. Thus, it can be done.

9. Cf. ongoing developments in this area by Julian Henriques, Aude Thibaut, and Eric Jauniaux, https://sonicwomb.tech. Accessed August 1, 2017.

10. From Hans von Wolzogens Leitfaden to The Ring and onward (see, e.g., Wolzogen [1878] 2005).

11. Though Steiner has already taken the opportunity of playing the theme of not the prime protagonist but who will, by the end, turn out to be the decisive helper (cf., Propp 1968), while his own name is announced at 0’54”–1’06.”

12. According to the BBC website (http://bbc.co.uk/programmes/p0059kbd. Accessed June 9, 2017) this program was first broadcast on Wednesday, September 2, 2009, but is no longer available. On YouTube it is accessible in different versions. On “Gypsy Child Thieves (BBC Documentary),” at http://youtube.com/watch?v=THInODdvvMQ, a part of the scene I will be discussing appears visually already in the introduction but with different sound design, while the discussed cutting and sound design appears at 10’13”–10’38.” Accessed June 9, 2017; on “Gypsy Child Thieves documentary in English on BBC Part 1” at http://youtube.com/watch?v=LygemtaJIQ8, it appears at 7’56”–8’29.” Accessed June 9, 2017. I will refer to the time codes in the first of these versions in the following.The substantial YouTube comment fields below both these versions are hopefully not significant for the general reception but still illustrate aspects of the discourse with quite horrifying flagrancy.

13. Excellently deconstructed by Afra Malmström in spring 2015 as an exercise in music analysis and here used with her consent.

14. From Gypsy Child Thieves. Voice-over at 10’08”–10’26.”

15. Goran Bregović: Cf., parts of several tracks on e.g., Ederlezi, 1998, or Tales and Songs from Weddings and Funerals, 2002. He is however credited neither at the end of the film nor on YouTube or at the BBC or iMDb web sites.

16. Admittedly including also some positive connotations. Cf., for example, the flute in Željko Joksimović’s successful Lane Moje from the 2004 Eurovision Song Contest.

17. Thus, the theme and the designation “gypsy” in the program’s title go well together indeed.

18. Quote from user review by “passilica” on iMDb, http://imdb.com/title/tt1580421/?ref_=fn_al_tt_2. Accessed June 9, 2017.

19. And with corresponding rather “oriental”- or “Asian”-sounding tropes, in spite of the geographic unfeasibility. Cf. e.g., Dimitri Tiomkin’s music illustrating Indians in Duel in the Sun (1946).

20. YouTube “My War 2/4 Danish Afghanistan Documentary (English Subtitles),” http://youtube.com/watch?v=x7I9XGBFSt4. Accessed June 9, 2017.

21. Listen, for example, to the beginning of “Swedish Armed Forces in Afghanistan documentary (Krig för Fred) part 4 Bombmakaren,” http://youtube.com/watch?v=sByggwIM9go. Accessed June 9, 2017.

22. That is why I believe that these kinds of use of the FPS perspective with music and sound design in ordinary television should elicit far more concern, compared to the kinds of “moral panic” often caused by finding young people partaking in horrendous excesses in, for example, the Grand Theft Auto-series (DMA Design and Rockstar Games 1997–).

23. I have yet to find this trope used in television for immigrants and refugees from south of the Sahara—cf. the discussion on Casablanca earlier. As “strangers” they remain only as long as they are only seen on television, obviously not once they become your neighbors in real life, with or without a soundtrack.
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part V

Space and Place






chapter 32

Imagining Acoustic Spaces through Listening and Acoustic Ecology

Barry Truax



Listening

Listening is not merely a matter of processing auditory input, extracting information, and assessing its relevance, whether with conscious foreground attention or background cognitive processing. This chapter argues that listening is constantly creating an auditory image that situates us within our current environment and mediates our relationship to it and its other inhabitants. As a result, listening is a key element within an acoustic ecology, as it provides us with a dynamic and embodied interface to our auditory environment. Central to this relationship, I will argue, is the imagining of acoustic space, not as a stable, physical entity through which we can move, but as a constantly evolving sensory image created by unfolding temporal events, imbued with strong personal, social, and cultural significance.

By linking listening to imagining, particularly in the context of acoustic space, I am not suggesting that such spaces are real or imagined—the traditional distinction where an acoustic space is considered as the real environment where one is situated, as opposed to one that is entirely imagined. Instead I will argue that such spaces are real and imagined simultaneously. In later sections I will also argue that the experience of acoustic spaces intertwines perception, memory, anticipation, and imagination, both for the individual listener and for the collective experience of what I call the “acoustic community,” as discussed in those sections respectively. Today, however, with the use of audio technology, which typically builds on and extends the aural competencies associated with acoustic experience, acoustic and electroacoustic sounds can be embedded whereby one is entirely aware of being in a physical space with whatever acoustic attributes it has, and yet one can be listening to a prerecorded soundscape (as I will term it even if it is musical or verbal in nature because it functions as a kind of aural environment) that has been produced and often explicitly designed to suggest another space. This space can be experienced intimately on headphones or earphones, where the external acoustic space may still be somewhat audibly present, or by stereo and multichannel reproduction that creates a surrounding immersion in a completely virtual space. By virtual space I am referring to a reproduced, simulated, or composed acoustic environment that is created via audio technology and provides sufficient aural cues to give the impression that one is listening within that environment, not merely to sounds recorded in a space. This sense of immersion is the result of our ability to imagine our location within that space as if it were real. Therefore, this chapter will document the perceptual and navigational competencies of the everyday soundscape including audio surrogate environments as created over the last century, finally leading to coherent virtual soundscapes, all of which involve our aural imagination of acoustic spaces.

The more common experience of listening (or not attentively listening) to prerecorded music will include being aware of some implied recording space that is often simply taken for granted and largely ignored. This sense of space can range from the ambience of a site-specific recording, for instance an open-air gamelan performance in Indonesia, through to concert hall acoustics in Western classical music, the rich reverberation of King’s College Cambridge, perhaps the lively atmosphere of a jazz club in a live recording, or the carefully constructed imaginary spaces of popular music recorded in a dry studio with “space” added as postprocessing in the form of digital reverberation, panning, and other effects. As with everyday listening, such aural indicators of space, whether realistic or highly artificial, form the inevitable background context for listening to the foreground content, similar to what R. Murray Schafer (1977) has termed the “keynote” of a soundscape, that is, ubiquitous sounds in an environment that are normally given background attention, yet which tend to color one’s perceptions of foreground events.

If we then accept that real and imagined spaces can exist simultaneously through technological intervention, do these types of dual perceptions also play a role in everyday perception of a purely acoustic nature, as occurs with our sense of being oriented within a given acoustic space? Can we say that our current acoustic space is also somehow imagined? When we move through acoustic space, as with a soundwalk, our auditory perspective clearly changes since a sound field is never static, depending as it does on both what events are occurring and our spatial relationship to them. As with visual orientation, we actively learn about a physical space by moving through it, hearing it from different spatial and temporal perspectives, and presumably building up some kind of mental representation and memory of that space and our position within it. For the blind person, this involves a deliberate interaction with the space, such as emitting clicks or producing tapping sounds while moving in order to hear the response of the space and objects within it. For those with normal hearing, we are also soundmakers, and whether we can hear our own sounds in a crowded space is a marker of its character with respect to the human scale of perception (which I suggest is defined by other sounds occupying a similar range of intensity, frequency spectrum, and duration to those produced by humans). In a noisy environment, the lack of audible feedback of the space in response to our own sounds will likely produce a sense of being isolated, at least aurally, within that space, whereas, in a quiet and responsive space, we might become almost painfully aware of every small sound we make. In between these extremes lies a more balanced type of interaction on a human scale, one that I will argue later is essential to the creation of an acoustic community.

But how does this functioning of listening within various acoustic spaces connect with imagination per se? One key indicator might be called inner listening. We have the ability to listen silently, that is, to recall or imagine sounds and soundscapes as if we were actually listening to them, based primarily on our auditory memory but in some cases extending into a purely imaginary realm different from past experience, or maybe just a variant of something experienced, but still the result of a mental act. A specific case of inner listening is termed “inner speech,” where speech acts are rehearsed before their utterance, or words one is reading seem to be heard; perhaps in the voice of their author if it is a personal letter, for instance, or in one’s own inner voice when one is the writer. This phenomenon brings us back to the either/or case of the real and the imaginary, with the latter being the “as if” case of the former even if the experience of inner listening may be quite different from the experience of an actual acoustic soundscape. To help us sort out this intricate relationship, I find it instructive to refer to the philosopher Edward S. Casey’s seminal book, Imagining: A Phenomenological Study, where he applies the rigor of a phenomenological analysis to the subject (Casey 1976) within his basic premise that “imagination is an autonomous mental act: independent in status and free in its action” (xi). However, given that his own experience, on which he bases his phenomenological argument, is heavily weighted toward visual imagination, I found it inevitable that as a composer I would compare his observations to my own auditory imagination to understand how they might differ or be complementary. Would my specialized aural training provide different insights from his, just as someone, for instance, with a keen sense of smell might experience?


Imagining with Casey: Visual and Auditory Imagination


Following a traditional phenomenological approach, Casey first presents three examples of his own imaginative experiences (1976, 26–33) and proceeds to base his analysis on them:



– a spontaneous series of visual scenes involving dolphins playing (which seems to me as being similar to a film of edited scenes but which he describes as being soundless)


– a conscious attempt to “audialize” sounds (his term for an experience that he describes as being difficult to do on a sustained basis), first of an unfamiliar flamingo cry, then a more familiar walrus vocalization, followed by a cacophony of various animals (again, very difficult), and finally a familiar piece of music (which might be described as similar to a recorded reproduction) and an unsatisfying attempt to create a new melody (which appears to him as a “thin and insubstantial group of notes”); he suggests that a well-defined repetitious rhythm and a “quasi-visual” shape to the sound assist in the process of imagining these sounds; he admits that his “visual imagination is considerably more developed than [his] auditory imagination” (29) and that he has a natural tendency to combine visualized and audialized aspects of imaginative experience (30)


– a seminar at Oxford that he plans to attend, where he imagines an extended scene with various speakers and even observes himself as posing a question; he compares the words he audializes as being very similar to “inner speech” (33) and notes the way he tuned out as a speaker droned on, even visualizing the marks that might indicate this in print; he notes that both memory and anticipation are involved, similar to a daydream.




In comparing his reported experiences with my own, I am struck by various similarities and differences. The various types of temporal progressions (both visual and auditory, and both their linear and “edited” forms in a series) are similar to my own; that is, there is seldom a static “mental image,” a term that Casey says he tries to avoid (xvi) though so far I have not been able to do so. However, as a composer (even one who does not write a lot of notated scores), I have no trouble in imagining a complete musical utterance. The example I consciously tried was a complete instrumental song at a fairly fast tempo, which included some unanticipated harmonic implications; it was clearly facilitated by being in a standard strophic form of four related phrases and decidedly “original,” not a recording of something familiar, but also not something to which I would attach a lot of aesthetic value. I also recognize that my experiences of mediated productions, particularly film and recorded music with their possibilities of repetitive experience, have a lot of influence on what I imagine, which Casey rather oddly never comments on, despite his writing in the already media-dominated culture of the 1970s.

As an electroacoustic composer, I find it easy to imagine sounds in the quasi-visual sense of sound shapes that he describes, both while actually listening to them and in silently imagining them (with possibly a strong but not exact relation to the spectromorphological representation in a time-based spectrogram form that adds more detail in terms of spectral content). With voice and vocal memory, the person who I imagine speaking is not usually well defined visually, and the context within which the speech occurs seems fairly general (but always from some indefinite scene in the past); unless the words are typical and oft-heard phrases of that person, their main characteristic seems to be their paralanguage, with some voices being better defined (i.e., having more unique qualities of pitch, timbre, and style of expression).

As an electroacoustic composer, I am also in the unique situation of being able to create and hear sounds that I could not possibly have previously experienced (and could have only generally imagined); but despite their being exactly reproducible at will through playback, I find it takes several exposures over a number of days before I can play the piece in my head in the sense of knowing what is going to occur next before it happens; this assimilation process is very similar to my experience as a pianist, where I can only perform an existing score fluidly after the point where I can play it through mentally, that is, it needs to be imaginable for the motor functions to react smoothly and automatically, something not involved in a purely electroacoustic work, however, where no manual effort is required to produce the sounds.


Traits of Imagining and the Creative Imagination

In chapters 3, 4, and 5 of his book, Casey identifies several traits of imagining, based on his experiences, which would appear to be similar to auditory imagination:



– spontaneity and controlledness (where an imagined event can occur without or with an act of deliberate intent, respectively)


– self-containedness and self-evidence (imagined events have their own autonomy)


– indeterminacy and pure possibility (imagined events can be unpredictable but also reflect the kind of unconstrained freedom found in art).




At this point, with the introduction of the relationship to artistic creativity, Casey argues that “creative imagination—or more exactly, the creative use of imagination—is an application or extension of imagination proper” (xv, original emphasis). I particularly appreciate the fact that he links creativity to the everyday acts of imagination as an “application or extension” and not as occupying some other “higher” form of mental activity, as often implied by the term aesthetics.

Casey also argues that imagined experiences operate within an “imaginal space and time” (52) whose margins are a “fading fringe found at the outer limit of the specific imagined content” (53). Although he is clearly thinking of visual spaces, there are some similarities to an imagined acoustic space defined by temporal events. The acoustic horizon of such a space (i.e., the most distantly perceived sounds) is likewise an indefinite fringe, as is the dying away of sounds temporally. The keynote sound as already mentioned (i.e., a sound that is normally background in perception because of its ubiquity) may form an “edge” to a perceived acoustic space as well by not usually being given foreground attention.

Casey later documents both similarities and discontinuities between perception and imagination; both discussions are strongly, and almost exclusively, related to visual matters such as approaching objects, their concealed and unconcealed components, and changing perspective through movement. The first aspect of discontinuity is a discussion of “mutual exclusion” (146), where he suggests that one cannot simultaneously perceive and imagine an object (or presumably a sound); instead, perception and imagination can be mixed when one perceives something and simultaneously imagines something of a different sort (including imagining a face, for instance, in a flame or a cloud, a phenomenon termed pareidolia). However, as I have previously argued, technologically mediated experience combines “real” and reproduced sound images, as well as visual ones from screens and speakers on a daily basis, but they are seldom of the same object or space where we are situated. The source of a reproduced sound or image can be experienced as imagined—the so-called acousmatic situation—even as we experience it perceptually and somehow embedded within our experience of the world. Even a live feed situation, where a camera or microphone is picking up the same scene as our location and presenting it to us live, will likely draw attention to the fact that our eyes and ears are located with a different perspective from their technological counterparts, not to mention the differing response patterns of those microphones and cameras compared with our perceptual system. A mundane example is when we see and hear a live speaker or musician as a visible acoustic source and simultaneously (or with an audible delay) as an amplified source, whether coming from near or distant loudspeakers. The sound from a nearby loudspeaker will actually arrive earlier than the acoustic sound waves, but will likely emanate from another direction than that of the original source. It is also likely that the visual direction of the original source, for instance, straight ahead, will override the aural direction of the source from the loudspeaker—at least until one closes one’s eyes and suddenly recognizes that the source of the amplified sound is located in a different direction.

Even when there is an extreme contradiction between the source (and acoustic space) of the reproduced sound (e.g., listening to a recording of music in a reverberant cathedral while in a desert soundscape or elevator, or countless other possible examples), we have learned to ignore any cognitive dissonance between these contradictory experiences of space. We understand the logic of the embedding process and regard it as banal, unlike generations past that first experienced such new auditory phenomena as “magical.” Likewise, hearing a historical recording that is very distant from present times is also well understood in most cases, either because it is famous enough to have been heard before, or else the quality of reproduction (similar to a black-and-white photograph or grainy film) makes the historicity of the experience apparent.

Another discontinuity is the possibility, perhaps even inevitability, of uncertainty in perception, but not imagination; as Casey succinctly states, “although I can misperceive, I cannot misimagine” (1976, 167, original emphasis). In fact, “whatever appears there [in imagination] appears without dissimulation and in total transparency” (169). In auditory terms, sounds are often ambiguous as to their source, particularly in unfamiliar surroundings (a common and rather paradoxical example is that the noise of both distant traffic and ocean surf are similar enough to be confused yet have contrasting associations). Similarly, the sound of a stranger’s voice might easily be mistaken for someone more familiar and be paid attention to simply because of that fact. If we are analytical, we might say that the “person reminds me of someone” though often we are not sure at first who that other person might be. Likewise, reproduced but otherwise unfamiliar sounds often make them difficult to identify without experiencing the corresponding visual (and other sensory) aspects of the sources and the space, a fact that novice recordists usually stumble on while reviewing an environmental recording they have made. The recording seems to be a pale representation of the total embodied experience they had at the time. Recordings themselves are far from “transparent” because of the numerous choices, both technical and contextual, that are made by the recordist before and during the recording process (Drever 2017). However, Casey’s insight into imaginative experience suggests that the fact of imagining the source of the recorded sound can be regarded as having no uncertainty, or as he phrases it in the above quote, “I cannot misimagine,” even if one is mistaken about the actual source. In this sense, auditory imagination can be regarded as autonomous when experiencing mediated sounds—what they seem to be is what they are in our minds.


The Virtuality of Electroacoustic Music

With electroacoustic music that lacks identifiable sound sources (except for the loudspeakers that produce the sound), this autonomy can be a double-edged sword, freeing the imagination toward virtuality, as defined earlier, but possibly confusing the listener as to how to make sense of such unfamiliar sounds. With prerecorded acousmatic music, for instance, the listener is ideally expected to bracket out such real-world associations, or even deny them, such as when a loud explosive, but otherwise abstract sound might suggest violence and danger to the listener, without any such connotations intended by the composer. On the other hand, the soundscape composition (Truax 2002, 2008, 2012, 2017) deliberately encourages such real-world identifications and their contextual connotations and memories as part of the listener’s perceptual activity that is regarded as essential to the completion of the work, not idiosyncratically superfluous. As Casey argues:

Each separate imaginative act is thus complete in itself. In this respect imaginative experience resembles the experience of works of art as forming closed wholes. Just as a fully satisfying aesthetic experience needs no continuation or supplementation, so each act of imagining suffices by itself as a single self-cohesive whole. (1976, 171)

The soundscape composition, then, uniquely fuses the aesthetic with the social and environmental by simultaneously exploring its inner world of sonic perception and the complexity of its outer relationships (Truax 2013). Just as with other art forms, soundscape compositions embody the realm of pure possibility, even when they take a phonographic approach with the use of minimally abstracted material and perceptible processing (Drever 2002). Some may offer the experience of an alternative, optimized acoustic world than the one in which we live. Even an entirely virtual soundscape suggests that possibility, as in my 2009 work Chalice Well (Truax 2012), which invites the listener to travel through the mythical caverns beneath this holy site in Glastonbury, England, or the more recent The Garden of Sonic Delights (2015–2016), where the listener experiences a completely imaginary garden soundscape populated with abstracted sounds that may remind us of the actual sounds of water, wind, insects, animals, and birds. It is here that artistic imagination, similar to that which is involved in producing fiction or paintings, for instance, begins to intertwine with the mental act of imagining by bringing what is imagined into a form that can be experienced, first by the artist and then by the audience. On the other hand, such compositions may also encourage us to seize the “what if” question in terms of improved acoustic design and the positive uses of sound in enhancing the quality of life in a community. Thus, imagination, while strictly autonomous of practical application, as Casey insists, may still be adapted for positive social and cultural purposes, including the artistic.


Listening, Imagination, and Memory


Let us return to the issue of listening and imagination as it orients the listener within a given acoustic space and ultimately to a broader sense of identification that I call the acoustic community (that is, a community of listeners no matter what their commonality). From the phenomenological aspects that have been outlined in the previous section, we can infer that memory, imagining, and anticipation are intimately involved and deeply intertwined at every stage of listening. Our memories of sounds and acoustic spaces help us to orient ourselves in similar situations, and to feel disoriented in novel ones. However, the memory process seems completely unlike a recording of those sounds and is unlikely to involve the same kind of detail. Rather, it is more of a recognition strategy that is involved, one that reflects the way in which sound events and physical environments interact.


The Perception of Acoustic Space

The perceived quality of all sounds is affected by the acoustic properties of the space in which they are produced or in some cases reproduced. Certain frequencies are absorbed, others amplified, and echo or reverberation may be added. all of which “color” the sounds produced (we typically have few alternate verbs available than this metaphorical one). The function of the auditory system is to recognize the sound source, based on what arrives first at the ear in a phase-coherent manner (i.e., with no delay in the time of arrival at each ear of the various frequencies in the source event, although differences in time of arrival between the ears are a localization cue), as distinct from what arrives later, which are the reflected sound waves that have random coherence. The psychoacoustic ability to do this, and to show its limits, is called the “precedence effect” (or Haas effect) and involves the suppression of later-arriving signals and their neural patterns in favor of the early-arriving source signatures. However, too much reverberation (over one second for instance) will defeat this ability to distinguish sounds, particularly speech, by masking subsequent phonemes, thereby degrading comprehension. On the other hand, reverberation times over one second are desirable to blend musical sounds together, whether instruments or voices, where the succession of events is usually slower than with speech.

The frequency coloring of source sounds, which can strongly alter their perceived timbre, also forms a kind of aural signature to all sound events within a given space. This degree of invariance is useful for the brain to detect stable contexts, particularly since the acoustic properties of a given space do not change with any rapidity as do the events. Even as one moves around a space and hears its nuances in terms of coloration and different reflection patterns, the changes are usually subtle and continuously linked. Doorways and other connecting passageways provide the greatest degree of change as one moves between different acoustic spaces, and these changes will demarcate the shift in location and suggest a new orientation for the listener in another space that will quickly be adapted to. Each new event in a given space will provide additional aural cues as to its character. For instance, broadband sounds will activate the acoustics of the space differently than pitched sounds; high, medium, and low-pitched sounds will bring out its different frequency response characteristics; sharp sounds of short duration will emphasize the reflection properties of the space more so than continuous sounds; and, particularly in enclosed and semienclosed spaces, the ratio of direct sound to reflected sound will be judged as signifying the relative distance of the source. All such acoustic events can be said to articulate the space in specific ways which, when taken together, form a composite image of that space. Outdoor spaces with few reflecting surfaces (so-called free-field conditions) will minimize the low-frequency boost in timbre encountered in smaller indoor spaces that have those resonant frequencies, and therefore distance will be judged by the diminution of intensity level for a given amount of energy creating the sound. Conversely, and to provide another example, sounds traveling across water, which reflects almost all of the acoustic energy and absorbs very little, will sound much closer than expected across land. Often, the visual identification of the source in those cases reveals its actual distance as farther away than initially imagined, but if one’s daily environment is characterized by the interplay of water and land, such aural size-distance judgments will become the norm.

The only case where no such acoustic spatial information is present is the anechoic chamber, constructed such that maximum absorption of sound is realized and little external sound can penetrate its walls. Sounds arrive with pinpoint spatial definition of the source, but the absence of “feedback” by the space is found to be disorienting to the novice listener. The opposite effect, what acoustics calls the diffuse sound field, is one that maximizes reflection and minimizes absorption, such that there is little if any ability to discern individual sounds and their direction, producing another form of disorientation. A large enclosed public swimming pool is a common example, but so are downtown corridors flanked by glass and steel buildings that trap all sounds through what is known as the “canyon effect” with the symmetry of reflections created by parallel surfaces.

In yet another instance, every enclosed space, particularly those of a smaller dimension (e.g., 10 m or less), has resonant frequencies called “eigentones.” The lowest of these occurs when a half wavelength fits the given dimension, and this creates a standing wave. But there are also the harmonics of this frequency present because their wavelengths also fit the dimension (e.g., one wavelength, one and a half wavelengths, and so on). The higher ones have less energy, but are still audible. The phenomenon is just a larger-scale version of what occurs in the single dimension of the string or tube where harmonics are also generated, often for musical purposes. As the room gets larger, the eigentones become lower in pitch until they become less significant and reverberation becomes the main spatial effect of the reflections. However, even then, there may be subspaces or sections of a larger one where some symmetrical reflections will occur. These are of course undesirable in, for instance, an auditorium or concert hall, where one wants an even spread of sound.

Most people confuse resonance with reverberation in these cases, because both amplify and prolong the sound, but the mechanism is different: resonance for smaller spaces, and reverberation for larger ones is the main distinction. Eigentones can be readily explored, particularly in small reflective spaces such as stairwells, where you can find the eigentones by humming or singing sustained pitches. The ones that get amplified will be clear, plus some harmonics, as well as the standing wave effect that produces a maximum pressure variation. Besides the prominent harmonic pitches involved, there is also the subjective sense that when you are producing the same pitch as the eigentone, there is a blurring of the boundary in oneself between inner and outer, and the sound appears to come from everywhere—a phenomenon that I am sure supported whatever spiritual belief was involved in the case of smaller religious architectures designed for chanting or singing.

We can therefore understand that the interaction of sound events in specific physical spaces provokes and results in certain listening strategies for orientation and movement through a space, where the perceived sense of acoustic space is a dynamic interplay of arbitrary temporal events with the relatively fixed acoustic signature of the physical space that can only be perceived through those events. Such interaction and signatures will likely form a long-term memory trace with frequent exposure, one that can be called on as a recognition strategy in both familiar and new contexts, at least to the extent that there is a similarity in those situations and spaces. If that similarity is low, the result is likely to be disorientation, just as the familiar context produces a “normal” sense of orientation that can become so habitual that little cognitive effort appears to be required for the situation to be functional.

I also argue that such multiple experiences of a given space at different times and under different conditions build up an imaginative representation of that acoustic space, given that different events, as well as customary events, will interact with the physical space at any moment and add new details. To the extent that the spatial experience becomes routine, as in a daily commuter ride on a busy transit system for instance, the listener will likely habituate to a relatively static imagining of the acoustic space and the “automated” response it encourages, possibly including an alertness for truly exceptional events that may pose a threat or inconvenience. Note also that these situations are often the ones where the listener chooses to be embedded in another soundscape created by stereo or binaural earphone listening (Bull 2007); this intimate form of listening has provided a crucial step in the evolution towards the immersive virtual soundscape experience. In other cases, or with a different listening attitude, as on a soundwalk, the sense of acoustic space will become one of Casey’s imagining of “pure possibility,” autonomous, self-contained, and spontaneous.


Listening in Embedded Electroacoustic Spaces

In an earlier section, I have argued that listening within an everyday environment that has many electroacoustically produced and reproduced sounds in it requires an act of imagining the virtual sources that are in the space but not of that space. I have described that relationship as one of embedding or simultaneous presence. If we did not have the ability to imagine virtual sources (with whatever spatial cues they incorporate), we would only hear a loudspeaker as an object emitting sounds (noise?) and not recognize what those sounds convey as a portal into another space and possibly another time. Clearly the opposite occurs in everyday experience, as typified by the fact that the actual loudspeaker usually becomes invisible, so to speak, unless it adds noticeable distortion or otherwise draws attention to itself as an object. The audio industry, for the last century, has trained its consumers to believe in the “fidelity” of such reproduction, and therefore the transparency of audio equipment in delivering sounds, along with successive waves of improvements to such fidelity as new products are introduced. The oft-cited Edison “tone tests” from 1915 to 1926 during the early years of mechanical reproduction of music (Thompson 2002) demonstrated the audience’s inability to “tell the difference” between the live voice of an opera singer (one contracted with Edison, of course) and its reproduction on the Edison Diamond Disc, despite the obvious limitation of frequency bandwidth of the gramophone record at that time. I have argued that, since listeners had never before heard what we now regard as good or bad reproduction, it was sufficient for them to merely identify the singer and the music (Truax 2017). In other words, they had no auditory competence based on analytic listening to judge reproduction quality separately, but that by identification of the source (usually conducted in darkness) they could imagine the singer to be present. They could also buy into the illusion that the loudspeaker had disappeared but had created a “perfect reflection” of the voice—a visual image often exploited in the advertisements of the period.

Emily Thompson (2002) also points out that, aided by the new science of architectural acoustics and the measurement of the absorptive qualities of insulating materials, the preferred acoustic space of the recording and broadcast studios in those early years was an absence of reverberation. With a monophonic signal intended to be reproduced within an audible background noise such as radio static or the surface noise of a gramophone record, reverberation—a key indicator of acoustic space—acted as a form of noise that should be avoided. Paradoxically, the ready availability of digital reverberation today, produced completely algorithmically and ubiquitously used in audio production, while not regarded as noise, indicates another kind of “nonspace” by its generic quality that is arbitrarily added to recordings made in acoustically “dead” studios.

Auditory memory is also involved at every stage of listening and imagining. Without the memory of having earlier heard the specific singer live, the Edison audiences would not have been able to identify the reproduced voice. It is a small step to recognize that anticipation as a form of imagining is closely allied to auditory memory. In these processes, we can also be strongly influenced by the exact, even expected, repetition common to many electroacoustic forms of communication. Recordings, audio advertisements, logos, jingles, announcer voices, popular music hits, and many other types of sound acquire their familiarity through frequent and what is assumed to be exact repetition, even if the contextual details of reproduction may vary slightly or even widely. Source identification is clearly made more efficient if the sounds have been standardized this way, thereby avoiding the day-to-day, or even moment-to-moment differences that characterize all repetitions of purely acoustic sounds. The psychological security offered by such predictability makes it attractive for the listener to use as a dependable aural environment, reliable not only in the familiarity of its sounds, but also their typical structure, such as a radio format, background music program, or personal playlist. One of the strongest phenomena involved is the anticipation of the next piece of music in a recorded sequence, even imagining its sound before it happens. Sections of the piece are similarly predictable, as are local chord progressions and other musical features. Predictability is crucial to effective communication in terms of expected syntax, knowledge of which is built into auditory competence. But exact repetition, just as with well-known slogans, clichés, tag lines, or sayings, all of which build on the traditions of orality (Ong 1982), exploit the storage of such patterns in long-term memory, a process highly valued by advertisers to associate their products with those memories. Their aim is to build on what listeners already know, instead of trying to implant new information into their memories (Schwartz 1973).


Listening, Imagination, and the Acoustic Community

Finally, we come to the next stage of listening and imagination: how the individual builds a relationship to the broader social group. It may seem a small step conceptually, but its details, nuances, and levels of implication are numerous and complex. I have elsewhere defined the acoustic community as “any soundscape in which acoustic information plays a pervasive role in the lives of the inhabitants (no matter how the commonality of such people is understood) … it is any system within which acoustic information is exchanged” (Truax 2001, 46). I also noted that the boundaries of such perceived communities are very flexible, ranging from a room or building through to a neighborhood or urban community. Here I will argue that the acoustic community, in terms of both its geographical and social identity, is a product and result of collective individual imagination, often referred to as a “mental map” by geographers.

We can begin by noting that public spaces are always shared by embodied listeners, and although individual reactions and behaviors may be highly varied, the sense of acoustic space, including its functional signals and background keynotes, will generally be shared experiences. Private spaces may have their unique features but, particularly in the city, standard building practices and similar uses of energy and technology tend to create similar acoustic living and working spaces. Fortunately, some are better designed than others and one would hope that future urban planners and designers will take the acoustic properties of city spaces more seriously than they have in the past. Seasonal and geographic differences will have clear effects on the nature of public and private acoustic spaces, as well as the degree to which they are kept separate. Southern soundscapes in the northern hemisphere feature permeable barriers between indoors and outdoors, for instance, with windows and shutters kept open, or even nonexistent in certain cases. The imagined acoustic space of such living quarters includes an entire neighborhood with which one is in aural contact, with fluid communication links in both directions.

In other typical urban environments, private living spaces may be fairly well isolated from others living in the same or adjoining buildings, at least in the colder seasons. Poor acoustic insulation between apartments, though, can cause considerable annoyance between neighbors whose sound-making appears to invade others’ private spaces, and if those neighbors are anonymous or transient to their fellow tenants, such “invasions” will be less tolerated than they would be with neighbors one knows and trusts to be responsible persons. In such conditions of dense but mutually isolated living environments, as well as typical suburban areas accessed mainly by cars, it is hardly surprising that electroacoustically mediated forms of communication will not only extend information exchange between people but also likely replace some forms of it as well, particularly the acoustic aspects. (This is not the place to debate the merits or consequences of these shifts, but simply to note that various types of imagined electroacoustic communities—typically fragmented, simultaneous, and overlapping—will become embedded in whatever sense of acoustic community is present.)


The Electroacoustic Community

In its electroacoustic form the community will not necessarily be geographically defined, particularly with today’s satellite mediation but, for instance, by highly individuated “interest groups” as some forms of social media call them. Kate Lacey (2013) refers to such subgroups as “listening publics” in the context of mass media such as radio and television and argues for their active, not passive status. Today’s digital communities may not involve listening at all, and such communities will also not be linked by synchronicity, thereby facilitating worldwide participation irrespective of time zone, or even by known personal identity, thereby allowing anonymity. The nature of these online communities is clearly imaginary. However, it is unclear as to whether sound does or will play a significant role in such mediated and online subcommunities, since each technological design determines its own bandwidth and media modalities as well as terms of access. Compressed signals are often favored by the industry, and thus communication patterns are often reduced at the sensory level even as access to information becomes less restricted. Sharing of personal visual information in the form of photos and videos is much more widespread than audio recordings, except for music. And of course, all forms of such communities are subject to economic constraints in terms of participation, and are open to surveillance and manipulation.

Therefore, we can conclude in the midst of an ever-developing series of mediated environments that, whereas the acoustic community is multileveled and complex in terms of its aural basis as informed by specific social and cultural contexts, electroacoustic communities as they have evolved are fragmentary and filled with contradictions. In other words, they are complicated rather than complex. I am referring to the fact that in such mediated forms of communication, information and interaction are arbitrarily disconnected from place, time, personal identity, culture, and multisensory embodied experience that includes sound in many cases.


Conclusion

In this chapter I have argued that everyday listening practices intertwine perception, memory, anticipation, and auditory imagination in ways that allow us to build up and maintain an orientation to the physical spaces through which we move. Our experience of such spaces therefore is both real and imagined. Moreover, our knowledge of context allows us to interpret and understand the meanings of the sound events that articulate that sense of space. At a larger level, such listening-based knowledge leads to the collective understanding of what I have called the acoustic community to the extent that sound plays a role in defining it. I have also argued that mediating electroacoustic technologies have incorporated the imaginary into daily aural experience, with the typical paradox of it creating both an escape from the real world as well as a portal into a completely virtual world of new experiences that can stimulate the creative imagination. In fact, some of those audio-based experiences have become so embedded in our environmental awareness that it now seems effortless to understand the meanings within their virtuality, even to the point where they become habitual and addictive. I concluded by arguing that the nature of the online digital communities that have emerged from their electroacoustic precedents is entirely imaginary, even as they often abandon an auditory component. Some will find promise in their leveling of discrimination according to race, gender, personal appearance and ability, sexual orientation, economic status, and so on, although inequalities will always continue to exist, as will prejudice and privilege. We see an ongoing struggle and contestation for how these digital forms of communication will be organized, driven as they are by economic imperatives on the one hand, and strong individual needs to search for identity and community on the other, needs that have traditionally been supported by acoustic sound and its perception. One can only hope that we can find new ways in which to preserve and extend the importance of that aural form of perception and imagination in our lives, aided by its power and fluidity.
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chapter 33

Presence, Environment, and Sound and the Role of Imagination

Mark Grimshaw-Aagaard



Introduction

In 2016, my colleague Mads Walther-Hansen and I presented a conference paper titled “Being in a Virtual World: Presence, Environment, Salience, Sound” (Walther-Hansen and Grimshaw 2016). In it, we discussed the role of sound in the development of presence in virtual worlds such as those forming the basis for computer games. That sound does indeed play a significant role in the formation of the feeling of presence should not surprise anyone, but our interest was in how sound played this role and this led us to formulate a number of proposals regarding that process which arose from answers we put forward to various questions that, we claimed, were fundamental and necessary for answering the overriding question of how presence is formed. These questions revolved around definitions of sound, environment, and virtual world, factors such as metaphor and saliency, and conceptions of self and nonself and the localization of sound.

However, one aspect that we did not deal with is that of imagination in the context of sound and presence and, on reflection, it seems to me that some manner of imagination related to sound must be a significant factor in the formation of the feeling of presence not only when the available sensations, as a set, are multimodal but also when sound provides access to and describes a sensorial world that need not be seen or sensed in any other modality for that world to be actual and present in some form to the sensor.

This chapter, then, looks at imagination in the context of sound and presence in both virtual and actual worlds. It builds on the framework that Walther-Hansen and I established in our paper and which itself was constructed on other frameworks and theories such as those concerning metaphor, sonic virtuality, embodiment, and perceptual hypotheses. Thus, before I can proceed to focus on imagination and to bring it into a conceptual framework of presence, I need to briefly survey the already identified building blocks of that framework that are relevant to my thinking here.


Sonic Virtuality

In a 2015 book, Tom Garner and I set out our thinking on sound that we encapsulated under the concept sonic virtuality (Grimshaw and Garner 2015). This section is a very brief introduction to the concept; further details can be found in the just mentioned publication as well as in Grimshaw (2015).

At the core of sonic virtuality is a definition of sound that describes it as an emergent perception arising from a sonic aggregate of external factors and internal factors. External factors include perceptions deriving from sensations from the external world, while internal factors include memory, experience, knowledge, reason, and, importantly in this context, imagination. This is clearly a definition that is at odds with the standard acoustics definition, where sound is an “[o]scillation in pressure, stress, particle displacement, particle velocity etc., propagated in a medium with internal forces (e.g., elastic or viscous) or the superposition of such propagated oscillation” (American National Standard 2013).1 For Garner and me, therefore, this standard definition describes a sound wave rather than a sound.

The sensation (and then perception) of a sound wave can be part of the sonic aggregate, but it requires internal factors (prior experience of sound waves, whether similar or not, and reasoning about their origins and so forth) to actualize as sound the virtuality (potential) present in the aggregate and thus it is only at this point of emergence that we can truly describe a sound as having meaning and, therefore, it is only at this point that an affordance becomes available (for the sense of presence, for example).

A sound wave, though, is not necessary to the emergence of sound. In other words, auditory or aural imagery is itself sound. This does not mean that no external factors are present in the sonic aggregate as sound emerges; it might be that the visual modality plays a role. This happens in many situations and can be experimentally observed by monitoring activity in the auditory cortex when watching an action that has accompanying sound waves compared to when watching the action muted (e.g., Bunzeck et al. 2005; Hoshiyama et al. 2001; Voisin et al. 2006).

Of particular importance, here, is sonic virtuality’s explanation of sound localization. In acoustics, sound localization is the determination of direction of sound (wave) travel relative to the listener in order to determine in which direction lies the vibrating object that is the source of the sound (wave). For example, the sound wave of an alarm travels through the air to our ears and, depending on a number of factors such as frequency, angle of wave incidence to our pinnae, and time of arrival and/or intensity differences of the wave at each ear, we can assess the direction of travel of the sound wave. In this way, in addition to the range estimation that comes with experience, we can discern reasonably accurately the direction the sound wave is coming from and, if we choose to look and the alarm is within sight, the location of the alarm itself.

Sonic virtuality takes a different approach to the process of localization of sound. In this case, if the emergent perception that is sound arises from a sonic aggregate that includes a sound wave, sound is then actively located (that is, placed) by cognitive processes on the likely origin of the sound wave. In most cases this will be the actual origin of the sound wave; the sound of a telephone ringing is perceived and so it makes experiential sense to locate the sound on the telephone (seen or unseen) that stands in the corner of the room rather than the person you are talking to. But, perhaps increasingly so in modern times, we are able to locate sound at some point elsewhere than where the source of the sound wave lies.2 This is not only in the rarely experienced case of ventriloquism, where the effect in the field of psychoacoustics is known as the audiovisual proximity effect or the ventriloquism effect (e.g., Warren et al. 1981), but also in common situations such as when watching a television show or sitting in the cinema. The latter case has been described by Chion (1994) as synchresis: the process of translocating the sensed location of sound waves from cinema loudspeakers to a perceived location centered on the action that takes place on screen because that is where it makes experiential sense to place it. In this context, the visual modality and prior knowledge of the cinematic experience control the outcome of the sound localization and it is partly for this reason that, in the theory of sonic virtuality, the sonic aggregate from which sound emerges includes contributing elements of other modalities such as the visual and factors such as knowledge and experience.


Environment, Presence, and Perceptual Hypotheses

Particularly in the literature dealing with digital games and virtual reality (and not least the related discussions on immersion and presence) there is a synonymic relationship between the concepts of environment and world. Because Walther-Hansen and I wished to explore the process of attaining presence, we found it useful to distinguish between environment and world such that, where the world comprises the set of all sensory objects and events, whether they are currently being sensed by one person or not, the environment is a perceptual construct (arising from a conjunction of sensation and cognition) that provides a metonym of a nonself within which our self can be present. This differentiation, and contingent conceptualization, is worth exploring in greater detail because it provides a foundation stone to the discussion of imagination that is the focal point of this chapter (an extended explanation and argument can be found in Walther-Hansen and Grimshaw 2016).

The view of the world used here is as a set of sensory things; objects that can potentially be sensed either through direct interaction with them (or indirectly and at a remove through the events these objects are involved in). Touch, for example, is a means to the former whereas sound waves are a vector for the latter, although, like sound waves, touch can be an indirect sensory means to the perception of events and objects other than those directly in contact with the sensor.3

This set of sensory things, though, is not sensed in its entirety by any one person due to the limits of sensory horizons. Thus, one needs a concept of multiple subsets of sensory things, subsets of the world, that are available to be sensed by one or more sensors while other sensors are excluded from this experience. Furthermore, despite these subsets of sensory things being available to sense, each individual sensor has their own saliency horizons within which he or she is made aware of or chooses to be aware of particular sensory things. Thus, the salient world, the set of sensory things drawn from the immediate sensory world of which the sensor is aware.

The perception of the salient world constitutes the basis of the environment. That is, the environment in this concept is a dynamic perceptual construct that arises from the confluence of cognition (especially experience, memory, and reasoning) and sensations from the salient world. In terms of presence, the environment is the perception of that salient world within which we can act—an enactive space—and thus interact with the things in the salient world. This notion of the ability to act and interact with the world derives from a definition of presence devised by Slater, who, writing about presence in virtual worlds, states that presence is “the extent to which the unification of simulated sensory data and perceptual processing produces a coherent ‘place’ that you are ‘in’ and in which there may be the potential for you to act” (2003, 2).

To forge a close link between environment as perceptual construct and presence, Walther-Hansen and I made use of the work of Waterworth and Waterworth, who touch on the notion of salience when suggesting that presence arises “from an active awareness of our embodied environment in a present world around us” (2014, 590).4 Waterworth and Waterworth actually define presence as that feeling that “distinguishes self from the nonself” (2014, 589). Walther-Hansen and I, while recognizing the utility of distinguishing self from nonself in the context of presence, rather than accepting the notion that it is presence itself that is the basis for this distinction, prefer to suggest that “it is the process of distinguishing the self from the nonself (discovering those parts of the world which we can act within and upon) that leads to the feeling of presence” (Walther-Hansen and Grimshaw 2016). Thus, it is the dynamic perception (emergent creation) of the environment that leads to presence, and this is a process that involves a probing of the salient world, for example through the act of localization of sound (in the sonic virtuality sense).

Walther-Hansen and I state, “the environment functions as a metonym for the nonself, a nonself that is the world beyond ourselves” (2016). Thus, in looking at metaphorical relationships between hearing and other modalities (e.g., the use of terms such as “thick,” “dry,” “sweet,” “bright,” and so on as descriptors for sound), we extended the metaphorical explanation to the concept of environment. Rather than being a synecdoche of the nonself—the world of sensory things beyond our selves—we describe the environment as a metonym, because it is a conceptual perception rather than a thing or set of things; it has an implicit, conceptual association with the nonself rather than an explicit, actual association.

There is one more building block to briefly deal with before I can turn my attention to imagination. In our thesis, presence in a world (actual or virtual) is the end result of a process of individuating self from nonself; this distinction is arrived at by an emergent perceptual process that forms an environment that functions as a metonym of the nonself. This process is driven by a constant probing of the salient world (as with sound localization in the sonic virtuality sense). The question that arises, then, is how and why this probing occurs.

To begin to answer this, Walther-Hansen and I turned to thinking on embodied cognition and perceptual hypotheses. Taking the latter first, the generation and selection of hypotheses as models of the sensory world around us has been used to explain the acquiring of knowledge about actual worlds (see, for example, Clark 2013) and has already been tied to presence in virtual worlds such as those generated by virtual reality systems. Slater suggests that competing signals from different environments (i.e., actual world and virtual world) and the selection of one hypothesis as a model of the environment over another is what forms the basis for action in a particular environment. Indeed, Slater claims that presence itself is “a perceptual mechanism for selection between alternate hypotheses” (2002, 435). These hypotheses are sensory or gestalt models of different worlds, worlds within which there is potential to act. However, as noted earlier, Slater (2003) describes presence as an assessment of the potential to act in a coherent place; presence arises from the extent of the unification of sensory data and perceptual processing. In other words, presence derives from the formation and selection of hypotheses that are models of the world in which we can act.

This contradicts Slater’s earlier statement that presence is the mechanism for the selection (and thus is causal to that selection). It is, however, the view that Walther-Hansen and I take: “presence arises in part from the selection of one hypothesis over the other(s) and this we equate to a useful distinction between self and nonself, a distinction that is fundamental to the ability to act within and upon a world of things external to self” (2016). Our logic for this is that if presence is indeed the feeling of being in and having the potential to act on an external world of sensory things, then that world must be modeled, defined, and selected by the brain before presence arises. In this we equate the selected hypothesis with our concept of environment as a metonym for the nonself.

The question arises: at what point is a hypothesis selected as that environment that is a sufficiently useful model of the salient world? One of Garner’s and my inspirations for devising sonic virtuality was an essay by Brian Massumi (2014), where he explained virtuality with reference to the Kanizsa Triangle. In this well-known visual illusion (although Massumi denies it is such), there is an arrangement, on a white background, of three black Pac-men, or circles with a triangular slice removed from each such that a white triangle appears before our eyes though such a triangle is not actually drawn. Massumi explains this in accordance with a Deleuzian virtual cloud of potential, whereby the appearance of the triangle is a result of tension within that cloud being released: “The pressure is unsustainable. Something has to give” (62). Garner and I view the sonic aggregate of sonic virtuality as just such a virtual cloud of potential from which sound “pops out,” as with the triangle. If there are any number of potential hypotheses as to the salient world and if potential sounds (each with inherent meaning) form part of these hypotheses (from which the best fit is chosen), then the formation and selection of these hypotheses takes time.

Theoretically, it could take an infinite time to sift through and refine the pool of hypotheses, searching for the perfect match to the salient world in the actualization of a hypothesis as the environment. As I noted in a previous essay, “organisms do not, however, possess infinite time” and thus there is a time pressure to be present and ready to act that leads to the selection of a “best-I-can-do-under-the-constraints hypothetical model” (Grimshaw 2017). This notion of a limited time frame in which to perceive the salient world before acting on and within it comes from thinking on embodied cognition where cognition is conceived of as being time-pressured (see, e.g., Wilson 2002), and Waterworth and Waterworth (2014) suggest that the evolutionary need to survive in a risky world, itself time-pressured, is what drives the formation of presence. (Usually, the selected hypothetical model of the salient world is more or less correct and allows us to go about our business, but I have earlier suggested that it occasionally goes wrong [Grimshaw 2017] and this might provide an alternative explanation for various observed anomalies such as the McGurk Effect.)


Imagination, Sound, and Presence

I am now at the point of being able to bring imagination into a conceptual framework of presence focusing on the role of sound. To summarize those building blocks of the framework that I presented earlier:



• Sound is conceived of as an emergent perception that is formed from a sonic aggregate.


• The sonic aggregate comprises external factors such as sound waves and light and other sensory vectors accounting for the cross-modality of sound and internal factors such as memory, experience, knowledge, reason, imagination, and so forth.


• Within this concept of sound, the localization of sound is the locating of the emergent sound on likely sound wave sources in the immediate sensory world.


• World is distinguished from environment and the salient world is a sensory world comprising that subset of the world of sensory things of which the sensor is aware.


• The environment is a dynamic, best-fit, perceptual hypothesis of that salient world and is a metonym for the nonself that is the salient world.


• The localization of sound is a means of probing the salient world, the nonself, that aids in the formation of hypotheses.


• The creation of the environment takes place under time constraints because of the evolutionary requirement to be present in the salient world.


• Presence arises from an individuation of the self from the nonself, a process that is contingent on the creation of an environment.




In conceiving of sonic virtuality, Garner and I conceptualized the sonic aggregate as comprising two components: the exosonus and the endosonus. While this provides a useful framework with which to describe how we perceive sound (whether the emergence of that perception is driven by sound waves in the exosonus or whether the sound derives purely from the endosonus and so is imagined sound), we also had an eye toward how the concept might be used in the design of audio for virtual worlds, particularly in light of developments regarding biofeedback in such worlds. Furthermore, we tentatively suggested that the model we conceived of for sound might also be extended to other modalities. I now wish to explore that thought a little further here and to highlight the role that imagination plays in the creation of the environment. Again, this theoretical (and admittedly speculative) exploration is undertaken as a means not only to describe how we perceive presence in the actual salient world but also to provide a framework within which to further design the immersive technology of virtual worlds, worlds that aim to support a similar sense of presence.

I begin by stating that the environment comprises (conceptually) two dimensions that I term the “exo-environment” and the “endo-environment.” As with the exosonus and the endosonus of the sonic aggregate, the exo-environment comprises the sensory input and the endo-environment the cognitive input. Together, they form an environmental aggregate, a dynamic soup of bottom-up sensory information and top-down cognitive processing of that information according to experience, memory, reasoning, and so on. Hypotheses are modeled from the base material of this aggregate, and the successful hypothesis is the emergent environment that is adequate (under time constraints) to provide the space in which to be present.

I furthermore wish to suggest that it is imagination that is the driving force to the process of hypothesis modeling that ultimately forms the environment. In this, sound, particularly the localization of sound in sonic virtuality terms, plays a lead role. Hypotheses that are formed from the environmental aggregate are, as with any hypothesis, imaginings of what might be; in this case, imaginative models of the salient world. The localization of sound within these proto-environments is a means to sketch out, to imagine, the three-dimensional enactive space in which we can potentially be present and this is especially the case when the salient world is in large part unseen. Where Massumi suggests that the emergence of the Kanizsa Triangle is caused by the resolution of “a force field of emergence” (2014, 62), I suggest that it is imagination that forms the basis of the resolution of tension in the virtual potential of the environmental aggregate. In the cognitive processing of the environmental aggregate, the endo-environment works imaginatively to provide form and meaning and spatiality to the exo-environment. While I describe this further in what follows with the use of examples, the localization of sound is a case in point. The sensation of sound waves leads to a cognitive probing of the salient world whereby our imagination (using experience, memory, reasoning, etc.) constructs imagery—visual and spatial—that forms the basis for the imaginative hypothesis-modeling that ultimately leads to the emergent environment.

I do not suggest that it is sound alone that provides spatiality to the emergent environment. Clearly, the visual modality, the contributive effects of parallax and scaling, plays a significant role and it often acts in conjunction with sound, the two modalities having a strong spatial resonance together. Indeed, it has been noted before that there is a transitivity in the spatial sense of the acoustic dimension of the salient world toward the visual dimension. In suggesting that the development of medieval perspective was an expansion of the auditory into the visual world—“Perspective translated into visual terms the depths of acoustic space” (68)—Carpenter and McLuhan (1970) point out this relationship in pictorial art. One can go back further to Diderot’s idea of imaginative transportation of “the beholder’s physical presence” to within a painting (in Fried 1980, 131–132) to find an early conception of presence founded on the translation of the acoustic dimension into visual perspective.

In the environment in which we can feel present, whether the perception of pictorial art or the actual salient world, it is the space-forming properties of sound that, when imaginatively applied to the process of hypothesis modeling, provides the spatial dimension to the environment. Restating the ideas of Carpenter and McLuhan, Revill (2016) states, “space is made and shaped by the qualities of sound itself” (244). In the concept of the environment I present here, it is the imaginative localization of sound that forms the spatiality of the environment in which we are present.


The Environments of Salient Worlds: Two Examples


To illustrate these contentions, I present two examples of salient worlds and use each to demonstrate how the above environmental framework can be used to make sense of the processes involved. The first salient world is drawn from the actual world of my home. The second salient world derives from the virtual world of a typical first-person-perspective computer game.


An Actual Salient World

My salient world right now is a limited area of my home. Concentrating solely on the primarily visual modality (perhaps a cross-modal audiovisual perception) and the primarily auditory modality (perhaps also cross-modal in that the perception of sound might lead to imagery of the sound wave sources), there are the following components that I perceive as elements of my current environment. Visually, the exo-environment comprises the frame of my glasses through which I see my hand, holding a pen with which I write on a sheet of white A4 paper on a wooden desk on which also lie my watch, mobile phone, computer, cup of coffee, and scattered papers and books. On the edges of my vision are included the floor of my apartment, rugs, my piano, bookshelves and books, and art works all lit up by artificial and natural light, the latter coming through a window about five meters in front of me and on the periphery of my vision. Audiovisually, I perceive the scratch of my pen as it scrawls spider-like across the paper and the occasional groan of the desk as I shift the weight of my arms on it. These are the main components of the exo-environment comprising both visual and audiovisual modalities.

It is the unseen dimension of my exo-environment, though, that interests me more. There are a number of sensory components here that are auditory in nature. Behind me I hear the gentle hum of the refrigerator in the kitchen, a low frequency throb of aural stasis, overlaid on which is the insistent, high frequency whine of tinnitus. To my left, I hear the noise of my washing machine as it enters its spin cycle and, because I also have my entranceway door open, I sometimes hear a neighboring apartment door opening and closing and footsteps in the building’s stairway.

It will be clear from the above description of the exo-environment and, especially, the unseen component of that exo-environment that I essentially disagree with Bronowski (1979) when he states that “most of the time we use vision to give us information about the world and sound to give us information about other people” (10–11) and that imagination “is squarely rooted in [the eye] … we cannot separate the special importance of the visual apparatus of man from his unique ability to imagine” (18); the special and perhaps more important faculty of the auditory apparatus to imagine was something Garner and I gave particular weight to in Sonic Virtuality, and it is an importance that many others have also highlighted whether it is through work on the neurology of auditory imagery (e.g., Baddeley and Logie 1992; Bunzeck et al. 2005), work of a more philosophical or theoretical nature (e.g., Chion 1994; Sterne 2012), or even poetry (Wordsworth 18885).

From the scenario of the unseen dimension of my exo-environment just sketched out, I am quite obviously able to ascertain, from my perception of sound and the formation of imagery (audiovisualization), a great deal of “information about the world” I am currently confronted with while sitting here writing this chapter. It is here that the endo-environment comes into play in providing form and meaning to the sensory information of the exo-environment. Through the perception of sound, sound that is actualized with meaning from the sonic aggregate as it emerges, I can know about, and audiovisualize and spatialize, objects and events that are a part of the unseen dimension of my exo-environment.

As an example, the footsteps I occasionally hear, along with doors opening and closing, are sound waves originally, devoid of any meaning until they form part of the basis for the emergence of sound that becomes invested with knowledge drawn from the experience of having lived in this building for almost two years; this allows me to imagine what the sound wave sources are. Combined with visual and spatial imagery, the sounds contribute to my environment, part of which are the events and contingent objects of my next-door neighbor exiting her home and going downstairs and outside. Because she presently returns, and there is a difference in the weight and frequency of the sound waves compared to when she walked downstairs, I can imagine her having taken heavy bags of rubbish out to the nearby bins. Thus, the auditory modality, pace Bronowski, a great deal of the time does allow us to know about the salient world and at least the skeleton of that knowledge derives from justified true belief even if the details may vary. It is not only seeing that is believing.


A Virtual Salient World

The sketch of the process of forming the environment that I give in terms of the salient world of my home can also be applied to virtual worlds. Sketching the dimensions in this context—and, here, I give the paradigm of a first-person-shooter computer game—is perhaps more pertinent because of the implications for designing the conditions for presence. As part of the hardware apparatus of such a game, the screen provides the sensory basis of all visual elements of the potential environment, and these elements are a part of the exo-environment. On the screen are displayed those signifiers of the first-person shooter, namely, my character’s arms and weapon. I see teammates flanking me and, ahead, the debris of a recent battle evidenced in the ruins of buildings, shattered trees, burned-out tanks, and smoke on the horizon toward which the pot-holed track my character inches along is leading. Audiovisual components of this scenario include the scrabble of my character’s boots on the track’s surface, the sound of a cartridge being slammed into my gun as I nervously check my weapon’s status, and, across the rubble of the town, similar sounds from my teammates along with their tense and terse verbal communications.

The unseen dimension of the exo-environment that is primarily auditory, comprises several sounds that fill in the hypothetical model of the salient world of the game. For example, there are the thuds of dull, distant explosions and the increasing frequency and intensity of gunshots of which the audio (i.e., the digital data forming the basis for the analog sound waves I sense) is processed by the game engine to be part of the salient game world behind my character. I occasionally hear the far-off drone of airplanes as they circle the battlefield out of sight, and an increasingly loud mechanical rumbling signals the sound of an approaching tank further along the track. As with the unseen dimension of the exo-environment of my home, in perceiving these sounds, and undergoing the processes of audiovisualization, I can model, in conjunction with the visual dimension, the objects, events, and developing narratives of the salient game world to a level that allows me to interact with them, to act in the game world, and so to be present in the environment of that world.

In the same manner in which the visualized acoustic space in a painting incorporating perspectival technique provides depth, in the creation of the environment we use the localization of sound to create the enactive space in which to be present. We call on experience to provide imagery on which to localize sound. Hence, in the first scenario I sketched out, I am able to form a workable hypothesis that is the environment in which I provide the imagery of refrigerator, washing machine, doors, and stairway on which to localize the sensory input of sound waves. In the second scenario, my environment derives from the visual and audiovisual artifacts of the visual dimension and the sensation of sound waves that must be localized on the imagery of the unseen dimension of the exo-environment. This imagery and the ability to so localize comes from the experience of actual worlds and virtual worlds and it is the spatiality of the environment thus fashioned through imagination that provides the differentiation between self and nonself and the enactive space in which to act. This is how the sense of presence is formed.


In Conclusion

To conclude, I restate the main points in my thesis. In creating a sense of presence, the feeling of being within and able to act on a world of sensory things, we perceptually create an environment that functions as a metonym of the salient world, the nonself compared to the self of the perceiver, and in which we are present. This environment is actualized under constraints of time from a series of increasingly refined hypothetical models of the salient world. The selected hypothesis, the perceived environment, comprises an exo-environment and an endo-environment. The former comprises a primarily visual dimension and a primarily unseen, auditory dimension. The latter is the cognitive dimension comprising experience, memory, reasoning, and so forth, and the two act in conjunction in modeling hypotheses that are candidates for the successful environment. The driving force in the emergence of the environment is imagination, particularly so when perceiving the unseen dimension, and the environment so perceived is the enactive space in which to be present.




Notes

1. The ANSI document on acoustics provides also a second definition that sound is the “auditory sensation evoked by the oscillation [described in the first definition].” Another way of putting it is that “sound is evoked by sound.”

2. This may well confer an evolutionary advantage as our species rapidly adapts to technology that easily renders usable the experience of schizophonia (see Schafer 1994).

3. Where Evelyn Glennie claims that hearing is a “specialized form of touch” (1993), then hearing, in her conception, would be touch at a remove with sound waves from a distant event impinging on the eardrum or elsewhere on the body.

4. Our awareness of sensory things, evidenced by a sonic world at least, is an awareness of a past rather than present world (the authors, on p. 589, directly relate the feeling of presence to “the present time”). Perception of the salient world through various sensory modalities involves an act of convergence of the perception of objects and events sensed across different time frames into a present perception. This is something Clark notes when he states that we perceptually “learn to construct the sensory signal by combining probabilistic representations of hidden causes operating at many different spatial and temporal scales” (2013, 29).

5. “On the Power of Sound” opens thus: “THY functions are ethereal, As if within thee dwelt a glancing mind, Organ of vision!” and so Wordsworth ascribes the power of visual imagination to hearing.
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chapter 34

Music Places

Imaginative Transports of Listening

Judy I. Lochhead



Introduction

Music places—the first part of my title is intentionally ambiguous. It could mean the places—the physical spaces—in which music occurs. I hear the music in this room, or in my living room projected by speakers, or perhaps in Carnegie Hall, an iconic space noted for its superb acoustics. Like us as bodied individuals, music is contained by the spaces in which it occurs, and the material characteristics of these spaces dynamically affect the music’s sounding. Headphone technologies produce a virtual space of music’s sounding—a sounding that operates, as Charles Stankievech has pointed out, in “the space between the ears” while creating a “convincing perception of an exterior world” (Stankievech 2007, 57).

Music places may also refer to a location and a type of music that characterizes it, such that the music comes to symbolize place, to be part of the becoming of that place. The linking of music and place is conceived as a causal relation, the music having been generated by or expressive of the physical or social characteristics of the locale. For instance, Aaron Copland’s Appalachian Spring is often heard as epitomizing the United States, as sonically projecting its wide-open spaces. And jazz music is also taken as having a quintessentially “American” character, despite its diverse origins in African, European, and Caribbean music. More specific locales can also be heard in terms of a specific style, such as Texas Blues, West Coast Rap, or the “downtown” music of Manhattan, New York, in the 1960s. And particular works might be inspired by or composed with a definite place in mind, such as Charles Ives’s “Housatonic at Stockbridge” or Tod Machover’s Symphony in D: A Symphony for Detroit. In contrast to such explicit correlations of sound and locale, music’s place is sometimes only implicit. For instance, classical music, seemingly unmarked by place, is nonetheless associated with Europe. As if absorbing its locale, music becomes part of its fabric and is heard as being of that place.

The places of music as either the spatial/material conditions of its sounding or the generative/symbolic correlations to a locale reveal some of the possible ways that place engages human experience of musical sound, both rewarding continued thought. But here I want to engage another sense of the term. By “music places” I mean that music actively places listeners—that music transports listeners to imaginatively enacted sonic locales, to virtual places of musical sounding. This sense of music’s active placing during the listening experience does not contradict the correlation of music to its spatial/material conditions or generative/symbolic functions but rather builds on them while focusing on the lived experience of musical listening. As Andrew Leyshon, David Matless, and George Revill observe, “To consider the place of music is not to reduce music to its location, to ground it down into some geographical baseline, but to allow a purchase on the rich aesthetic, cultural, economic, and political geographies of music language” (Leyshon et al. 1998, 4). And so, I turn to this richness of “musical language”—a means of sonic engagement with the world—by attending not only to the aesthetic, cultural, economic, and political but also to the placial characteristics of an embodied and imaginative experiencing of music’s virtual locales.1 My chapter proceeds through a discussion of place, imagination, and listening as framing concepts and then turns to a consideration of music’s imaginative transports of listening.


Place and the Lived Body

Our talk about music often uses placial terms as well as spatial and temporal terms. For instance, after hearing the second movement of Beethoven’s Fifth Piano Concerto I might say to you “Do you remember that place where the piano first comes in after the orchestra’s theme—when the piano’s music just wafts along and then suddenly an updraft of wind pushes you skyward, only to let you down gently to the earth?”2 That “place” in Beethoven’s concerto is a moment within the temporal flow of musical sound, and the use of the word “place” here serves a practical function of aural pointing, of specifying an event or a passage of music within that flow. Place, of course, has a broad range of meanings and uses outside of music which have been articulated in philosophical writings by Edward Casey in his several books since the early 1990s, by Henri Lefebvre and Yi-Fu Tuan in the 1970s, and by Gaston Bachelard and Martin Heidegger earlier in the twentieth century.3 These writers have not directed their thinking about place toward the aural domain, but others have heard the resonance of their thought for music and sound.4 Of particular relevance for my project here—for the idea that music places listeners—are the twin concerns on one hand, of place and the lived body and, on the other, of placial imagination. For the present chapter, Edward Casey’s thought about place and the lived body provides a reverberant sounding board generally, and Tuan’s and Bachelard’s writings have amplified my thinking about placial imagination.

“[T]he world comes configured in odd protuberances, in runs, rills and flats … all traits of places.” In his historical/philosophical accounts of the concepts of place and space, Casey demonstrates that place is prior to space. The world is not a featureless medium—a “mute and blank ‘space’”—onto which the particularities of place are inscribed (Casey 1996, 15–16). Rather, the world is that place I inhabit, a place of arabesques and monotones, of staccatos and legatos, of swells and silences. These “odd protuberances” of the world present themselves to me from above or below, from the left or right, or from the front or behind—revealing the “immanent bodily dimensionality” of placial experience. Musical listening too reveals such “odd protuberances” of sonic dimensionality. The opening of Pauline Oliveros’s Bye Bye Butterfly for electronics and found-sound is pitched very high, while the beginning of Julia Wolfe’s “Stronghold” for eight double basses is low; the beginning of Eleanor Hovda’s Lemniscates perches me on a sonic precipice, while György Ligeti’s Atmospheres surrounds me in a sonic pillow; or John Luther Adams’s Become Ocean starts far away, while the voices of Caroline Shaw’s “Passacaglia” are up close when they begin.5 In other words, the terms of placial embodiment in Casey’s sense apply equally to musical experience.6

Experiences of place have a sensuous fullness born of the body’s “kinaesthesias and synaesthesias” (Casey 1996, 22). Bodies register the sensations of place, perceiving together the movements, sounds, sights, smells, tastes, and feelings of a particular place. There is a dynamic reciprocity between the sensing/moving person in place and the place itself, as Keith Basso observes: “As places animate the ideas and feelings of persons who attend to them, these same ideas and feelings animate the places on which attention has been bestowed” (1996, 55). I hear the bright and thin sounds of the opening of Helmut Lachenmann’s Third String Quartet, “Grido,” as a slowly unwinding translucent thread, listening through and with my body’s sensorium and potentialities of movement. The sounds of Lachenmann’s quartet animate my listening with feelings and ideas, as I simultaneously animate the music’s sounding.7

Like our experiences of place, listening has an embodied fullness engaging all sensory domains. The synesthesiae and kinesthesiae of sensory experience inhabit musical listening, such that we hear textures as if touching, we hear brightness as if seeing, we hear closeness as if feeling. Such experiences of sounds are not naive metaphors but indicate the intersensory nature of experiential knowing. And while they reflect the unique circumstances of a bodied person in a specific time and place, the experiences of sound also reflect that person’s cultural embeddedness.

As bodied individuals, we are always in place. And even further, as Casey observes, “To exist at all as a (material or mental) object or as (an experienced or observed) event is to have a place—to be implaced, however minimally or imperfectly or temporarily” (2009, 13). As the condition of existing things, places have particularity—a “thick concreteness”; but at the same time, places have porous boundaries that enable the free flow between and within places (1996, 22–23). Instead of being uniform like space and time, places are distinctive and variable. Such particularity and variability apply equally well to musical works. As I listen to Anna Clyne’s Steelworks I am aware of its particularity as a work and also to the particularity of this performance happening now.8 In other words, during my experiencing of Steelworks I am in the particular sonic places interanimated by its sounding and by my listening.

The particularities of place make it more “an event than a thing. … Places not only are, they happen [and] lend themselves so well to narration” (Casey 1996, 26–27). Music similarly engages listeners as a happening, as an event within the flow of our sonic experience. As I listen to Sofia Gubaidulina’s Second String Quartet I hear its sounds happening, engaging me in the sequence of differently colored G4s, through an increasingly busy flow of string gestures, until after about three minutes all four of the string instruments play descending squiggle-like figures as all the musical energy dissipates.9 The sounds of Gubaidulina’s quartet present themselves to me as eventful happenings.

As happenings and particularities, places “gather”—knitting together things, feelings, memories, thoughts, and projections (Casey 1996, 24–25). Our experience of places then has not only a sensuous and embodied fullness but also an intrinsically cultural and historical fullness, bearing the traces of those who have and do inhabit them. Listening to Chen Yi’s chamber work Qi, I hear a musical place shaped by complex interacting strands: musical thought from both European and Chinese musical traditions; the situations of a composer who as a woman has prospered in a largely male-dominated compositional world; the vigorous actions of the instrumentalists as they perform Qi; and my own animations of recorded sounds as I listen with headphones in my study.10 Instead of retreating from culture and history, music reflects, transforms, and enacts them through the interanimations of sounds and the lived listening body. Culture and history are not added into music or into place; rather, as Casey observes, they are “carried [there] by bodies,” bodies that have “incorporated cultural patterns into [their] basic actions” (1996, 34). Merleau-Ponty identifies the “body [as] our general medium for having a world” (2012, 147). While he spends precious little time addressing the listening body in his writings, his observations easily make the transition into the sonic realm. The listening body engages the world through the fullness of its synesthesia and kinesthesia, both taking in and animating sounds. Such bodily interanimations of listening constitute the sonic places that gather together memories, thoughts, feelings. Sonic places, like other sorts of places, are “inherently meaningful” as a consequence of interanimations between the listening body and the material conditions of place, as Basso has observed about place generally (1996, 55).

The interanimations between the listening body and musical sound include an explicitly aesthetic dimension. But as Stephen Feld has argued, “the experiential dimensions we call “mundane” and “aesthetic” are mutually interdependent … always involving reframings and emergent sensations” (1996, 114).11 Such interdependence plays a role in the sonic places of musical listening, the aesthetic and the mundane both contributing to the sensations of place by means of the imagination. And so, we turn next to imagination and imaginative placing.


Imagination and Imaginative Placing

Imagination as a human activity is most often linked generally to creativity and specifically to artistic practices and the production of aesthetic objects or events. Since the middle years of the twentieth century there has been, however, an increasing interest in imagining and creativity both outside of and within artistic practices. In this section I assemble a concept of imagination from recent philosophical work that contextualizes my approach to the imaginative placing of musical listening. My assembling begins with a clarification of what imagination is not and then turns toward a concept that construes imagining as a productive and central part of embodied engagements with the world.

While integral to artistic practices, imagination in recent thought is understood to play a productive role in all human cognitive engagements with the world. The instance of aesthetic imagination, then, is a specific manifestation of such productive imagining generally. The same is true of fantasies, often equated with imagination: fantasies engage imagination but are not equated with it. Such recent approaches to imagination as a central component of cognitive engagements with the world are contrasted with some of the earliest writing on imagination. For instance, Plato considered images, “the products of imagination,” to be “imitations of imitations.” As imitations of the real, the images of imagination were considered to be untrue and unreal: imagination was opposed to reason (Casey 2000, 15).12

Later authors, especially Immanuel Kant, conceived a mediative role for imagination. As John Kaag notes, Kant develops a “theory of cognition that begins to recognize [the] importance” of imagination since the faculty of imagination is thought to mediate a “gap” between “rationality and bodily sensibility” (Kaag 2009, 27). Casey expands on this point, observing that:

Kant reinforced imagination’s mediatory role by distinguishing between two kinds of imagining: a reproductive type, which is intimately connected with memory and perceptual apprehension, and a productive type, which is contiguous with conceptual thinking. Thus imagination stands precisely midway between sensibility and understanding, the two major human faculties. (2000, 17)

More recently, imagination and imagining have been understood to play an essential role in human engagements with the world. Not a mediator between intellect and perception, imagination emerges as central to an embodied and creative cognition in the thought of Paul Ricoeur and Cornelius Castoriadis. Building on the semantic functions of metaphor, Ricoeur argues for an imaginative discourse that arises from “semantic innovation.” Based in bodily experience inscribed by history and culture, imaginative discourse generates innovative semantic constructs that enact the world (Ricoeur 1994). Castoriadis proposes a “radical” account of imagination, constructing what Rundell calls a “double-sided ontology of the autonomous and creative imagination” (1994, 8). Focusing on meaning and its constitution, Castoriadis proposes two dimensions of imagination: the “radical imagination” of the individual and the “social instituting imaginary” of society. The radical imagination “is what makes it possible for any being-for-itself (including humans) to create for itself an own world “within” which it also posits itself.” Through the filtering, forming, and organizing of an individual’s “sensory and logical imagination,” the world emerges (Castoriadis 1994, 143).13 The social instituting imaginary, neatly summarized by Rundell, “is the pattern of collectively, that is, socially, created meanings which are institutionalized and become a society’s point of reference” (1994, 9). However, a tension between the radical imagination of the individual and the social instituting imaginary assures that meaning is both “indeterminate and infinitely determinable” (9).

For both Ricoeur and Castoriadis, the creative and generative capacities of the imagination play a fundamental role in human engagements with the world, and their semantic and ontological perspectives assure a dynamic approach to meaning that is fully sensual, conceptual, and social. Katherine Lennon amplifies this approach to imagination by emphasizing its role in perception. Developing the thought of P. F. Strawson and Merleau-Ponty, she argues that imagination plays a central role in our everyday perceptual engagements with the world: “the imagination is at work, not only when a child treats a broom as a horse, but when she perceives a horse as a horse also” (Lennon 2010, 380).14 The “real” has an “imaginary texture,” as Merleau-Ponty observes, linked to the latent aspects of perceptual experience. What is “present” in perceptual experience is simultaneously imbued with that which is “not present,” the latent aspects arising from imagination. The “real” of perceptual experience combines the sensual with the imaginary, both shaping the world as meaningful in a plurality of ways.

In the domain of visual experience, Merleau-Ponty claims that “the visible … is what in the present announces and harbours an immense latent content, of the past, the future, and the elsewhere” (1968, xlv; quoted in Lennon 2010, 381). In the domain of sound, the “hearable” has a comparable latent content. Listening, like Merleau-Ponty’s seeing, gives us a rich dimensionality of sounding as an integral part of aural experience. Listening to the ending of Kaija Saariaho’s Près, movement 1, I hear the sounds of waves emerging from music of the cello and electronics.15 I hear the music of Près as sonic flows and surges that are eventually quelled by the lulling regularity of the breaking waves on a beach. The sonic evocations of the ocean as a natural place of both awesome power and lulling comfort inhabit my hearing of this movement of Près. The music has sounds with both an aural presence and an imaginary nonpresence that together shape my listenings to Près. Such multidimensional listening experiences have, in Lennon’s terms, an “affective logic” of heard “emotions, feelings, and desire.” And, as she maintains, the “perceived world carries not simply cognitive content but affective content” because of the integral role of the imagination in perception (Lennon 2010, 382). Like Castoriadis’s observation of the indissociable operation of representation, affects, and intentions within the radical imagination and the social imaginary, Lennon observes an affective logic of perception that depends on the indissociability of cognitive and affective content. While the imagination textures our perceptual experiences of the everyday, sometimes it erupts into the domain of the artistic practices, making us aware of the interanimations of the mundane and the aesthetic as Feld demonstrates.

Writing about the singing practices of the Kaluli in Bosavi, Papua New Guinea, Feld develops an acoustemology of place. He shows how the Kaluli sound out in song their lived place in all its dimensions, from the topographical to the social and from the locative to the emotive. In their sonic delineations of place, the Kaluli enact a lived place through the aesthetics of song. In a visual context, Casey also turns his attention to the specific practices of aesthetic placing in landscape painting and map making. He shows, on one hand, how everyday matters of bodily implacement figure centrally in the pictorial and graphic choices of creators and, on the other, how visual engagements with such graphic depictions entail “the phenomenon of re-implacement, that is, the ways in which places are altered and transmuted even as they are reinstated in paintings” (2002, xv). In Feld’s and Casey’s thinking, the sounding and visual enactments of place fuse mundane and aesthetic perspectives, engaging the imagination as a creative generator of meaning.

Both the Kaluli and map-makers address actual places, engaging and enacting these lived places through sound and graphics. By contrast, landscape painters render imaginative places, even if they have implied referents. Such imaginative places have been taken up in the work of two mid-twentieth century authors, Yi-Fu Tuan and Gaston Bachelard. Writing as a geographer-philosopher, Tuan considers imaginative places he describes as mythical, identifying two types. One is a “fuzzy area of defective knowledge surrounding the empirically known” (1977, 86). These are the places we imagine to exist because they lie outside our immediate perceptual experience, such as when I imagine my neighbor’s backyard even though I have never been in it.16 The other “is a spatial component of a world view” such as the two “cosmic systems”: “the zodiacal, emphasized by astrologers of the Greco-Egyptian school … and the planetary … emphasized by the Chaldeans” (86, 90). Both types are imaginative placings that may or may not have a reference to actual places but arise as “a response of feeling and imagination to human needs” (99). Writing about imaginative placing in poetry, Bachelard composes a phenomenology of the dwellings of humans (houses of various sorts), of things (drawers, chests, etc.), of small creatures (nests, shells, etc.), and various other things. While addressing placial imagining in general, Bachelard offers an incisive account of the experience of reading:

The image offered us by reading the poem now becomes really our own. … It becomes a new being in our language, expressing us by making us what it expresses; in other words, it is at once a becoming of expression, and a becoming of our being.

(1994, xxiii)

For both Tuan and Bachelard, imaginative placing plays an active and comprehensive role in human enactment of our worlds. Tuan shows how imaginative placings play integral roles in our navigations through the social and physical geographies of our worlds, while Bachelard shows how imaginative placings in an aesthetic context play crucial roles in enacting human being in the world. And from the perspectives of these two authors we know the creativity of imaginative placing belongs not only to the writers, painters, and composers but also to those who are readers, viewers, and listeners. Imaginative placing is a “response of feeling” and a “becoming of expression, and becoming of our being.”

Most writers on imagination and place considered thus far spend little time on sound, music, and the aural imagination, Feld’s work standing as an inspiring exception. The thought of the authors I have used so far to build a concept of imaginative placing can, however, be refocused for a notion of music places—for the imaginative placing of music. The last step of my building project concerns listening and the particular role that imagination plays.17



Imagination and Listening

Listening, a deceptively complex activity, has been the focus of a recent flurry of books, articles, and other writings. In English, it is often distinguished from hearing, with listening defined as an intentional and conscious activity and hearing as physiological and automatic.18 Such a sharp distinction is not always present in everyday language however. For instance, musicians often speak of developing a “hearing” of a work, in order to either perform or analyze it. And it is not unusual for people to respond to another person who has been speaking by saying “I hear you,” meaning they understand and agree with what has been said. In his important early work on listening, the philosopher Don Ihde counters the tendency in some sciences to “attend to the soundful, from phonetics to acoustics, … as if the sound were bare and empty of significance.” And while it is possible to recognize that hearing and listening involve a physiological component, at precisely that point when we “hear” sound it is already “meaningful,” as Ihde points out (2007, 4). “Hearing” the voice of a loved one is not significantly different from “seeing” the face of that loved one; in both instances we hear and see the person “as” a loved one with all the emotional content implied by the term “loved.” The sensual and the affective are co-given in the perception, as Lennon argues. For present purposes, I consider listening and hearing as meaningful human engagements with the world and, in particular, I explore listening and hearing as imaginative and placial engagements with the world. In other words, I consider how listening enacts an imaginative sonic placing.

The topics of sound, listening, hearing, and the nature of aural experience generally have gained greater currency since the middle years of the twentieth century, perhaps because, as Ihde points out, “by living with electronic instruments our experience of listening itself is being transformed” (2007, 5).19 Already in the 1950s and 1960s, composers in the Western traditions of music wrote prose pieces about listening as if to provide a listening context for their music. For instance, the composers Aaron Copland and Roger Sessions wrote about active modes of listening. Copland, in his 1939 book What to Listen for in Music, exhorts his reader to a “more active kind of listening,” during which the listener is both “inside and outside the music at the same moment … almost like the composer at the moment” of composition ([1939] 1988, 19). Similarly, writing in his 1950 The Musical Experience of Composer, Performer, Listener, Sessions defines the “ideal aim” for listeners as “the fullest and most complete possible [apprehension] of the musical utterance of the composer as the performer delivers it” ([1950] 1974, 8). As exemplars of their era, Copland and Sessions advocate listening practices that reflect their specific concerns as composers. They encourage their readers to engage in a sort of composerly listening, an active listening directed toward what “should” be heard rather than toward the possibilities of listening.

My turn toward listening possibilities—and in particular to imaginative transports of listening for music—begins with the observation that listening is an activity not only of listeners but also of composers and performers. As the a priori sonic engagement, listening spins out its own imaginative possibilities. Imagination is a central feature of all listening in both the ontological sense of Castoriadis and the perceptual sense of Lennon. As Leonard Meyer (1956) and David Huron (2006) so eloquently articulate, the anticipatory characters of musical listening depend on imaginative projections toward what might happen. And further, I observe here that the affective and sensuous characters of musical sound rely on our imaginative hearing of music’s latent and manifest features. Such imaginative listening is a generative and creative engagement with musical sound, and hence active, but its meanings are both “indeterminate and infinitely determinable” given the tension between the radical imagination and social imaginary in Castoriadis’s sense.20


Music Places: Imaginative Transports of Listening

Weaving together the thick threads of previous writings on imagination, place, and listening, I propose here a notion of “music places.” Listening to music is both individual and social, an activity of an embodied individual at a particular time and place, with a unique history and within a particular social and cultural context—an individual who, through imaginative transport, enacts an aesthetic placing. Or, in other words, music transports its listener to an imaginative sonic place characterized by feelings, emotions, expectations—that is, by a whole range of placial features generated by sound. The placings of music differ from those of our physical emplacement at some specifiable geographical location, but the placings of music may aesthetically engage such physical placial experiences or they may generate entirely new placial experiences.

My claim here is that music imaginatively enacts the sensations of placial experience through sound, creating virtual places that have an eventful character. Musical placings produce the sensations of place through the auditory imagination and, as an act of aesthetic imagination, musical placings expand the horizons of placial possibilities. For instance, the physical limitations of gravity, of movement, and of dimensionality may be transcended through sound. Recall for a moment the passage from the second movement of Beethoven’s Fifth Piano Concerto considered earlier. After two initial waves of downward melodic pulls, the piano melody enacts a slow ascent that suddenly escapes the pull of gravity, jumping up, only to waft down slowly—pulled back down to the earth.21 As an embodied listener, I “feel” this ascent, the sudden cessation of gravity, and then the slow wafting downward. Because listening is a cross-modal sensuous experience, I hear this ascent in my body: the absence of gravity, the slow wafting. Such aural experiencing is not a visualization of an object rising and falling, but rather such feelings are enacted imaginatively and operate in a kinesthetic register. Listening entails an imaginative embodiment of the feelings of ascent, descent, and weightlessness in the exhilarating leap up to the melodic peak. Extrapolating from this particular instance, music enacts a movement through virtual places, producing the sensations of placial embodiment. Such musical placing may confirm or suspend the embodied possibilities of our everyday placial awareness, revealing the nature and limits of that everydayness through aural emplacement. This recognition of music’s placial characteristics reminds us that place as lived-experience always has an aural component that often goes unmarked in discussions of place. For instance, sounds reveal the dimensions of a room, the materials of walls and floor and the objects in the room, and by sound alone we can make rough estimates of how many people are in the room. Further sound can tell me if a sound source is far or close, and if it is moving and how fast. If someone drops an object on the floor, I can hear general features of its size, shape, and materiality. The quality of sound—its timbre reveals features of the materials of what is sounded—whether it is metallic, wooden, plastic, the human voice, and so on. And finally, sound gives us the hidden or invisible—what is not accessible by sight. Working in my third-floor office, I hear a rolling movement above, letting me know that someone in the Art Department is moving heavy tables on wheels. And when I am outside at home picking vegetables for dinner, I hear the whistle of the railroad train and imagine people getting picked up at the train station. Our aural experiences not only affirm and enrich the world we can see but also, even further, give us access to a world beyond vision. In other words, our placial experiences are already richly textured by aural events. My claim here is that these sonic features of placial experience function in the aesthetic domain of music, that music engages listeners in embodied experiences that reveal the placiality of sound. I am not claiming that music is a re-presentation of the sonic features of placial experience. Rather I claim that music, through its sounding, is an imaginative “revealing” of our placial experiences.22


Music Places: My Listenings

Peter Szendy remarks, in his History of Our Ears, that he wants to tell you about his listenings—or, more precisely, he wants you to “listen to his listenings”—with the goal of destabilizing the sense of a work (2008, 60). Such recountings of our listenings can, however, also have a variety of productive goals. Recounting any particular listening illuminates the multiplicity of listenings, making the differences real and emphasizing the emergent features of aural experience as significant. And by drawing out the reality of individual listenings, such recounting demonstrates a sonic enactment of the world that is both personal and shared.

And so, I offer here two listenings that focus on the placial experience of music, on the placings of particular works of music. These listenings are imaginative placings that recount my embodied experiencing of music. They hopefully have some resonance with likely readers/listeners as Castoriadis’s notion of the social instituting imaginary suggests. My evocation of music’s placial features relies, like any writing about music and musical experience, on metaphors and symbolic representations that are meant to serve as evocations of, and spurs to, aural experience. By way of examples, I offer placial listenings to two works: Eliza Brown’s String Quartet No. 1 (2011–2013) and Sleater-Kinney’s “No Cities to Love” from their album (2015) of the same name. Brown’s work, a single-movement quartet lasting approximately seven minutes and fifty seconds, is recorded by the Spektral Quartet, and this performance is the basis of my listening (Spektral Quartet 2013). My account of Brown’s work refers to a visualization of the music in Figure 34.1, and the reader/listener is encouraged to follow this figure along with a recorded performance of the work throughout the following discussion.23
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Figure 34.1 Visualization of Eliza Brown’s String Quartet No. 1 (2011/13).





Figure 34.1 visualizes the music of Brown’s Quartet in two systems, bracketed on the left. Each system shows a timeline at the top, indicating moments in which there is either an abrupt stop or start. The size of the vertical lines indicates both the relative dynamics of the event and the intensity of the moment’s abruptness. The layer below the timeline indicates recurrent gestures: G1 is an arabesque figure, quickly moving above and below a given pitch; G2 is an alien figure, in the sense that it seems out of place and intrudes on another musical type; and G3 is a repeated-note figure, often on a single pitch. These gestures are born of what Brown describes as a “functional harmonic progression” that establishes a tension with a “detailed, individuated surface” (Brown 2011–2013). The bottom layer of each system shows two types of shimmery music—Brown’s individuated surface: S1 is mostly a high-pitched surface and S2 a low-pitched surface. Two of the gestures and both of the shimmery surfaces occur on occasion as intimations of these types—these are momentary occurrences that suggest a gesture or shimmery surface but do not last long enough to establish themselves. Shown with an appended I after the G or S, these intimations function more as sonic whiffs of a musical type. The key at the bottom right of Figure 34.1 shows the graphic symbols used to indicate these musical types. Using this visualization as a reference, I embark next on a description/analysis of my listening to the quartet’s imaginative and sonic placing.

The quartet starts with bright, shimmery sounds coming from above. The S1 surface is both brilliantly dazzling and delicately welcoming. It produces an orienting placial character, with its high, twinkling sounds, and continues for nearly ninety seconds with just a faint intimation of the G3, repetition gesture. The occurrences of the arabesque (G1), alien (G2), and repetition gestures (G3) from 1:23 through 3:57 interact with the shimmery surface (S1) in differing ways. The initial occurrences of the arabesque gesture emerge almost seamlessly from within the horizons of the S1 surface, often sharing some of its high, twinkling features. The alien gesture in its first two occurrences around 2:19 and 2:47 enters as unfamiliar and strange; its triadic harmonies sounding as if from another world. And in its first occurrence at around 3:15, the repetition gesture transmutes in an instant the preceding arabesque gesture into a sonic place of narrowed boundaries.

The opening S1 surface is explored during the first minute and twenty seconds, with subdued intimations of G3. From 1:23 through 3:15 there are a series of abrupt stops of increasing intensity, each associated with the occurrence of either G1 or G2. The transmutation of G1 into G3 at 3:15 becomes focal as the high-pitched glints of S1 cease and a short S2 intimation inserts itself. This low, shimmery intimation eventually gives way to a familiar and fragile territory of S1, only for this territory to be transformed into piercing movements that abruptly stop at 3:40 and again at 3:57. As if to begin again after 3:57, S2 enters timidly and is interrupted by an unfamiliar figure in the cello that reasserts the alien gesture (G2) and another abrupt stop at 4:19.

The passage from 4:19 through 6:06 is both familiar and strange. The lower S2 surface beginning at 4:19, while bearing some resemblance to its higher pair, seems ominous, but through the gradual addition of S1 features familiarity is reasserted. After the abrupt stop at 5:07, the co-presence and interactions of G3 and S1 bear the memory of such interactions in earlier moments of the quartet, such as in the opening passage (ca. 0:30) and again between 1:49 and 2:19. Midway through the passage between 5:07 and 6:06, the S1 intimations cease and G3 dominates, becoming a loud, oddly reminiscent and idiomatic string gesture. The intense build-up of this G3 passage through fast and accented attacks abruptly ends at 6:06—the most striking and dramatic of the abrupt endings in the work. As a climactic moment, this event sets off a response of abrupt beginnings.

Emerging out of the portentous presence of S2, with its intimations of G3, these abrupt beginnings at 6:16, 6:27, and 6:36 are noisy and with an aggressive attack. The first one startles, an effect minimized for the second and third through a gradual dissolution of the repetitions of G3. The thinning of texture, the decrease in dynamics, and the decreasing frequency of events during this dissolution opens up a place for S1 to materialize. Coming out of a noisy and often strident place, the entrance of the sparkling brightness of S1 projects a new and welcome familiarity. The work ends with the expansion of high surface of the shimmering figures of S1 into the lower register of S2, together creating a sprawling yet gentle surface of twinkling sound.

As this brief sketch of my listening suggests, Brown’s quartet proceeds through changing placial characteristics, with various gestures and surfaces that shape my listening experience. The value of conceiving the character and succession of events in placial terms derives from the qualitative and embodied aspects of musical experience that have a basis in imaginative placing. My account of the quartet in terms of its placial features draws attention to cross-modal perceptual features, directionality, dimensionality, and placial movement in particular. In order to demonstrate some of the different ways that music involves imaginative placing, I turn next to another genre of music that sets up a different sort of interanimation between listener and sound—a recent song by the band Sleater-Kinney.

The 2015 song “No Cities to Love” appeared on Sleater-Kinney’s album of the same name (Sleater-Kinney 2015). My approach to this song focuses primarily on its sonic placial features and not on word/music relations. Figure 34.2 visualizes the music of “No Cities to Love,” showing how its song form enacts the work’s placial features.24 Readers are encouraged to listen to the recording of this song while considering Figure 34.2.25
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Figure 34.2 Visualization of Sleater-Kinney’s “No Cities to Love.”





The top row of Figure 34.2 indicates the song’s sectional form: intro (which is based on the chorus), verse, instrumental, chorus, bridge, and outro, which is based on the instrumental section. Below this top row, the timeline shows the timings according to the 2015 recording. The placial effect row uses patterns to evoke visually the sense of placial difference between the sections. The patterns themselves are not visual icons for the differing aural placial characteristics but rather simply symbols of those characteristics. Underneath the placial effects row is a dotted line indicating when the drums occur. The following account of my listening refers to Figure 34.2 throughout. I begin with a descriptive analysis of the placial features of each of the unique sections and then relay how the succession of these sections generates a series of sonic reorientations of place.

The intro presents a shortened version of the chorus (six bars rather than eight) with a spare texture. Consisting of relatively calm vocals and simple guitar strums, the intro starts with an intimate texture with a vocal closeness suggesting conversation. The drum entrance (at bar 5) adds another layer that not only provides a propulsive rhythmic force but also expands the sonic place to include a low and resonant dimension, a dimension that remains throughout the song until during the bridge.

The instrumental section sustains the relatively thin texture with its lead guitar riffs, supporting bass lines, and drums. There is an openness to the texture that, while having more strands than the intro, invites me into the sonic place it creates—a place with clearly defined dimensions of foreground and background. In a shortened form (four bars rather than eight), this instrumental music recurs in the two verses, after the first chorus, and at the end as the outro. Each occurrence retains the same textural and placial features.

The two verses consist of an alternation between a vocal/lyric part and an instrumental part (4 + 4 bars). The vocal/lyric part provides another layer to the texture, adding a fourth element to lead guitar, bass, and drums. The vocal part no longer implies conversation, with more urgency emanating from the vocal swoops (especially on the phrase “atomic tourist” and “found my test site”) and the slightly more edgy vocal delivery and timbre, including vocal fry and breath. The overall texture, while having more strands, retains an openness, allowing me to enter into that sonic place. The instrumental part sustains the overall textural dimensions of the vocal/lyric part, while inviting me to hear the vocality of the guitar riffs.

The chorus sections entail a significant and suddenly different sonic place. A sonic surface of sound with a general white-noise sheen starts and ends abruptly. The chorus has little of the textural dimensionality of the instrumental and verse sections; rather, the texture flattens out and the four strands of voices, two guitars, and drums interact on a single sonic plane in front of me. The louder dynamic, the vocal intensity, and the flat-dimensionality of the sonic plane give the chorus an expressive force that is significantly different from the other sections.

The bridge section, coming after two statements of the chorus, articulates the most significant placial difference in “No Cities to Love.” The texture becomes suddenly spare with voice, strummed guitar, and organ played in its upper register.26 A marked sense of placial breadth and distance occurs in this section, an effect arising from reverberation and the voice’s position at the front of the sonic mix, and there is an overall sense of placial difference, a sense enhanced by the new timbral feature of organ.

As Figure 34.2 suggests, the succession of the placial effects characterizing the different sections generates a modular repetition that has some, but not complete, predictability. The changes from one section to the next are marked as temporal boundaries through the differences of overall placial effects. Some boundaries are more distinct than others, such as that beginning the bridge and those beginning and ending the chorus. But all the changes from one section to the next have the function of repositioning me within the song’s sonic places. The placial modularity that unfolds over the course of the song ensures a constant refreshing of my placial orientation within the various sonic textures, planes, and dimensions. The sequence of sections during “No Cities to Love” does not have a narrative arc. Instead, the sequence plays with sonic placing, creating diverse placial orientations. The modular repetitions assure a placial familiarity over the course of the piece, but the changes of sequence provide differing placial reorientations for me as listener.


Concluding Thoughts

Musical sounding and listeners together interanimate an experiential transport to imaginative, virtual sonic places—music places. My claim in this chapter is launched from my own listening experiences and from my observations of how others discuss their own musical experience. In making this claim, my goal is to emphasize the value of making explicit both the placial and imaginative aspects of listening experience. There are two primary values that accrue to this goal. First, placial experience in the everyday sense has aural dimensions that are often unarticulated. Sounds of humans, of things, of music inform us about the spaces we inhabit—whether we are in a small, crowded room, or standing alone in a large, cavernous warehouse. Sounds inform us about the motion of the thing that produces it and tells us whether it is here or there, or near or far. Sounds inform us of the material of things—whether the walls are wood or stone, whether the thing that just fell to the floor is plastic or metal. In other words, sound textures place as a temporal event. Tending explicitly to music’s placing reminds us of the often unheard sounding features of place, a point that has been central to Feld’s work.

Second, as a sounding temporal art, music does not mimic the sounds of everyday lived experience but rather constitutes an imaginative mode of expressive thinking about the sonic nature of placial experience. In such an expressive mode, music reveals, in a Heideggerian sense, the world as sounding significance. We typically note music’s sonic articulation of time but embodied characteristics such as directionality, height and depth, inside/outside, far/near, hot/cold, and movement receive less attention as sounding placial characteristics. Taking note of the placial features of musical experience also requires recognition of the imagination, in both of Castoriadis’s radical and social instituting senses. And finally, understanding music as imaginative interanimations between musical sounding and embodied listeners allows us to recognize musical experience as both a subjective and intersubjective enaction of musical meaning that is, following Rundell, both “indeterminate and infinitely determinable.”




Notes

1. The adjectival form of place is typically rendered as “placial” in recent philosophical and anthropological texts on place. I use that form here.

2. The particular moment is mm. 16–26 of Beethoven’s Fifth Piano Concerto, Op. 73, Movement II. See Beethoven (1997). I have posted sound clips of relevant passages for this and other music referenced in this article at my website: judy.lochhead.com. My personal memory of this place in the Beethoven concerto is based on listening to the recorded performance with Maurizio Pollini, piano; Karl Böhm and the Wiener Philharmoniker (Beethoven 1997). While different performances elicit differing listenings, I have chosen to highlight this performance and its placial effects for me. Such differences speak to the power of music to have these virtual effects.

3. See Casey (1997, 2002, 2005, 2009), Tuan (1977), Bachelard (1994), and Heidegger ([1971] 2001). Casey details the history of the concept of place in Western philosophy in Casey 1997.

4. I will consider some of the work on place and music shortly, but some notable work in this area is: Feld (1996), van Glahn (2003), and Leyshon, Matless, and Revill (1998).

5. To listen go to: Oliveros, Bye Bye Butterfly, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8wrNL063Gys; Adams, Become Ocean, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dGva1NVWRXk; Shaw, “Passacaglia,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OzYcWf2WYq4; Ligeti, Atmospheres, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fXh07JJeA28. For an excerpt of Hovda, go to judylochhead.com. Accessed May 15, 2017.

6. For some recent thought on embodiment and the role of metaphor in music scholarship see, Zbikowski (2002, Larson (2012), and Kozak (2015).

7. To listen, go to: Lachenmann, Third String Quartet, Grido, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WqqTOa04T4Q. Accessed May 15, 2017.

8. To listen, go to Clyne, Steelworks, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sfdxg4mHJC0. Accessed May 15, 2017.

9. To listen, go to Gubaidulina, String Quartet No. 2, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nVu0-vIZDcI. Accessed May 15, 2017.

10. Chen Yi’s Qi has been recorded by the New Music Consort. New York: CRI, 1999.

11. I return to Feld’s observation later in the discussion on imagination.

12. A great many writers address imagination as a productive aspect of thought. My sampling of these writers here serves only to remind readers that the history of thought about imagination is long and rich.

13. Castoriadis is not a radical constructionist, however, and he reminds readers that there is an externally existing world that provides “external shocks.” The radical imagination provides an organization to a world that is intrinsically organizable (Castoriadis 1994, 143).

14. Lennon is paraphrasing Strawson here (see, Strawson 1974).

15. To listen, go to Saariaho, Près, I: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zl65CTYoh5E. Accessed May 15, 2017. The passage that is my focus here starts at about 6:50, continuing to the end of the movement.

16. This type of mythic place in Tuan’s conception depends on the ontological imagination that both Castoriadis and Lennon propose.

17. Mark Grimshaw astutely observes a precedent for my ideas here in the eighteenth-century art criticism of Denis Diderot. Michael Fried makes the point clearly in Absorption and Theatricality (1980): The beholder of a painting has a “fiction[al] … physical presence with the painting.” (132) My thanks to Mark Grimshaw for pointing out this precedent in the visual arts.

18. The situation is different in other languages, something brought to the attention of English-language scholarship through the translations of Nancy (2007), Szendy (2008), and Lachenmann (2003). The interested reader can explore this topic in the translators’ prefaces.

19. More recently, Szendy makes a similar point (2008).

20. The phrase in quotations is from Rundell (1994) and is quoted earlier.

21. To listen to this passage, go to www.judy.lochhead.com. Accessed May 15, 2017.

22. I am not claiming that this is the only expressive function of music, only that it is one of several and one that has been largely overlooked in our discussions about music.

23. The Spektral Quartet’s recorded performance of Brown’s String Quartet is available for listening at http://spektralquartet.com/concerts/2017/12/1/once-more-with-feeling-featuring-eliza-brown. Accessed May 30, 2018.

24. I have not included the lyrics of the song, but they can be retrieved at several websites, including: http://genius.com/Sleater-kinney-no-cities-to-love-lyrics. Accessed May 15, 2017. While not entirely accurate, this website has the closest rendition of the lyrics.

25. The recorded version of Sleater-Kinney’s song “No Cities to Love” is posted at YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_jiX-Svw7KQ. Accessed May 15, 2017.

26. There is no mention of an organ or organ player in the credits of the song. But there is clearly some sort of organ-like sound present.
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chapter 35

Beacons of Sound

Martin Knakkergaard



Wherever the Western scientific-industrial culture has gone and wherever a middle class has grown prosperous from its activities, there we shall find symphony concerts taking place and concert halls built to house them

(Small 1998, 18).


Introduction

The concert hall is possibly the only public space that is entirely devoted to sound. However, it is not just sound, sound in every sense, but sound intentionally organized as music. The concert hall is, as such, a unique institution erected to the worship of the most ephemeral art form. Based on a case study I carried out in 2012, and, to a certain extent, my own experiences with another project, this chapter discusses how the concert hall still plays an important role in the constitution of the modern imagination of a musical performance and its sounding. The concert hall is seen as an idealization of not just music but also a certain social activity. This idealization rests on a double imagination that is enclosed in the German word Vorstellung or forestilling in Danish, which literally means something put in front (of someone), a display, a show, or simply a performance, thus signalizing dimensionality, concretization, and so on; at the same time, however, “Vorstellung” refers to “idea,” “fantasy,” “imagining,” and so forth.

Every sonic artifact, installation, music piece, and so on, may be said to constitute a Vorstellung; a double imagination, music as a transient time-sculptural idea forming a virtual room by its concretization as sound in a physical room, such as a concert hall, the living room, or the gap between the eardrum and the small loudspeaker of a headphone. By itself, the sound artifact at the same time points toward, and is shaped by, the characteristics of the room in which it is experienced by the listener. This room is, however, not just a specific acoustic space, or a piece of aural architecture (Blesser and Salter 2009, 5), that, in the form, of a concert hall—real or imagined—works as the ultimate musical resonator. The concept of the concert hall also evokes “resonances” with dreams and imaginations that are only superfluously tied to music and actual sound-making. These resonances reflect the exhaustive cultural changes that the emergence of the concert hall marks, and the changes to the notion, and even to the ontology of music in Western culture, that its existence symbolizes. The imaginations associated with the concert hall in Western culture bears the hallmarks of a dedicated institution in which the musically organized sound is the central totem; today, however, its focus and legitimacy—and the underlying imaginations and expectations—have changed radically in its attempt to accommodate itself to the ruling concepts of culture’s role in these current times.


Some Historical Implications

Whereas Teatro di San Cassiano in Venice, which opened in 1637, was the first opera house, the first known locations that can be referred to as public venues for music performance were established in England during the Commonwealth period (1649–1660). The first “publick consorts” began to take place “at the Mitre Tavern in a lane behind St. Paul’s, where there was a chamber organ … and some shopkeepers and foremen came to sing in consort” (Forsyth 1985, 25). These halls started off as relatively modest arrangements where rooms were “set aside for music in some taverns, which then became known as ‘music-houses’” (25). These arrangements appear to have been rather informal and entirely dependent on amateurs—today we might even call them user-driven, and were thus far from today’s concert hall, with its “certain set of relationships, in which the autonomy and privacy of the individual is treasured” and where “a stance of impersonal politeness and good manners is assumed, familiarity is rejected, and the performers and their performance … are not subject to audience response” (Small 1998, 43). Soon after the “public consorts,” the London violinist John Bannister, who had fallen “into disgrace with the king” (Raynor 1972, 257), was, according to Michael Forsyth, the first to hold “public instrumental concerts … in a regular, advertised location and open to a payment at the door” (1985, 26), whereby “music had become part of the business” (Raynor 1972, 257).

This time in history is signified by the receding dominance of the Roman Catholic Church—and Greek thinking—on music, as the “Protestant Reformation shifted resources and institutional power away from religious organizations and toward secular ones” (Blesser and Salter 2009, 100). The shift also marked the eventual emergence of instrumental music that advances in tone systems and music notation in the late Middle Ages and the Renaissance had paved the way for (see Sinding-Larsen, volume 2, chapter 10; Knakkergaard, volume 2, chapter 6). Thus, even before the introduction of public concerts in England in the seventeenth century, the transition, as a change of cultural practices and purpose, had been evident in the European continent, especially in Italy, France, and Germany, with the advent of so-called chamber music, namely ensemble and vocal music performed in private at court or in the homes of the wealthy merchants and the aspiring bourgeoisie (Bashford 2017).

Other than the contemporary vernacular or popular music, of which we hardly know anything, music prior to these changes consisted of church and court music. Generally, this music was not appreciated as an autonomous phenomenon but was integrated into various kinds of cultural practices. Participation in these practices was neither voluntary nor involuntary; everyone took part due to class and position, be it as bishop, prince, servant, composer, musician, member of the congregation, and so on. Further, due to the fundamentally theocentric organization of feudal society the practice and purpose of the music in these practices is one of preserving and unification, and, although development and innovations occurred, they did so within fundamental conditions wherein music was believed to be of a static nature. For the same reasons, the aesthetics tend toward the strictly normative, allowing the participants to approach any music making—old as well as new—with a significant degree of theoretical confidence.

Roughly speaking, all music before the eighteenth century, was “written more or less for a specific occasion” (Hauser 1973, 74) and was always part of something else serving specific purposes. As such, it was a kind of functional music, that aided, guided, and assisted different tasks in relation to church events, like liturgies, ceremonies, and festivals, as well as courtly activities such as coronations, celebrations, and promenades; the music’s function was one of “adding depth to public worship or enhancing the splendour of public festivities” (75). Consequently, contrary to artists whose profession broke “away from pure craftmanship” (Hauser 1977, 51) by the end of the fourteenth century and lasting right through to the eighteenth century, a musician’s “artistic activity was limited to the fulfilment of the duties connected with their office” (75).


Emancipation of Organized Sound

I would claim that the introduction of public concerts initiates a process by which music is defunctionalized and gradually gains a kind of autonomous status, an art of the purely imaginative, generally with none of its previous ties except its dependency on music theory in the form of, for instance, tone system and notation. The locus of music is in the anthropocentric bourgeois society whereby music has been moved away from the church and the court to the dedicated music forums that are constituted by its participants’ (collective) realization of a modern, cultural self-image. The expectations of a, roughly speaking, progressive interaction between art (music) and society, in which art is imagined as capable of adopting a critical position of correction toward society in order to contribute to “the infinite advance towards social and moral betterment” (Habermas 1981, 4), paved the way for an extensive dynamic musical forum, that allowed for different conceptions and views to meet. The participants of the forum, who mainly came from the ranks of the bourgeoisie and the “bourgeoisified” aristocracy, interacted critically and idealistically, striving—with determination—toward persistent innovation.

At the same time, this move marks the early traces of a transition into a new kind of uncertainty for composers and musicians who, from the sixteenth century through to the eighteenth, had typically been employed as town musicians or in court ensembles, theaters, and churches. With the concert hall, music became a commercial product, a commodity, eventually sold on an anonymous market whereby “music became involved with money [as] the concert hall performances replaced the popular festivals and the private concert at the court” (Attali 1985, 47). However, whereas the performers had by now become wage-earners, the courts, the church, and wealthy members of the bourgeoisie supported many composers either directly by commissioning works and performances or, on a more general level, as patrons through donations and grants. Furthermore, alongside the rise of the public concert, the bourgeoisie arranged music gatherings in private homes, which created a need for sheet music leading to a “boom—the term is hardly extravagant—in music publishing” (Raynor 1972, 331) and which gave many composers another income to supplement their salaries from commissions and performances.

The first “purpose built concert rooms” were erected in London in the 1670s (Forsyth 1985, 47), and by the end of the century there were several buildings designed for music in England. However, even though music was enjoyed on a private basis in Italy and France in the fifteenth century, comparable changes on the rest of the European continent did not occur until the beginning of the eighteenth century, when similar activities caught on in Germany—organized in coffee houses under the appellation collegium musicum—and in France, where the “so-called concerts spirituelle as the new ‘sensual’ kind of religious art-music was presented in the palaces of the aristocracy” (Dyrssen 1995, 109, my translation). The collegium musicum in Leipzig, which was founded by G. Ph. Telemann and later run by J. S. Bach, eventually led to the establishing of the famous Gewandhausorchester and the opening of the first dedicated concert hall in that city in 1781. The hall was, however, a reworking of a part of an already existing building, a clothing business; it was “established by a group of Leipzig merchants” who “converted a clothier’s shop into a concert hall—music was literally confined within the walls of commerce” (Attali 1985, 50).


The Concert Hall and the Symphony Orchestra as a World of Its Own

“In the 18th century there were few concert halls devoted primarily to orchestral performance; most orchestral concerts took place in theatres, the great halls of palaces and large houses, inns and other public buildings” (Spitzer and Zaslaw, 2017). Dedicated concert halls had to wait for the public concert to become “a catalyzer for the double development of the middle-class towards individualization on the one side and collectivization on the other” (Dyrssen 1995, 108, my translation), thus, it was not until the nineteenth century, when “an immensely increased demand for musical entertainment had … put public music making into the hands of full-time professional music societies” (Forsyth 1985, 129) that symphony and philharmonic orchestras on a greater scale were established in major cities all over Europe and each subsequently “became a central institution of public musical life” (Spitzer and Zaslaw, 2017). The symphony orchestra and its ideal domicile, the concert hall, which came to be run by “entertainment entrepreneurs” (Attali 1985, 40), developed into a separate institution, dedicated to the production of defunctionalized, imaginary goods. At the same time, it marked “the breakdown of the old system [and] took the composer effectively out of practical music-making unless he were also a virtuoso instrumentalist or conductor” (Raynor 1972, 352). The separate institution was formed around the adulation of music and its composers and became a system of its own which, as with bourgeois art in general, “had two expectations at once from its audiences. On the one hand, the layman who enjoyed art should educate himself to become an expert. On the other hand, he should also behave as a competent consumer who uses art and relates aesthetic experiences to his own life problems” (Habermas 1981, 11).

As a system, then as now, the concert hall delivers certain “products” into its surroundings and maintains itself by offering a well-defined, delimited set of information, however imaginary, that its users can identify with and that can act as a lens to see themselves through. On the surface, the product of the concert hall is the professional virtuoso performance of, for instance, a weekly concert program comprising different works, one of which is typically a concerto. However, it functions at the same time as an ever-changing social mirror in which shifting attenders are allowed to observe themselves in interaction with like-minded people, thereby confirming their role in the continuous production of meaning and identity within a delimited community. In addition to the performer as a “seer, prophet, ‘unacknowledged legislator of the world’” (Raynor 1972, 253), an idol in other words, the information contained in the system is the concrete works, their imaginative content and aesthetic particularity, their reflection and representation of time, taste, and trends, and their aspects of comment and documentation that all constitute a space for contemplation and enjoyment of, for instance in the nineteenth century, ever-new music that could represent and symbolize the values, imaginations, and new ideas of the community. The system as a whole can be said to consist of highly refined and cultural endeavors, aimed at confirming the attenders’ social capital and affiliation with a particular cultural discourse formed around a specific set of ideological values. Today, though, at least within the confines of the symphonic music tradition, the information of the system is primarily signified by the repetition of music that is typically between 100 and 250 years old and is dominated by well-known Austrian and German composers,1 and the concert audience “judges more than it enjoys; music has become a pretext for asserting one’s cultivation, instead of a way of living it” (Attali 1985, 118).

Furthermore, significant to the change that is instigated by the concert hall and the symphony orchestra as a unique system, is the dissolution of the principal unity between composer and musician that had previously been the dominant arrangement. From now on, the musician is to be a wage-earner or worker who produces surplus value “as the employee of someone in the entertainment business” (Attali 1985, 38), whereas “composers are rentiers” (40).

It seems fair to say, that the concert hall in modern Western societies became characterized by its dual status as both a provider of cultural goods and a rallying point for the middle class. In this way, it came to act both as a marker of a particular cultural discourse, devoted to the worship of bourgeois music, its composers and performers, and as a facilitator of identity and ideology to its users.

The emergence of recording and radio broadcasting in the twentieth century signified a substantial change that, in many ways, came to challenge the concert hall as a defined system. The amount of symphony orchestras increased considerably, as many radio broadcasting services had to employ their own (symphony) orchestras if they wanted to broadcast music with a reasonable sound quality because the signal-to-noise ratio of live music transmissions exceeded that of transmitted recordings. The fact of recording and radio broadcasting also implied a move into the field of mass media, where the notion of a certain, defined audience and a particular forum becomes irrelevant as both are replaced by an anonymous market pseudo-organized in virtual communities of floating self-identities. Even though there still are audiences, their virtuality implies that they cannot form specific, self-reflexive communities as the audiences of a concert hall can; the musical forum in the individualized and polycentric society becomes indistinct and ambiguous.

The technologies that are required by the new media of the twentieth century, such as microphones and loudspeakers, has, furthermore, brought other players into the game: the producer and the technician, who became co-formers of the music in their attempts to capture the sound and atmosphere of the performances, and “these entrepreneurs determined the listening experience, not just the sound content, but also the acoustics” (Blesser and Salter 2009, 113). Through this transition, yet another breakdown occurs by which the concert hall as a defined system has to redefine its distinctiveness within its wider environment. Additionally, the expectations and imaginations of how a symphony orchestra sounds are challenged, as all kinds of music, regardless of origin, function, history, and tradition are eventually displayed through the same common denominator: the loudspeaker of electric media.


The Latecomers

the thing that is important is that the concert—as we know it—does not fulfill the function that it did, even maybe 30 or 40 years ago. You do not go to a concert to be informed of the existence of a piece of music.

—Andrew Gerzso (1990, quoted in Knakkergaard 1994, 176)

As can be seen from Table 35.1, the number of concert halls in Scandinavia has increased substantially since 2000, and, in Denmark alone, six new concert halls have been built or renovated within a ten-year span. It is quite characteristic that, even though the acoustics typically can be adjusted to a certain degree in order to accommodate other needs, these halls are all primarily designed and created for the purposes of symphonic music. What are the expectations and imaginations toward the concert hall in the twenty-first century that can legitimize and warrant the required investments? Has the content of concert halls, and especially their practices with reference to current trends and cultural, ideological, and social implications, been rethought and reformulated in such a way that this relic from before the age of the welfare society has perforce been revitalized and updated to meet contemporary needs? I will not deal with these questions at any great length here other than to assert that the concert hall as an institution, detached from its actual “content,” is at the least a strongly established symbol of Western history and culture, a venue for production of meaning, identity, and a sense of community, that in itself is powerful enough to encourage politicians, institutions, and sponsors to support and secure its existence. Apparently, it acts as an element in the imagined community (Anderson 2006) of the bourgeoisie society and as a sign that symbolizes Western culture to almost every European country regardless of the country’s national share in the repertoire it conveys.
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Rather than answering the questions posed above, in the following, I shall instead shed some light on various ideas, premises, and imaginations—Vorstellungen—that apparently have made it possible for the modern concert hall to maintain or perhaps even to extend its relevance in the beginning of the twenty-first century.

Although I was involved in the design of the House of Music (Musikkens Hus) in Aalborg, advocating the interests of Aalborg University, I shall use Harpa, the huge Icelandic concert hall in Reykjavìk as an exemplar in the present context and only refer to the House of Music occasionally.

I visited Harpa in late 2012 and was fortunate to have conversations with a number of people who were kind enough to agree to meet with me and who all had been involved in the building of the concert hall and engaged in its many activities and operations.2 Among the people I met with was the music director of Harpa, Steinunn Birna Ragnarsdóttir (SBR); a central initiator, Valdemár Pálsson (VP); a music critic, Ríkarður Pálsson (RP); a former director of the Iceland Symphony Orchestra, Þröstur Ólafsson (ÞÓ); the current director of the Iceland Symphony Orchestra, Sigurður Nordal (SN); a musician and music teacher, Helgi Jónsson (HJ); and the director of Harpa, Halldór Guðmundsson (HG). The talks and interviews followed a particular structure and covered many elements and aspects related to the realization of Harpa. However, in the present context, other than some historical implications I shall focus on the expectations for the concert hall and the imaginations and understandings regarding sound, thus leaving out questions such as, for instance, the physical design of the room and the repertoire of the symphony orchestra.

The focus on sound has to do with the fact that, from my work with the House of Music in Aalborg as well as from articles on the building of the other concert houses listed in Table 35.1, I had noticed that, besides the desire for a landmark to place a particular city on the world map, the stakeholders behind the construction of the new concert halls all seem to have been caught up by a striking preoccupation with acoustics. I found this to be just as surprising as the ambition to build the halls at all, since the cost of securing optimum acoustic conditions is substantial and significantly escalates costs in the design and construction of the halls. This preoccupation almost automatically raises the questions, Where does the objective—the sound ideal—that is pursued come from? How do we know when it is reached? Is it a musical goal and, if so, how is it imagined—is it a purely acoustic ideal, meeting the rational standards of the laboratory, or is it perhaps more technologically determined, where especially reproduction ideals (the notion of sound reproduction and high fidelity that characterize the production and transmitted sound of phonograms in the late twentieth century) play a vital role? However, before looking into a few of these questions I shall discuss some of the premises, the ideas, premises, and imaginations, that eventually led to the building of Harpa.


From an Overruled Community-Based Vision to a Public Rescue Operation

As early as the turn of the twentieth century, the Icelandic media began to publish articles and readers’ letters claiming an acute need for a concert hall, even though it was not until 1926 that the first “authorized” Icelandic symphony orchestra, Hljómsveit Reykjavíkur (Reykjavík Orchestra), was established. As in many other European countries, radio broadcasts of symphonic music improved living standards, and an evolving focus on leisure-time activities early on led to an interest in symphonic music across traditional social borders and, eventually, to the establishment of a symphonic orchestra based on private initiative and driven by amateurs. Compared to Danish regional orchestras that also were all initially founded by amateur musicians, the founding of the Icelandic orchestra was a somewhat earlier initiative; it could be that its birth was inspired by the fact that the leading Icelandic composer of the time, Jón Leifs, enjoyed quite a reputation as a relatively prominent conductor in Germany (among others, for the Gewandthausorchester in Leipzig and the Hamburger Philharmoniker).

The present Iceland Symphony Orchestra was founded in 1950, and, some thirty years later, SUT (Samtök um tónlistarhús [Association for a music house]) initiated a process that eventually led to the erection of Harpa. However, SUT did not aim for a huge house, as Harpa turned out to be; what was envisioned was a custom-designed concert hall with good acoustics. Bjørn Bjarnasson, the minister of education from 1995 until 2002, put the building onto the political agenda and managed not just to get the government to participate in the construction of Harpa but also to commit the municipality to the project. Unfortunately, at the time, politicians of both sides “could not talk together” (ÞÓ) and it became necessary to engage nonpoliticians as mediators between the two parties. Not all were equally enthusiastic about the idea, and even though one of the mediators, the famous pianist and conductor Vladimir Ashkenazy3 got the two parties to sign the necessary agreements, it took a whole year to set up a committee to take care of the project, after which it was decided that it should be private investors that were to be responsible and the public should only participate with resources necessary for running the house. As the project was taken over by private individuals, the architecture and a much bigger house with many more functions suddenly “became central” (HG), while the artists and original initiators were left aside as their aims and imaginations became somewhat blurred.

After the collapse of the Icelandic economy in 2008, the private investors were forced to drop the project altogether, but instead of leaving the more than half-finished building, the “torso,” as a monument to the collapse—something many Icelanders allegedly felt would have been appropriate (VP)—Katrín Jakobsdóttir, minister of culture, and Hanna Birna Kristjánsdóttir, mayor of Reykjavík, who came from opposite poles of the political spectrum, decided to continue the building and, having the necessary symbolic capital to carry out their decision, Harpa was opened to the public in May 2011.

Along the way, the original expectations and imaginations associated with the concert hall had been thoroughly altered. The project had become a question of national identity and pride—and had simultaneously been greatly updated and expanded. Symptomatic of the process, SUT, which had been a major prime mover and which, to a certain extent as a community of interest, was comparable to the bourgeois music societies of the nineteenth century, was no longer associated with the concert hall.4 Too much had happened from the late 1990s to 2008, and it is interesting to see how the scenario, when taken as whole, describes a transition from a mainly artistic, even rationally motivated and community-based idea to a project probably inspired by Pine and Gilmore’s concept of an emerging experience economy (Pine and Gilmore 1998), which was highly influential from the late 1990s, and which aimed to attract Richard Florida’s creative class (Florida 2002), a “target class” which, in the midst of the 2000s, was added to the agendas of the Western world’s major cities as part of their survival strategies in the postindustrial information society. In this way, the discourse of an interest-based community formed around a passion for music and imaginings of better, if not optimal, acoustics is overtaken by a discourse of economic and geopolitical interests. The one system, thus, is reduced to a specific process integrated within a larger system, and Harpa has by now been turned into a complex institution, a prestigious entertainment-economy initiative, in which the concert hall in reality is just one element. Obviously, this transition has a lot to do with fact that the project was designed during economically prolific times and initiated by private investors who later went bankrupt, leaving behind a project that was much more expensive than originally planned. However, this does not seem to have affected the ruling discourse profoundly. Even though the public had to take over the economy, according to which Harpa is primarily based on public funding for tax purposes and is jointly owned by the Icelandic government (54 percent) and Reykjavík city (46 percent), it is still considered a business and not a public institution.

In line with this, RP made the observation that “music needs to take care of itself today, public funding is about to disappear.” Thus, it is necessary for the managing direction to have a strong focus on the economy, and, despite the fact that Harpa’s earnings from music and art activities exceeds expectations, the earnings from conference activities are far less than expected; “it is not so sexy to come to Iceland after the crisis”; at least it was not the case in 2012.

The change of the discourse away from a focus on music and in particular on securing more satisfying acoustics, which I shall return to later, to a geopolitical and development-motivated economic discourse implied adjustments and a great many additions to the project, according to which “Harpa is meant to be a landmark” and supposed to be a living, vibrant institution, always full of people. “It is not—and is not supposed to be—a cathedral. Harpa is both intended for preservation and development of culture, it’s not just for the past or the future” (SBR). Besides music activities, the opera, and the hosted conference arrangements, Harpa has become “the Icelander’s assembly house” even though, through the 1980s and 1990s, there was “a lot of murmur about elitism,” and, ironically, one of the interviewees found it fortunate that Harpa became a public enterprise because it then became the hall of all Icelanders. It may not have become a cathedral, but it is almost like a cultural warehouse integrated into the city life and functioning as a meeting place for the people of Reykjavík, a place for shifting exhibitions and dinner appointments; it holds a bookstore, a shop selling designer articles, and even the Reykjavík tourist info shop.

“The problem for many music houses is that they are only music houses. Multi-functionality is extremely important for Harpa” claimed HG. As a multipurpose building, Harpa is very much in line with a general trend that caught on in the end of the twentieth century in most of the Western world.5 Nevertheless, in spite of these expansions and changes of focus, “Harpa is, by the Icelanders, only referred to as the concert house,” as VP noticed. However, it has lost its foundation in a community of interest in music and has instead been transformed into a compound national symbol. Still, the question of the sound and the “quality” of the acoustics of Eldborg, the main music chamber within Harpa, remains an important, if not the central element, to the image of Harpa.


From Music as a Sounding Art to the Sound of the Music


Harpa gives Iceland Symphony Orchestra new possibilities in reaching people but also to develop the quality of the orchestra, which wasn’t possible in the old hall. The old hall forced a specific playing style, and even then, the low frequencies couldn’t be heard. Harpa opens completely new opportunities for developing the orchestra artistically (SN).

Except for a ten-year period in the 1950s and 1960s, when their concerts were held at the National Theatre, The Iceland Symphony Orchestra and its predecessors had been performing in old cinemas (including the first building, the Nýja bíó [the New Cinema], which was used as Reykjavík’s concert hall for several years from 1921). Cinemas typically have much drier—less reverberant—acoustics than the ones that are required—or desired—when performing unamplified music played by traditional, acoustic instruments. Generally, concert halls aim for a reverberation time between 1.8 and 2.2 seconds at midfrequencies,6 whereas the ideal for cinemas is between .8 and 1.2 seconds because too much—too high a level of—reverberation causes a loss of intelligibility (Burnett 2008). Obviously, many more factors other than the reverberation time determine the sound of a room such as the room’s filtering or shaping of the sounds, the damping of certain frequencies and the enhancement of others; it is not just the shape and proportions of the room but also, for instance, the materials that are used for the floor, the walls, the ceiling, the upholstery of the seats, and so on that have an effect. Consequently, no matter how successful and even optimal a concert hall design might be, the musicians always have to adapt to the room, and, in the case of Harpa, the situation is reversed compared to the conditions when performing in the cinemas where the low frequencies were dampened too much, now “we are aiming at a clear sound to hear the different instruments clearly. The bass easily becomes too loud” (SN).

In all, there were great expectations of the musical and artistic benefits that Harpa would provide, many of which were justified after just one year. The acoustics in particular were quickly praised from all sides, including visiting performers such as Simon Rattle and the Berlin Philharmonic (VP), and the Iceland Symphony Orchestra “have been playing in horrendous acoustics for 58 years and they are maturing, they are progressing now” (HJ). The artistic director, SBR, stresses that “Harpa will itself lead to an improvement in the musicians’ technical and artistic capacities” and she predicts that the hall will also have an effect on the concert attenders, as “visiting orchestras like The Berlin Philharmonic will lead to a heightening of the level of expectation by the public.” Her points are supported by the director of the orchestra, SN, who claims, “Harpa has a very lively acoustic and gives a lot back.” But he also stresses that the “main issue is to tame the acoustics.” Generally, the question concerning acoustics was a central element for practically all the people I met with. As can be seen, during the interviews it became obvious that, as touched on earlier, before Harpa there had been a genuine need for better acoustics, not just to get a better “sound” of the music performed but, as SN states above, to actually hear what is played.

When SBR says, “we with Harpa, for the first time know, what [the orchestra] actually sounds like” (SBR) this obviously cannot be the case; what is heard is rather what Harpa actually sounds like and, further, the fulfillment of a certain, imagined sonorous ideal—one should add that there are critical voices claiming, “there are many who are not so impressed with the acoustics of Harpa compared to for instance Musikverein and Carnegie Hall” (RP). And the claim that “the hall is designed for acoustic instruments but it is very versatile and is also used for pop, rock and jazz as the panels and canopy of the hall can be adjusted to accommodate different needs” whereby “Harpa accommodates all Icelanders’ music tastes and preferences” (SBR) is met with skepticism by some. They argue that the hall has proven successful in relation to music of the symphonic period but is after all not suited for pop and rock which “doesn’t come out as good” (HJ). Furthermore, there are members of the Iceland Symphony Orchestra who are “not happy about the way the hall delivers the cellos and violas. The midrange strings get drowned” (HJ). Some are even critical toward the hall’s acoustic quality with respect to classical music generally, claiming that it will take several years to find the right adjustments of the acoustics with the canopy and the baffles, and finding that the “hall should have been designed for classical music and nothing else” (ÞÓ).


Exposing the Past in High Fidelity

Contrary to what was aimed at—and to what some of the interviewees claim—the concert hall ultimately appears not to be as acoustically versatile as expected and does not, yet, meet the ideals of symphonic music, even though HG recognizes that “the design and arrangement of the large hall derives from the desire for a particular acoustics that accommodate acoustic music.”

Directly asked about the acoustic ideals—the imaginations regarding the sound of music performed in the hall—that were behind the demands for the design of Harpa in terms of timbre, transparency, dynamics, and so on, and what reference points were used (such as concert halls, research in acoustics, and electronic sound), the famous Wiener Musikverein came up again and again. This is not surprising at all. Along with Amsterdam’s Concertgebouw (1888) and the Boston Symphony Hall (1900), both modeled after the Neues Gewandthaus in Leipzig (1884–1943) (Blesser 2009, 118), the Golden Hall of Theophilus Hansen’s Wiener Musikverein in Vienna, inaugurated in 1870, is highly acclaimed for its magnificent acoustics with respect to symphonic music of the nineteenth century. This implies that the acoustic design of Harpa is, after all, closely connected to the musical ideals around at the time of the building of the Musikverein: the extensive musical forms of the Romantic era, the sound of the big orchestras with lots of divisi and the generally thick and swelling sound masses, leads to my assertion that the room in which a musical performance takes place is actually, in both senses, the ultimate musical instrument—but not all such instruments are equally well suited for any kind of musical genre. In other words, however understandable the statement might be that the “Musikverein and Concertgebouw are primary references and, in the latter, the acoustics are said to be great due to ‘common sense’” (SBR), it is difficult to ignore the idea that these references are in fact closely connected to the specific musical aesthetics of the nineteenth century.

On the other hand, the aesthetics of modern hi-fi came up as another important reference. This perspective is considered to be important as “the good level of hi-fi has increased the expectations of the audience. … They know how it can sound from their hi-fis at home and they don’t like anything less. Actually, they expect a little bit more” (SBR). In other words, the fact that the sound of music distributed as electric currency issuing from loudspeakers has become so dominant means that this virtualized exposition of music has to be taken into account when discussing acoustic ideals and how music is not just expected but imagined to sound. However paradoxical, in this connection it is intriguing when RP points out that, before the opening of Harpa, “the Icelandic radio succeeded in improving (the lousy) acoustics using electronics to such an extent that foreigners listening to, for instance, CDs produced by the radio expressed the impression that Icelanders had to be proud of their magnificent concert hall.” In other words, the radio producers managed to impose their imaginations of how they thought the music should sound onto the acoustically poor recordings, as a form of sonorous palimpsest one could say, leading to the notion of sound as a separate layer. Like everyone else, “orchestras have also become accustomed to hi-fi” (HJ), but, as ÞÓ notes, “You cannot build a hall corresponding to the hi-fi playback, but they have come close.” In other words, it could be that, even though the hall was designed with reference to specific halls and physical ideals, the sound that the concert hall is expected to replicate is that of “the virtual space created by a mixing engineer who manipulated a spatial synthesizer in a recording studio” (Blesser and Salter 2009, 6), and, by extension, that every imaginable musical sound of late-modernism is technologically determined.


Some Final Remarks

One has to be very careful to try to draw any final conclusion from a pilot project like the one behind the data and deductions presented in this chapter. Nevertheless, regarding the building of Harpa in Reykjavík and the House of Music in Aalborg, there are common factors and features that most likely also apply to most of the concert halls that have recently been built in the major cities of Western countries. The original goal of both halls was a custom-built hall with good acoustics for the performance of symphonic music, and the initiators who strived for the building of the halls were privately based communities of which the relevant orchestras were also a part. The narrative behind each project, not just to the community but also to the public, is apparently the same cultural imperative as the one behind the existence of symphony orchestras: namely, that symphonic music is an essential element in the production of Western cultural identity, albeit “music has passed from the stage at which it was a social necessity to become a remote, esoteric delight” (Raynor 1972, 354), and one where the concert hall is an institutionalized mirror that cannot be dismissed and “in which the spectators recognize their own image and the legitimation of their own power on stage and in the hall” (Attali 1985, 118). However, although this still forms the bedrock of such projects, the building of the concert halls has proven only to be possible when the halls are made part of larger combined organizations where other participants play significant roles, offering other services and functions, other dreams, and imaginations that are relevant to more people.

This move, though, has provoked a challenge to the versatility of the halls because they are no longer reserved for symphonic music but also are to be used for, for instance, amplified popular music or music of the baroque. Even though the acoustics of the halls can be adjusted extensively to accommodate other demands than those that suit symphonic music, the reverberation, for one thing, cannot be reduced sufficiently to make other kinds of music sound right. This is so much more critical, as the acoustic ideal aimed for, at least to a certain extent, is more a technological one than a musical one—consciously or not. This is no surprise since the sound of loudspeakers today is quite dominating and, as such, the major reference for us all; a less specific and more flexible—and maybe technologically enhanced—acoustic design of halls in which “a musical voice can appear at multiple locations within a dynamically changing space” (Blesser and Salter 2009, 125) could have been pursued more radically in order to secure versatility and a degree of universality.

The concert hall in modern Western societies became characterized by its dual status as both a provider of cultural goods and a rallying point for the middle class; this way, it came to act as a marker for a particular cultural discourse, devoted to the worship of bourgeois music, its composers, and performers as representative of new progressive ideas, as well as a facilitator of identity and ideology to its users.

As the concert hall has become part of complex institutions its identity and autonomy has changed fundamentally. From a building that musically and socially was erected to maintain and fulfill the nineteenth-century ideal of “leaving the reality of daily life and entering another state, into music’s own sound world” (Dyrssen 1995, 127, my translation) and to mark the ideologically motivated advances of the middle class, the concert hall has been transformed into a single offer in the experience economy’s everyday extravaganza, no more, no less.

It would be fair to say that Harpa, like the House of Music in Aalborg, must be seen as the outcome of a social system, formed within a specific discourse; as it was taken over by “external” parties it was gradually transformed into a more complex system that is thought to be able to continuously adapt to ever shifting conditions. Many people have taken part in events and activities within the system in order to keep it afloat; none of them, however, have participated all the way. On the contrary, there have been many U-turns on the way, and symptomatically, as the transformations that eventually led to the building of Harpa were carried out, the prime movers were never invited back into the process again and, except for “the choice of chairs,” the orchestra was not really involved “regarding the acoustic decisions” (SN). The audience was not heard at all (HJ).

In its continual challenge to stay “alive,” Harpa has undergone numerous changes and transformations of which perhaps the shift from a vision, a Vorstellung, of a plain concert hall dedicated to musical imaginations or Vorstellungen—in themselves charged with historical, ideological imaginations—to a symbol of modern architecture and superior technoacoustic design and the engineering of a landmark would seem to be the most drastic. But also, the many changes in its foundation have been fairly dramatic, taking it from a grassroots level, to becoming supported by politicians, to a high-profile, capitalist, experience economy adventure that eventually arrived like a “magic rock”—a monolith, in the midst of a national crisis. But perhaps, the metamorphosis from a prestigious and hubristic fantasy, so common all over the Western world in the first decades of the new century, to a monument over this economic delusion, is the most impressive. This monumental beacon of sound, however, is very much alive, exposing sounds and ideals of the past in high fidelity.




Notes

1. In the season 2015–2016, 57 percent of the music performed by the Iceland Symphony Orchestra was written before 1920 and 12 percent after 1970. The similar ratios in the same season for the Aalborg Symphony Orchestra were 74 percent before 1920 and 5 percent after 1970.

2. I am greatly indebted to Bjarki Sveinbjørnsson, the director of ISMUS (Íslenskur Músik- & Menningararfur, Icelandic Music and Cultural Heritage Database), who arranged for me to meet these people.

3. Ashkenazy, who had become an Icelandic citizen in 1972, had been organizing festivals and concerts in favor of the project, among others in London.

4. There was a similar society in Aalborg, Musikhusets Venner (The Friends of the Music House), who were the original initiators behind the establishing of the House of Music and who managed to raise more than 57 million Danish Kroner (almost 10 million dollars) in favor of the project. The society was terminated in 2015.

5. Likewise, the House of Music in Aalborg was only realized not only because it housed a prestigious restaurant but also because it came to be the domicile of educational music institutions.

6. Nebraska Acoustic Group http://www.concerthalls.org/?page_id=84. Accessed September 17, 2017.
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chapter 36

The Sound of an Endless Column

How Music Imagines Unimaginable Space

Zohar Eitan and Hila Tamir-Ostrover



Introduction

Auditory features, such as duration, pitch, and loudness, are consistently associated by listeners with spatial and kinetic dimensions, including location, direction, and speed, or with features of objects occupying physical space, like size and shape. “Higher” pitch, for instance, is actually perceived as emanating from a higher spatial location, compared to a lower pitch, and is consistently associated with faster motion, smaller size, and angular shape (see reviews in Eitan and Timmers 2010; Eitan 2013). Such sound-space associations may affect perception, cognition, imagery, and action automatically, and do not necessarily rely on directed attention or conscious reflection. Furthermore, while such correspondences have long been embedded in Western music’s vocabulary and symbols (including musical notation), perceptual and cognitive research (e.g., infant studies and cross-cultural research) suggests that culture-specific practices and idioms cannot solely account for such correspondences.1

Western music has applied sound-space and sound-motion associations for centuries, turning some of them (e.g., the correspondences of melodic “rise” and “fall” with spatial rise and fall) into enshrined musical symbols, which provided a firm ground for musical allusions to physical space and bodily motion. These allusions were integrated into established modes of musical representation and rhetoric, such as the “Madrigalisms” in sixteenth-century Italian madrigals (Wilson et al. 2001), and furnished musical text-settings, descriptive or “program” music, and musical multimedia from Gregorian chant (Adler and Eitan 2015) to “Mickey-Mousing” scores in Disney cartoons.

This chapter, however, exemplifies how music can challenge and problematize such music-space analogies rather than use them as entrenched clichés. By revealing latent contradictions in music-space mappings or turning such mappings upside-down, composers may create novel sonic spaces and motions, transcending entrenched analogies between sound and space. The chapter begins with a survey of sound-space mappings, as revealed by empirical studies of perception, cognition, and imagery, while pointing out contradictions and paradoxes latent in some of these mappings. These latent contradictions, we suggest, might provide a basis for compositional exploration of established musical spaces—and sometimes for the creation of novel ones. As an example, we discuss Étude 14, Coloana infinită (Endless Column), from the second book of György Ligeti’s piano etudes (Ligeti 1988), which, while using entrenched sound-space and sound-motion mappings, extends and thwarts them, juxtaposing irreconcilable perspectives to generate a musical image of infinite space and endless motion. By simultaneously using and challenging these audiospatial associations, Ligeti exemplifies how such associations, rather than replicating tired musical platitudes, can serve as a source for innovative exploration of sound-space.

The chapter, then, juxtaposes a survey of recent empirical findings (concerning audiospatial associations) with a close reading of the application of such associations by a master composer. It thus attempts to suggest a path by which insights gained by empirical research of cross-modal associations could be integrated in novel ways into the creation and analysis of music.


Mapping Space and Motion onto Musical Sound: Empirical Research


Auditory features consistently associate with features of space and motion, affecting diverse aspects of perception, cognition, and action. Some of these mappings—for instance, the association of loudness change with distance change—clearly stem from acoustic cues for localization and motion detection (see Blauert 1997). Yet, mappings of sound features onto space and motion are not limited to such acoustic cues and can even be at odds with them. For instance, listeners associate rising pitch with increasing distance, an association inconsistent with the Doppler Effect (Eitan and Granot 2006). Here, we review perceptual and cognitive mappings of sound onto space, as suggested by empirical research, regardless of their presumed origins (for discussions of sources for cross-modal mappings, see Martino and Marks 1999; Spence 2011; Walker 2016; Eitan 2017).

Beyond establishing what specific audiospatial associations are shared in a population, experiments aim to investigate basic questions concerning the sources, mental processing, and functions of such associations. For instance, experiments investigate whether such associations can automatically affect human perception, cognition, and action, regardless of conscious awareness. They examine whether and how such associations are affected by language and culture-specific symbols and practices; and they aim to understand the origins and developmental path of these associations in infancy and childhood.

Hence, spatial and kinetic associations of auditory features have been investigated using a wide array of converging experimental paradigms. These use both explicit tasks, requiring conscious reflection (e.g., representing sounds visually, or matching them with spatiokinetic features; e.g., Mudd, 1963; Eitan and Granot, 2006) and implicit measures, which do not (e.g., rapidly classifying auditory stimuli, such as high or low pitches, while either congruent or incongruent visual stimuli, such as high or low dots on a screen, are simultaneously presented). Together, such converging measures aim to understand not only which audiospatial mappings are widely shared but also where such mappings might stem from and in what ways they might affect our perception, thought, and action.2

In the following section, we briefly describe the main findings concerning the associations of auditory dimensions with spatial and motion features: spatial position and movement direction in the three spatial axes, speed and velocity, physical magnitude, and aspects of visual shape.


Auditory Mappings of Spatial Position and Movement Direction

In this section, we survey empirical work examining how auditory dimensions associate with spatial position and direction. As the following survey demonstrates, such associations have been established not only for the culturally entrenched relationship of pitch and spatial height, but for other auditory and spatial features, such as loudness and height or pitch and lateral position. We first survey studies examining the associations of pitch, timbre, and loudness with the vertical plane—high/low position and motion up or down.


Elevation and Motion in the Vertical Plane

The associations of pitch “height” with spatial elevation, and correspondingly of pitch direction with movement in the vertical spatial axis (both reflected in Western vocabulary and symbols, including musical notation) have been widely investigated using diverse research tools (see Marks 2004; Eitan 2013, for research reviews). These empirical works suggest that such mappings may affect basic perceptual and information-processing functions implicitly, subconsciously, and automatically. Thus, “higher” pitch is actually perceived as stemming from a higher location in space (Cabrera et al. 2005; Pratt 1930; Roffler and Butler 1968), the spatial height of visual stimuli influences pitch estimation (Casasanto et al. 2003), while pitch direction may affect the perceived spatial direction of concurrent visual motion (Maeda et al. 2004). Pitch/spatial height congruence also affects both attention (Ben-Artzi and Marks 1995; Evans and Treisman 2010) and motor response (Rusconi et al. 2006), often automatically and implicitly. Even infants (less than four months old) demonstrated sensitivity to the pitch/height correspondence (Dolscheid et al. 2014; Wagner et al. 1981; Walker et al. 2010), a finding suggesting that this correspondence—though widely represented in culturally ingrained metaphors and symbols—may be independent of enculturation.

An association with spatial height was also found for auditory brightness, an aspect of timbre (correlating with spectral centroid) reflecting the relative weight of higher versus lower frequencies in a sound. Several studies suggest that spectral filtering in the pinnae (largely responsible for auditory localization in the vertical plane) tends to associate higher frequencies with higher source locations (Butler 1999; Cheng and Wakefield 2001). Thus, both higher pitch and brighter sound would be associated with higher elevation.

Several recent experiments corroborate this observation and, furthermore, suggest that brightness and pitch should conjoin to induce associations with spatial elevation. In earlier studies (Rusconi et al. 2006), congruence of pitch and elevation was revealed via stimulus-response compatibility effects: when asked to respond to high and low pitch by pressing response keys that were spatially congruent with the auditory stimuli (spatially high key for high pitch, spatially low key for low pitch), performance was better than when response keys were incongruent with the auditory stimuli (high pitch/low key, low pitch/high key). Pitteri and colleagues (2017) examined this effect while uncoupling pitch and auditory brightness, and found that for nonmusicians, only congruence of both brightness and pitch with spatial height produces stimulus-response congruence effects. Nymoen and colleagues (2013) also demonstrate similar spatial associations of pitch and brightness. Their participants, asked to respond with appropriate hand movements to changes in auditory features, responded with similar movements to analogous changes in pitch and auditory brightness: typically, they raise their hands to both pitch rise and brightening sound (rise in spectral centroid), and lowered them in response to lowering pitch or spectral centroid.

Motion in the vertical plane also corresponds with changes in loudness, an association also reflected in language idioms (e.g., “don’t raise your voice”). Thus, spatial rise and fall were associated with crescendo and diminuendo, respectively, in a variety of experimental tasks: speeded discrimination (Eitan et al. 2008), music-induced visual imagery (Eitan and Granot 2006), bodily movement (Kohn and Eitan 2016), and hand gestures (Küssner et al. 2014) responding to music.


Lateral Position and Direction

An association of high and low pitch with right-side and left-side positions, respectively was suggested by several studies. Children represented higher sounds graphically both above and to the right of lower pitches (Mudd 1963). In a speeded detection task, detection was faster when the target’s lateral position was congruent with a pitch preceding it, such that high pitch enhanced detection of right-side visual targets and low pitch enhanced detection of left-side targets (Stevens and Arieh 2005). Pitch-laterality mapping also generates perceptual illusions, associating higher pitches with a right-side source (Deutsch et al. 2007), though for right-handed participants only. However, several studies report pitch-laterality associations mostly for musically trained participants, particularly pianists (Stewart et al. 2004; Eitan and Granot 2006; Timmers and Shen 2016), suggesting that the effect is related to the structure of the musical keyboard.3


Distance from Observer

Distance and changes in distance from an observer/listener are associated with loudness, pitch, and auditory brightness.4 Loudness change is the main auditory cue for distance change: sound pressure level (SPL), the main acoustical basis of auditory loudness, drops by approximately 6 dB per doubling of distance (Blauert 1997; Zahorik et al. 2005). This correspondence may serve as an important alert signal for an approaching danger, and was shown to raise immediate responses in both human infants (Morrongiello et al. 1991) and nonhuman primates (Ghazanfar et al. 2002).

The association of pitch height and pitch direction with distance is more equivocal than that of loudness. Acoustically, low or descending pitches are associated in several ways with larger or increasing distance from the listener: increasing distance is acoustically associated with falling pitch via the Doppler Effect; furthermore, lower frequencies are associated with larger distance: as sound travels through air, its higher-frequency components are absorbed faster than lower-frequency components. However, in music-induced imagery experiments, listeners associated pitch rises, rather than falls, with increasing distance (Eitan and Granot 2006). Elsewhere (Eitan 2013) we suggested that this apparent inconsistency may be due to a mediation of another correspondence, between pitch and size: distant objects leave a smaller retinal image and are thus subjectively “smaller”; higher pitch is also associated with smaller size; thus, farther objects may be indirectly associated with higher pitch.

However, the faster absorption of higher sound frequencies, while not necessarily leading to an association of higher pitch with larger distance, may give rise to correspondences between auditory brightness and distance: brighter sounds (those with larger proportion of acoustic energy in higher frequencies) are associated with shorter distance from the sound source, and gradual sound transformation from dull to bright—with approaching objects (see Clarke 2005, for analyses of music alluding to this effect).

Change of distance is also associated with changes in articulation: transition from staccato to tenuto evokes visual images of approaching motion, and transition from tenuto to staccato—images of moving away (Eitan and Granot 2006). This correspondence may be mediated through the association of duration and spatial magnitude (see what follows) and by the changes in apparent (visual) size of an object moving toward or away from an observer: distant objects and shorter durations (staccato, as opposed to tenuto) are both “smaller.”


Speed and Velocity

Musical tempo and other rhythmic features (e.g., attack rate and harmonic rhythm) are associated with the speed of physical motion, and particularly with the speed and velocity of human bodily motion. This relationship—evident in structured and spontaneous music-induced movement—is supported by empirical studies investigating both rarefied, strictly controlled settings (e.g., tapping experiments), and more realistic settings, such as dance (London et al. 2016). However, significant facets of the associations between the temporal dimensions of music and movement speed have not yet been sufficiently examined. For instance, how do interactions among different aspects of musical time (e.g., musical tempo, attack rate, and meter) affect the perceived mapping of music and movement speed? How can music express the distinction between the speed and velocity of a moving object (a distinction requiring a musical analogy of spatial displacement)?

Notably, movement speed maps also onto nontemporal auditory dimensions, particularly pitch, loudness change, and brightness. Experiments applying varied auditory stimuli (single sounds, music, speech, and vocalizations) suggest that higher pitch is associated with faster movement: higher register music is perceived as faster than lower register music (Boltz 2011; Collier and Hubbard 2001) and associated with faster bodily movement (Eitan and Timmers 2010); correspondingly, listeners prefer faster tempi for higher-register music, compared to the same music played in a lower register (Tamir-Ostrover and Eitan 2015). Some studies also found comparable associations between pitch direction and speed change, such that ascending pitch sequences were perceived as faster than comparable descending sequences (Boltz 2011; Collier and Hubbard 2001). This relationship, however, is not equivocal. For instance, in music-induced imagery experiments, both rising and falling melodies have been associated with acceleration (Eitan and Granot, 2006; Eitan and Tubul 2010). Perceived correspondences of pitch motion and spatial motion affect other aspects of pitch change as well: changes in pitch contour are associated with slower motion (Boltz 1998), while larger pitch intervals in an equidurational sequence elicited faster motion in tapping experiments, as if a faster movement was needed to traverse an actually longer (spatial) distance (Ammirante and Thompson 2012).

In sound production acts (both musical and extramusical), speed or velocity are experientially associated with loudness. Increased impact velocity is correlated with louder impact sound in actions such as tapping, hand clapping, or playing a musical instrument. Indeed, in music-related imagery tasks, adults and children associated stimuli in crescendi with accelerating physical motion, though no actual acceleration occurred in the stimuli, composed of equidurational sounds (Eitan and Granot 2006; Eitan and Tubul 2010). Notably, this relationship was asymmetrical: crescendi evoked images of acceleration, but diminuendi did not evoke images of deceleration. Comparably, children tend to react to crescendi and diminuendi with accelerating and decelerating motion, respectively, even when tempo or attack rate are unchanging (Kohn and Eitan 2016).

Speed can also be alluded to by the rate of change in auditory parameters associated with locomotion. As noted above, changes in loudness and auditory brightness are both associated with motion in the z axis (approaching or moving away). Hence, a faster crescendo and a faster increase in auditory brightness would imply faster looming motion (Gordon et al. 2013).



Spatial Magnitude (Size, Length, Distance)

Spatial magnitude—for instance, the length of an object, or the distance between points in space—is strongly associated with duration. This association is not exclusively musical or auditory, but is based on a ubiquitous conceptual metaphor, mapping features of time onto features of space (Boroditsky 2000; Casasanto and Boroditsky 2008). Furthermore, recent neuropsychological and behavioral research suggests that a general brain mechanism for magnitude processing associates different domains, including space, time, and number, as well as perceptual dimensions such as auditory pitch or loudness (Walsh 2003). Although when visual stimuli are used, it is mainly spatial distance that affects duration estimation rather than vice versa (Casasanto and Boroditsky 2008), for auditory stimuli the effects are bidirectional: when a sound source moves, sound duration affects judgment of the magnitude of its spatial displacement, and the magnitude of displacement affects duration estimations (Kranjec et al. 2014). Correspondingly to the duration/size mapping, slower tempo (i.e., longer beat duration) is also associated with larger physical size. This association may stem from effects of body size and mass on bodily motion. For instance, Dahl and colleagues (2014) found that taller people tend to prefer slower tempi in dance music.

Higher pitch is associated with smaller physical size, possibly due to the experiential (and physical) correlation of pitch and the size of sound-producing bodies. Implicit pitch-size correspondences were established by several behavioral paradigms. Thus, congruence of visual size with pitch affected size estimation (Gallace and Spence 2006) and speeded discrimination of visual size (Evans and Treisman 2010) and JNDs (just noticeable differences) for both temporal order and spatial location (Parise and Spence 2009). Neurophysiological correlates of the pitch-size correspondence were also found—using a combination of behavioral and neurophysiological methods (EEG and TMS)—by Bien and colleagues (2012). Such pitch-size associations seem to emerge very early in life, and may be independent of acculturation and language. For instance, six-month-old children associated higher pitch with smaller visual size in a preferential-looking experiment (Fernández-Prieto et al. 2015), while a comparable correspondence, between pitch and thickness, was established for four-month-old children (Dolscheid et al. 2014). Furthermore, the pitch-size relationship seems to affect vocal expression in nonhuman animals, including diverse species of mammals and birds: lowered pitch (associated with large body size) serves as a threat sign, while higher pitch (associated with small body size) signifies appeasement (Morton 1994).

Notably, the above studies used static auditory stimuli, such as single pitches or a fixed pitch range. In contrast to the association of higher fixed pitch with smaller size, when dynamic stimuli (e.g., ascending or descending pitch glides or sound sequences) were mapped onto size, pitch rise was associated with increase, rather than decrease in size (Antovic 2009; Eitan et al. 2014; Kim and Iwamiya 2008). The magnitude of pitch change—indicated for instance by melodic pitch intervals or the range of a pitch glide—is mapped onto spatial magnitude or distance. When a sound source moves while changing its pitch, the change in pitch height affects listeners’ estimation of spatial displacement (Kranjec et al. 2014). Thus, smaller and larger pitch intervals may indeed be perceived as traversing smaller and larger spatial distance (see also Ammirante and Thompson 2012, discussed earlier, for a comparable effect on music-induced motion).

Louder sound seems to be universally associated with larger or longer objects. Three-year-old children match larger objects with louder sounds (Smith and Sera 1992), an association also observed in adults varying in cultural and linguistic background, age, and musical training (Lipscomb and Kim 2004; Walker 1987). Such loudness-size correspondences may be learned by observing correlations between the size of objects (particularly humans and animals) and the loudness of the sounds they produce. Indeed, loudness serves as a central cue when objects’ lengths or overall sizes are auditorily discriminated (Burro and Grassi 2001; Grassi et al. 2013).

Finally, frequency-related aspects of timbre, particularly auditory brightness (acoustically, spectral centroid) seem to affect auditory size perception analogously to pitch information: brighter sound suggests smaller object size (Grassi et al. 2013).


Shape

Musicians often use shape-related concepts in communicating ideas about musical structure and expression (Leech-Wilkinson and Küssner 2013). Indeed, as Godøy (2013) suggests, central musical features, including melodic and dynamic contours, tempo curves, or types of articulation, may be conceived of in terms of dynamic shape. However, systematic empirical research of the ways listeners and performers map musical features onto visual or kinetic shapes is yet scarce. Studies of sound symbolism in speech reveal consistent associations of speech sound and visual shape. For instance, the pseudo-words “Baluma/Takete” or “Bouba/Kiki” were associated with rounded/spiky contours (Köhler 1929; Ramachandran and Hubbard 2001). Several studies attempted to disentangle the various acoustic or auditory factors underlying such associations. In both speech and music, higher pitch is associated with sharpness or angularity, and lower pitch with roundness. This association was corroborated using both explicit experimental measures (e.g., rating musical stimuli varying in pitch register for “sharpness” or “roundness”; Eitan and Timmers 2010) and implicit measures, gauging selective attention (Marks 1987) and JND for temporal order (Parise and Spence 2009). Notably, the association of pitch height with the roundness/spikiness dichotomy might be universal, as it is indicated by both infant research (Walker et al. 2010) and cross-cultural studies (Bremner et al. 2013).

Aspects of auditory timbre also associate with visual shape. Parise and Spence (2012), using the implicit association test (IAT), demonstrate implicit correspondences of waveform and visual shape. Parise and Pavani (2011), asking participants to respond vocally to visual stimuli, found that geometric shape (triangle vs. dodecagon) modulated third-formant frequency (important in a singer’s vocal expression), which was higher for triangles. Listeners also consistently associated timbres of specific musical instruments with spiky or angular shapes (Adeli et al. 2014). They also demonstrate an association of shape with loudness: participants’ vocalizations were louder in response to dodecagons compared to triangles.

Table 36.1 summarizes correspondences of auditory dimensions with space and motion, as suggested by the empirical research discussed thus far.
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Differing Perspectives, Conflicting Mappings


Let us consider a musical representation of a physical object: a massive, tall column. Such a representation may allude to the object’s large size through some of the correspondences revealed in studies surveyed previously: low pitch register, loud dynamics, long note durations, slow tempo, and melodic range or intervals (see Table 36.1).

However, such a neutral, viewer-independent representation may be altered considerably when an observer’s perspective is taken into account. For an observer located at the foot of our tall column, its apparent shape may approach that of a cone, rather than a cylinder, since the retinal image becomes increasingly smaller as the distance from the observer increases.

Furthermore, the observer’s gaze on the column—particularly if (due to the column’s size and proximity) it cannot all be comprised within the field of view—might be dynamic, rising from bottom to top. An auditory analog of such a dynamic view could substantially differ from the static mappings described previously. A gaze rising from bottom to top would suggest rise in pitch, rather than a steady low register, and a crescendo (also associated with spatial rise), rather than a continuously loud sound. Moreover, different aspects of the dynamic gaze can themselves suggest incongruent auditory associations. As the observer’s gaze moves upward, the column’s magnitude is gradually revealed; subjectively, it becomes increasingly tall, it grows. That increase in subjective magnitude also suggests a crescendo and a rising pitch (as well as some kind of increased duration and pitch range). However, as the gaze moves up and away from the observer, the perceived object becomes increasingly distant: an increase in distance suggests diminuendo, rather than crescendo. Moreover, the retinal image of distant objects is smaller; though our visual perception usually corrects this effect, using size constancy and perspective, the association of large distance and small size has been shown to generate cross-modal correspondences (Eitan et al. 2014; Krugliak and Noppeney 2016). Hence, once the gaze arrives at its destination—the column’s top—an auditory analog of the apparent shrinking image may be suggested, applying features such as high pitch, small pitch range or pitch intervals, soft dynamics, short duration, and fast tempo that are associated with smaller size.

Table 36.2 summarizes the auditory analogies suggested by the different perspectives just presented, analogies based on research in cognitive science and experimental psychology, as surveyed at the start of the chapter. For each of the musical parameters discussed here, different perspectives suggest conflicting audiovisual mappings. Thus, the observer’s rising gaze, and the increase in perceived magnitude it suggests, would be associated with rising pitch; in contrast, the decrease in apparent size, emerging as the observer focuses on more distant (higher) parts of the observed column, is associated with falling pitch. Likewise, loudness increase (crescendo) is suggested by the increase in perceived magnitude of the column as the observer’s gaze rises; that rising gaze, however, observes increasingly distant and thus apparently “smaller” locations, suggesting diminuendo. Corresponding conflicts arise between a “neutral” audiovisual mapping of the column—employing auditory features associated with large size, such as low pitch, loud sound, wide pitch range or pitch intervals, long durations, and slow tempo—and the observer’s gaze at the distant and apparently “small” top of the column, associated with the opposite auditory features: high pitch, a small pitch range, short duration and fast tempo.
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Rather than presenting unequivocal audiovisual mappings, perceived auditory analogies of space and motion dimensions often create entangled incongruities, contrasting mappings of static and dynamic dimensions, of different perspectives, and of different aspects of a spatial or kinetic feature (for instance, representing an apparently small distant object, or the large distance to that object). How would a composer attempting to evoke connotations of physical space and movement through musical sound approach such a seemingly intractable maze? Let us examine an example.


An Endless Column

Constantin Brancusi produced several versions of his “Endless Column” culminating in the twenty-nine-meter high monument at Tirgu Jiu, Romania, completed in 1937 (Miller 1980; see Figure 36.1). The sculpture, a part of a larger commemorative installation,5 consists of fifteen reiterations of a symmetrical element—two truncated pyramids pointing in opposite directions and joined together at their base—stacked on top of each other; two halves of this element are positioned at the bottom and top of the sculpture, perhaps suggesting that the “infinite” monument begins below and continues beyond its visible manifestation. Indeed, the multiple repetition of a single element, combined with the monumental size of the entire sculpture, might suggest the possibility of continuation ad infinitum. This impression would be especially strong for an observer standing close to the monument and looking up, arguably creating a sensation of motion upward from a concealed bottom to a boundless top.



[image: image]
Figure 36.1 Brancusi, Endless Column (1937).





Ligeti’s Endless Column (Etude no. 14, the final piece in book II of his piano etudes), inspired by Brancusi’s sculpture, is one of several of the composer’s etudes exploring musically depicted space and motion. Continuing the composer’s lifelong occupation with cross-modal musical connotations (Ligeti and Bernard 1993) these etudes—including, in addition to Coloana infinită, no. 9, Vertige, and no. 13, L’escalier du diable—suggest paradoxical spaces and perpetual motions, reminiscent of Escher’s impossible geometries: “something that is continuously growing, always growing upwards, but never arrives.”6 Ligeti’s Endless Column realizes that idea by way of a musical analog of both the physical presence of Brancusi’s monument—its vast magnitude, imposing vertical orientation, and symmetrical structural detail7—and the notion of upward motion onto infinity, implied by that physical presence.

The etude comprises multiple, overlapping upward thrusts, fifteen of which—the number of reiterations of the repeated element in Brancusi’s sculpture—begin at a low register, around C2 (A1–E2). The return to the low register at the initiation of each phase, as well as an extremely loud dynamic profile, ranging from fff to the highly unusual dynamic marking of ffffffff, associates the piece with the sculpture’s monumental size. Concurrently, the repeated rises, overlapping each other and progressively rising in pitch, suggest a continuous rise. By conjoining the column’s static and dynamic representations, Ligeti resolves the inconsistency inherent in the mappings of pitch height onto size (low pitch associated with large size, e.g., a tall column) and height (high pitch associated with high elevation, e.g., a high column).


Differing Perspectives in Ligeti’s Endless Column

Above, we attempted to show how different viewpoints of a hypothetical spatiovisual object (a large, tall column) would suggest different, and sometimes conflicting, auditory correspondences. Table 36.2 summarized these differing mappings: (1) a “neutral” static view of a vast object; (2) depicting an observer’s gradually rising gaze—an ascending motion; (3) the continuously increasing overall magnitude of the object, as revealed by that rising gaze; (4) the increasing distance from the observer of the gaze’s focal area, as the gaze is continuously raised; (5) the retinal size of that increasingly distant focal area, which gradually shrinks; (6) and a static view of the distant and subjectively small topmost part of the observed object, as seen from the observer’s position at the bottom of the column.

As the table indicates, these different perspectives often entail contrasting musical mappings. For instance, while the monument’s vast size is associated with overall low pitch, the observer’s continuously rising gaze is associated with a continuously rising pitch; and the culmination of that gaze, revealing the immense, “infinite” overall size of the column (thus suggesting low pitch register and loud dynamics) focuses on its remote—and hence subjectively small—top (suggesting high pitch and soft dynamics). How does Ligeti mitigate these conflicting perspectives of the Endless Column?


The “Neutral” View: Depicting Infinite Magnitude

As suggested by the research surveyed earlier, low pitch register, wide pitch range, high intensity (loud dynamics), and long duration are associated with large physical size. The prominence of the low pitch register is maintained throughout most of the etude by returning to a low register in the beginning of each new rise: the six initial rises all begin at C2 (establishing C as the reference pitch), these reiterations followed by D♭2 (mm. 9, 11), B1 (m. 12), and A1 (the low point, m. 15). Following a temporary abandonment of the lowest register, with G2 (m. 16) and G♭2 (m. 18) initiations, the next rises begin progressively lower, at E2 (m. 20), D2 (m. 23), C2 (m. 27), and B1 (m. 30). Only the final eight measures (following a C♯2 low point, m. 35) abandon the anchoring of the low register, gradually rising to the highest register.

Notably, while repeatedly emphasizing the piano’s low register, Ligeti avoids the lowest octave of the piano in this etude. Possibly, the blurred pitch quality in the lowest piano octave was found unsuitable to a piece depicting the clear geometrical outline of Brancusi’s monument.

A wide pitch range is another musical analog of spatial magnitude. Combined with the increasingly higher top range of each sequence, the low-register anchoring results in covering a wide (and increasingly widening) pitch range, culminating in a seven-octave final rise (mm. 35–43), from C♯2 to C8, the piano’s highest pitch.

A central marker of extreme physical magnitude in the etude is its unusual dynamic profile, ranging from an initial fff (with a sempre con tutta la forza indication) to fffffffff —a unique dynamic marking, violently extending any reasonable boundaries of Western musical notation (where fff or ffff are considered “as loud as possible”). The greatest loudness, marking the etude’s highpoints (mm. 29, 35) and its ending, is indicated when the highest pitch register is reached while the lowest register is absent. Thus, one indicator of physical magnitude (high “volume”) compensates for the absence of another (low pitch).

However, Ligeti’s use of loudness to imply vast spatial magnitude surpasses established audiovisual analogies. Using fff, conventionally indicating “as loud as possible,” as its softest dynamics, and increasing loudness from that presumed maxima onto the inexplicable ffffffff, Ligeti presents the performer with a musical analog of infinite, paradoxical, spatial extent: an object already emerging “as large as possible,” which keeps growing to infinity.


Paradoxical Rises

While Ligeti’s dynamics suggest endless magnitude, his use of pitch suggests endless infinite motion—directed, perhaps, by the rising gaze of an observer located at the foot of Brancusi’s monument, facing up. Depicting “the idea of something that is continuously growing, always growing upwards, but never arrives,” Ligeti generates a paradoxical effect: pitch sequences perpetually rising, yet remaining in the same register. Though produced using different means, this effect resembles that generated by Shepard’s circular tones (Shepard 1964; see Schneider 2005; Purwins 2005).

As noted previously, the basic sonic material in the etude consists of a series of upward thrusts—long legato successions of eighth-notes and alternating double stops with a single pitch in a zigzagged contour that gradually climbs up. Each rise begins anew at a low register; thus, new rises are always situated lower than the ongoing ones. While left- and right-hand rises are always featured concurrently, their onsets, as well as their offsets, never coincide. Yet, the overall similarity of these rising gestures—their common upward trajectory, their shared rhythm, pitch patterns, and pitch-class content—tend to integrate them into a unified musical gesture.

To support the sense of fused, continuous motion, Ligeti blurs the onsets and offsets of overlapping phases, carefully controlling textural density and pitch-class content. For instance, when a sequence in one hand ends, leaving a brief “gap,” the remaining line may switch to a thicker, three-note texture, thus preserving textural density (e.g., Figure 36.2, m. 2). Furthermore, pitch-classes just heard in the terminated line immediately recur in the remaining line. This maintains pitch-class continuity between different registers, enabling a continuous pitch-class rise amid register change. For instance (Figure 36.2), the pitch sequence ending the left-hand rise at m. 3 (B♭3–C4–D4–E4) suggests a direct linear continuation of the whole-tone rising line that culminated the preceding right-hand swipe (… E4–F♯4–G♯4, m. 2), rather than a new line at a lower register.
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Figure 36.2 Ligeti, Etude no. 14, book II (The Endless Column), mm. 1–3.





Such continuous pitch-class rises are conjoined with stable textural density and register (as each new thrust starts again from the initial low register, A1–E2), the latter generating (as acoustic analysis of the piece’s performances has verified; see Schneider, 2005) a steady degree of auditory brightness throughout most of the etude. This combination of constant pitch-class rise with steady levels of brightness and density produces a stylized, acoustic analog of Shepard’s circular tones—an endless rise within a stable pitch register. As the onset of each new rising gesture integrates onto the ongoing motion, a giant gesture, always moving yet failing to break its register confines, is suggested.8

To suggest a spatial analog of that paradoxical musical motion, Ligeti separates two acoustic correspondents of spatial rise, typically correlating in both musical and natural contexts: rise in pitch, and increased auditory brightness (see earlier discussion). Furthermore, divorcing pitch change and brightness change also enables Ligeti to resolve potential conflicts between two audiospatial associations: vast physical magnitude, associated with a low, relatively static pitch register, and spatial rise, associated with ascent to a high pitch register.

As the etude proceeds, however, actual pitch rise—as distinguished from the Shepard tone-like pitch-class rise described previously—gradually emerges, suggesting motion in “normal,” Euclidean space, rather than in paradoxical Escherian space. This progressive, large-scale rise (outlining a whole-tone progression, similar to that underlying the opening measures, throughout the etude) is established among peaks of successive upward thrusts.

The rising progression is neither steady nor eventless. It begins with an extended whole-tone rise from the initial G♯4 peak (m. 2) to B♭4 (m. 5), C5 (m. 7) and D5 (m. 11). This slow, almost imperceptible ascent, however, is followed by a sudden, rapid outburst through the next octave (C6, mm. 15–16). Presented simultaneously with the etude’s low point, A1, this gesture introduces both an attempt to escape upward from endless circular motion onto “real” space and further anchoring to the lowest ground. Then, the rise is slowed down again, with peaks ascending to D6 (m. 20) and E6 (m. 25). Soon, however, major changes in texture and rhythm usher the next stage in the ascending process: a jagged, disjunct, and heavily accented line, exploring a 2+2+3 rhythm, momentarily replacing the continuous eighth-note progression, introduces a rapid rise through F♯6 and G♯6 to the next highpoint (B6, m. 29), marked by the crowning ffffffff dynamics. Reinforcing this deviation from earlier motion patterns, this strategic peak also breaks away from the established whole-tone pattern of peak pitches: B♮, rather than the implied A♯, follows F♯ and G♯. Following another hiatus, both hands ascend through the piano’s highest octave, up to C8, its highest available note (mm. 38–43). As the lower register is finally abandoned, and the maximal (ffffffff) loudness level stresses higher partials, this ultimate climb also generates, for the first time in the piece, a steep brightening of sound (Schneider 2005).

What might this process suggest in terms of physical space and motion? First, it presents a transition from the paradoxical separation of vertical position and vertical motion (position remaining low amid a continuous rise), into recoupling of these dimensions, where (as expected) spatial rise indeed produces a higher spatial position. As described earlier, the auditory correlates of this transition from impossible to “natural” space is a transition from a separation of pitch (or pitch-class) and auditory brightness—the former keeps rising, while the later remains—into a joint upsurge of the two auditory dimensions—dimensions whose coupling is an important determinant of the perceived association of sound and spatial height (Pitteri et al. 2017).

However, as the previous description implies, the path this process treads does not suggest a smooth progression from one state to another, but a progression involving sudden, effortful changes, generated by an active agency. Thus, a slow, steady progression toward ever higher peaks is abruptly accelerated in m. 15, where a single measure rises further than the preceding 12 measures. Importantly, such acceleration of melodic pace is associated with the image of an active or external force (Eitan and Granot 2006). Active effort and agency are also suggested by the new pattern introducing the B6 highpoint at m. 29. As noted earlier, “distances” in time (e.g., note duration, articulation), pitch (e.g., pitch intervals), and physical space may be perceived as analogous to each other. Such cross-domain magnitude mappings would suggest a series of effortful actions approaching the B6 peak: “impulsive” sound objects (Schaffer 1966), each clearly separated from the preceding one and initiated by a sharp onset, which amid leaps (larger pitch intervals), and retreats (jagged contour), uneven in duration and distance, arrive at their summit goal.


The Top: Faraway, So Close!

As suggested earlier (Table 36.2), an observer’s continuously rising gaze along the “Endless Column” may entail contradictory auditory mappings:



• The ascending motion itself may suggest pitch rise, increased loudness, and increasingly brighter sound.


• As the observer’s gaze rises, the column’s vast magnitude is gradually revealed; this increase in experiential size suggests auditory analogs such as increasing pitch range, loudness, and duration.


• However, as the observer’s view moves higher, it would focus on increasingly further locations, thus suggesting decreased (rather than increased) loudness, as well as reduced auditory brightness.


• Further objects appear subjectively smaller; hence, the rising gaze would also move along an object of a subjectively shrinking diameter, suggesting decrease in loudness, pitch range, and duration.




Consequentially, an auditory mapping of the column’s top—distant, and thus apparently small or thin—might involve high pitch, as well as decreased loudness, pitch range, and duration. Yet such mapping could involve low pitch, as well as increased loudness, pitch range, and duration, if suggesting the culmination of a gradually exposed view of a vast, “infinite” object.

The rise to the top of Ligeti’s Endless Column (Figure 36.3) embodies neither of these two images. Rather, a third image emerges, suggesting yet another novel, impossible space. That image evokes both great height and immense size—though these features suggest contradictory auditory mappings. Furthermore, the image is concurrently extremely near and infinitely far: while suggesting the apparent shrinking, thinning perspective associated with looking at the distant top of a tall object (as in Figure 36.1), Ligeti’s music makes clear that this object is actually terrifyingly close—indeed, the further it retreats, the nearer it becomes.
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Figure 36.3 Ligeti, The Endless Column, mm. 38–43.





High pitch (indeed, the highest available for the instrument), a crescendo rising into an impossibly loud dynamics (ffffffff), and a steep rise in auditory brightness (as measured by Schneider 2005), due in part to the elimination of low-register sound, all conspire to suggest the clearest auditory analog of immense elevation.

Concurrently—the elimination of low pitch register, a feature strongly associated with large physical size, notwithstanding—the image of the column’s vast physical magnitude is kept alive by mapping both duration and pitch range onto spatial magnitude (see previous survey of relevant research). Thus, the terminal rising gesture is the longest in the piece (nine measures, mm. 35–43), and presents the widest pitch range (nearly seven octaves, C♯2–B7)—both features suggesting a vast spatial extent. Raising loudness level beyond any possible extremes further strengthens the evocation of an infinitely vast body.9

How far is the top of the Endless Column from its hypothesized observer? The final, “top” section of the etude presents the highest pitch, the smallest melodic intervals (the last measures feature semitone progressions in both hands), and a progressively diminished vertical pitch range, shrinking from over two octaves (m. 38) to unison. These features all allude to diminishing magnitude or thinning shape and are thus consistent with the image of a distant apex as viewed from the bottom (as in Figure 36.1). However, these indications of large distance are strongly counteracted by the two acoustic hallmarks of close proximity: the loudest, brightest sound possible. Thus, the listener/observer views the top of the Endless Column simultaneously from two seemingly inconsistent vantage points: distantly, as a receding apex, viewed from the bottom up, and proximately, as an approaching object, arriving at a very close range; indeed—as the concluding ffffffff dynamics is “louder than possible”—as an object “nearer than possible.” While this apparent contradiction of audiospatial mappings could be unsuitable as a musical allusion to a mundane tall column, it is, perhaps, the most fitting for “a gateway to heaven.”10


Music-Space Correspondences: Research, Composition, and Analysis

Correspondences between auditory features and features of physical space and motion have long served in musical practice and discourse, underlying basic musical vocabulary, aspects of Western musical notation, “tone painting,” music to film and multimedia, as well as aspects of motion to music, both stylized and spontaneous. Experimental findings surveyed in this chapter (see also Eitan 2013, 2017; Spence 2011; Walker 2016) indicate that such intuitions and practices might reflect deeply rooted predispositions, affecting human perception and cognition implicitly and automatically. Yet, how can such findings be used by musicians and music theorists, beyond empirically corroborating their long-held intuitions? As music cognition researchers originally trained as music theorists and composers, we have often been asked (and have asked ourselves) this question. Can information gained from experimental research of music-space associations be usefully integrated into music theory, analysis, and (perhaps) composition?

Drawing on the research review and music analysis presented in this chapter, some routes toward such rapport can be tentatively suggested. For music analysis, the myriad associations of sound and physical space or bodily motion established by experimental psychology might suggest new spatiomusical or musikinetic structures—musical patterns defined by the associations of sound with physical space and bodily motion, rather than by sound features alone. Thus, structural analyses of musical compositions could use spatiomusical patterns, delineated by the spatiokinetic states or gestures they evoke, as “motives” or structural building-blocks in a specific composition. Correspondingly, style analyses might consider such gestures as style-structures, characterizing a composer, genre, or historical period. While music theory and analysis often applies spatial or kinetic metaphors (Zbikowski 2005), the complex network of perceptual and cognitive associations between sound, space, and motion suggested by empirical psychological research can provide them with musical spaces and motions deeply embodied in human perception, cognition, and action.

For a composer, music-space correspondences revealed by empirical research could provide another opportunity: rather than composing sonic analogies for “natural” spatial or kinetic features, the composer might problematize music-space analogies, thus creating novel spaces, paradoxical or impossible to experience in the real physical world. Ligeti’s Endless Column demonstrates the use of such opportunities in the most striking way: by simultaneously presenting conflicting sonic perspectives of space and motion, it suggests impossible movements and infinite spaces, thus using musical correspondences of physical space and bodily motion to transcend both. Our demonstration that such paradoxical spaces can be conjured using “low-tech” musical solutions, relying on a composer’s skillful use of psychologically entrenched cross-domain mappings rather than on elaborate technological designs, might be relevant not only to composers and music theorists but to any multimedia artist incorporating sound in an endeavor to create novel experiential spaces and motions.




Notes

1. For discussions of the interaction of cultural and “natural” factors in shaping cross-modal correspondences, see Spence (2011) and Eitan (2017).

2. For reviews of experimental methodologies in cross-modal studies, see Marks (2004) and Spence (2011).

3. The fact that higher pitches are positioned at the right side in Western keyboards may itself stem from an association of higher pitch with faster activity (and hence with the need for more dexterity in playing higher-register parts) (see Tamir-Ostrover and Eitan 2015).

4. In the present context, distance from an observer/listener, discussed here, should be distinguished from “distance” as a general spatial measure (i.e., how far two points or objects are from each other). While auditory mappings of distance from an observer are strongly associated with perceived acoustic cues (e.g., intensity changes), auditory mappings of distance between objects, discussed later, may be based on higher-level, abstract mappings, associating magnitude relationships in diverse domains, including space (e.g., length, distance), time (duration), and pitch (e.g., pitch interval or range).

5. The Endless Column concludes a three-part memorial installation dedicated to Romanian soldiers killed in World War I. In the installation, comprising three monuments placed along a walk at the bank of the Jui River, viewers walk from The Table of Silence through The Gate of the Kiss to the Endless Column, culminating the group.

6. From Ligeti’s introduction to the premiere of The Devil’s Staircase and The Endless Column (1993), quoted in Purwins (2005, 95).

7. An interesting aspect of tone painting in this etude is the analogies to the column’s repeatedly expanding and contracting shape (Figure 36.1). Sonically, Ligeti’s music illustrates this shape through the continuously undulating contours of its melodic lines. Its most vivid analogy, however, is in the visual aspect of performance. The repeated hand-crossing, and the continuous widening and narrowing of the space between the pianist’s hands, provide a clear analogy to the column’s shape.

8. For further discussions of similar Shepard tone stylizations, see Purwins (2005).

9. Notably, while high pitch is associated with small physical size, the lengthy pitch rise paradoxically implies growing, rather than shrinking size (Eitan et al. 2014).

10. Constantin Brancusi on his Endless Column (quoted in Lipsey 1988, 240).
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Auditory Mirrors

About the Politics of Hearing

Sabine Sanio



Introduction

At the start of the twentieth century, the historical avant-garde movements of futurists, Dadaists, and surrealists vigorously questioned the role of arts in society. Their strategies differed not only from positions of agit-prop, that is, from those directly supporting political movements, but also from classic forms of (realistically) representing social conflicts, such as those developed in novels, dramas, or operas of the nineteenth century. With their strategies of provocation, avant-garde movements played a crucial role in finally bringing awareness to a difficulty, just as aesthetic as it was political, in the pervasive, fundamental debate over how the arts understood itself in the twentieth century (Marquard 2007, 37).1 At the same time, the Dadaists in particular initiated a process of fundamentally transforming the performance and presentation forms of art. In their public events, they developed a special virtuosity of audience provocation in order to engage in and carry out social conflicts directly with their public.2 Richard Wagner had already called into question traditional musical performance; with his concept of a musical Gesamtkunstwerk (a total work of art), Bühnenweihfestspiel (a stage-consecrating festival-play) and in constructing the Bayreuth Festival Theater, he intended an overhaul and sacralization of music. In contrast, avant-garde movements were bringing banal, everyday life into view. This debate was largely conducted without the participation of composers and musicians, if only because they were practically absent from these movements.3

Compared with visual arts, which were already developing their own critical tradition of exploring forms of mechanical reproduction such as photography and film since the mid-nineteenth century, for music, the development of audio reproduction was still in its infancy at the beginning of the twentieth century, as yet offering no real alternative to live music. Because of this, most composers still considered themselves dependent on traditional institutions of concert life.4 Aside from composers such as Satie, Russolo, Varèse, and Antheil,5 avant-garde ideas only carried over into music in the second half of the twentieth century. Since then, the situation of musical reception was reconceptualized, overturning traditional boundaries of musical material. Conversely, several musical concepts grew to become key models for the neo-avant-garde movement of the 1960s and 1970s.6

The avant-garde regarded the imagination as an element of traditional bourgeois art. For the Dadaists, notions of genius and originality were nothing but an excessive exaggeration of the faculty of imagination. Thus, they encouraged audiences to discover their own imaginative capacities. The interest of the surrealists, who viewed the unconscious as the actual location of imagination, was developing strategies to undermine blockages of the unconscious. In the middle of the twentieth century, as avant-garde ideas began transferring to music, audiences were offered more situations in which they might develop their own faculties of imagination. In the concepts for situational musical reception that emerged since then, traditional limitations of musical material became irrelevant. Conversely, some musical concepts became central models for the neo-avant-garde in fine arts. This process of convergence of the arts, a central topic though beyond the scope of this investigation, is an effect of a more intense examination of the audience’s imaginative capacity that cannot be limited to single senses. On the other hand, most avant-garde artists of the 1960s and 1970s were skeptical about direct political engagement. If the radical social criticism of Dadaism was articulated in an equally radical anti-art attitude, art in the 1960s was regarded as a space of social freedom for exploring people’s capacity for action and experience—which is why many artists were criticized within art as troublemakers but criticized in politics as nonpolitical idealists.

Marcel Duchamp and Edgard Varèse, two Frenchmen, along with John Cage, can be considered intermediaries between historic avant-garde movements (as Peter Bürger refers to futurism, Dadaism, and surrealism in Theory of the Avant-Garde) (Bürger 1974) and the neo-avant-garde of the 1960s and 1970s. Both Duchamp and Varèse lived in the United States for many years, leaving lasting impressions on the art and music scenes there. Cage was familiar with Varèse’s musical concepts, and in many ways his aesthetics represent a musical interpretation of Duchamp’s ideas as well. Cage played a critical role in intensifying the links between visual art and music in the 1950s and 1960s as well as the musical appropriation of avant-garde ideas just when, conversely, musical concepts were becoming important for visual arts.

In their artistic work, both Duchamp and Cage repeatedly question the social role of the arts. Starting from the concept of process, which forms the groundwork of Cage transferring Duchamp’s ideas into music,7 the present text will begin by discussing several politically ambitious concepts of how music, and its role in society, can be understood. The starting point is musical performance practice, which Cage, and subsequently the neo-avant-garde, explored as an aesthetic as well as political subject. While the musical idea of process became pervasive in Fluxus, happenings, and performance art, the idea of participation gained traction in music, along with moments of performance and procedure. Therefore, a few artistic positions from the 1960s and 1970s, which considered musical performance practice as an aesthetically and politically relevant topic, are introduced. The second part of the text will focus on various aspects of the musical idea of space by considering auditory politics and the role of the listener. In Cage’s framing of music as a spatiotemporal process, space was already presented as a constitutive moment (Cage 1967b, 30). The full conceptual scope only becomes recognizable at the end of the twentieth century. So, three central topics will be discussed in relation to how music understands itself socially and politically, all of which are related to questions of space, exemplify artistic positions at the end of the twentieth century: current concepts of musically investigating sound itself, musical explorations of modern data technologies, and musical explorations of public space that started in the 1960s. The musical concepts discussed are attempts to occupy and transform daily life and to practice the relationships and interactions between perception and imagination. Therefore, the chapter is also a reflection about the changes from the avant-garde of the early twentieth century with its somehow elitist and often very provocative actions and concepts to the nowadays disseminated ways of approaching daily life with methods of artistic research and offers of unusual or aesthetic situations for visitors and passersby in public space. Over the course of this text, the issue of imagination will also be discussed.8


Musical Neo-Avant-Garde


Since the concept of happenings emerged in the 1960s (the term coined by Allan Kaprow in 1958), the concert “composed” by John Cage and given at Black Mountain College near Asheville, North Carolina, in August 1952 is considered the first musical-theatrical happening in history. Regardless of the name, its concept is obviously participatory in nature: the composition afforded a formal framework, open to diverse contributions and players. Teachers and students presented results of the summer courses and, starting with a forty-five-minute lecture by Cage, everything took place more or less at the same time. Cage later described this happening as a version of his Theatre Piece, composed in 1960, in which he formulated his concept of music as a scenic event—just as with Water Walk (1959), Variations I (1958), and Music Walk (1958), but also in later versions of Variations, in HPSCHD (1967–1968), or in the Songbooks (1970), all similarly conceived compositions from this time. In addition to placing various materials, as well as seeing and hearing, on equal terms, the piece aimed at an unpredictability of specific events (Charles 1984, 206–208; Metzger 1990, 73).

Having read Antonin Artaud and Schwitters’s writing on theater in the early 1950s (Charles 1984, 206), Cage intentionally renounced central stage action. The center remained empty; all performance took place in specially created spaces between or behind the audience areas. While recollections of those involved disagree on performance duration—estimates vary between three-quarters of an hour and several hours (Schimmel 1998, 21)—their descriptions of key events largely coincide. Mary Emma Harris reports:

The structure was based on time limits, which were determined by chance operations, within which teachers and students read texts, danced, played records and showed slides. Everyone had considerable freedom to develop their activities within given parameters. The audience sat in four triangles facing the center, but the action took place in the aisles, the middle, and behind the audience. Music and dance were not dependent on each other and there were no rehearsals. Robert Rauschenberg, a student Cage met in New York, had painted his white paintings that summer, and these were suspended from the rafters during the happening.  (Harris 1991, 47f.)

In this first happening in history, however, participation did not mean cooperation; the collective was not meant as a replacement of a sovereign artist-subject. Rather, the concept of participation was meant to override the idea of aesthetic autonomy: each agent was given free rein to fulfill their tasks during the performance without having to coordinate with anyone else. It is impossible to miss parallels to participatory forms developed by the surrealists in the early twentieth century in écriture automatique (automatic writing) and cadavre exquis (exquisite corpse). In both cases, chance was a fundamental concept. Unlike the surrealist concepts using chance, which generated firmly joined forms of poetry and visual art, the happening was a concert form whose particular character came from the autonomy of its various elements.9 Being strictly focused on genuinely aesthetic issues, these concepts differ from those of the International Situationists around Guy Debord, which were decidedly oriented toward specific political issues. There are also clear differences to Viennese Actionism, and especially to the Orgiastic Mystery Theatre of the Viennese action artist Hermann Nitsch, whose concept of theater as a Passion ultimately explored possibilities for altering consciousness.


Art as Social Interaction

In Cage’s aesthetic of heterogeneity, different phenomena could be organized using duration as a sole criterion, effectually meeting the old avant-garde demand of overcoming boundaries between genres. Ten years after the Black Mountain Event, Cage developed his idea of process. This describes events generated by chance operations, but functions also as an alternative to the concept of a musical “work,” reflecting music’s changing relationship to life and to reality. Like performers, the audience is part of the aesthetic event, and even the old distinction between spatial and time-based arts is nullified.10 The open processes include the musical, visual, and scenic; expanded to a musical theater, music approximates the complexity of reality. At the same time, in this concept of reality, all distinctions are qualified—including those between observer and observed, subject and object, art and life.11 Even the idea of an autonomous art loses its extraterritorial status: considering art as an element of life in which all partake, belongs to the principal democratic moment in Cage’s aesthetics (see Cage 1961c).

Cage’s concept of rule-following is vitally important to the composition and realization of his pieces: Instead of following structures set forth by a composer and conductor, the players determine their own rules of play. In following rules, and subjugating one’s own intentionality to them, free zones of unintentionality arise. If no one has a plan for the event as a whole, each person is only taking responsibility for their own actions, and no one is controlling the others, every performance becomes an unpredictable event (Cage 1978). Each person taking part in the event can choose either to focus on the rules set out to be followed or to turn their attention to events unfolding at that moment. Thus, a performance can transform into an open-ended artistic-social experiment. Because of this, Cage saw the arts as a place of freedom: an “experimental station” to try out living, that is, social behavior. Meanwhile, the uselessness of the arts became a precondition for their potential social benefit; in other words, for a kind of secondary use (Cage 1979, 187).

In the following years, other participatory approaches to music emerged, often in direct dispute with Cage’s aesthetics, which were criticized for their allegedly elitist character. In particular, two American composers Frederic Rzewski (b. 1938) and Christian Wolff (b. 1934) and the British composer Cornelius Cardew (1936–1981) wanted to open up musical processes to social change. Looking for ways to grant musicians more freedom, both Wolff and Cardew used compositions to reflect on their role in great detail. With works such as Duo for Pianists I (1957), For 1, 2, or 3 People (1964), Prose Collection (1968–1971, c. 1986 and 1997), Burdocks (1970–1971), Changing the System (1973–1974), and Exercises (1973–) Wolff derived novel forms of conceiving and notating music from the interaction between musicians. Cardew’s strategy was more radical and perhaps had more consequences for how musicians saw themselves, especially in Europe. Cardew had already belonged to the improvisation ensemble AMM since 1965; Scratch Orchestra, which he founded in 1969 and which existed until 1974, was supposed to radically change the traditional idea of being a musician. Cardew was particularly critical of the idea of musical virtuosity. By implementing requirements that were musically alienating—for example, to play passages of classical music as slowly as possible or to play with hands and feet bound together—he managed to radically expand the traditional idea of music. Beyond that, Scratch Orchestra’s consistently democratic organization appears retrospectively as a pioneering form of today’s improvised and new music ensembles that are democratically organized and independently develop their own programs (see Ehrler 1998, 57).12


Work, Process, Imagination

While, for a long time, Cage’s ideas were rejected within new music (and especially musical avant-garde circles), they readily found positive responses within visual arts by the late 1950s. By engaging with the European avant-garde, particularly Duchamp, Cage gave visual arts a decisive impulse to turn to active processes, leading finally to participatory approaches emerging in the 1960s: following the example of Duchamp’s readymades, Cage presented acoustic objets trouvés in compositions such as the silent piece 4’33’’ (1952) and thus transformed Duchamp’s object concept into an event, which soon became the starting point for “a neo-avant-garde ‘Intermedia’ Art” (Dreher 1991, 64). The common denominator was an equitable use of sound, object, movement, and language that radically questioned traditional boundaries between the arts. At the end of the 1950s, many young artists—among others Al Hansen (1927–1995), Allan Kaprow (1927–2006), George Brecht (1926–2008), Dick Higgins (1938–1998), Jackson MacLow (1922–2004), Toshi Ichiyanagi (b. 1933), Richard Maxfield, (1927–1969), La Monte Young (b. 1935), Alison Knowles (b. 1933), Yoko Ono (b. 1933), and George Maciunas (1931–1978)—visited Cage’s composition courses at New York’s New School for Social Research. Having been introduced to the procedural nature of aesthetics (Revill 1995, 249f.), they pioneered a number of performative, process-based concepts in visual arts including happenings, performance, events, and Fluxus (Noever 1998). In this context, new models of musical time can also be considered. In the field of minimal music, developed by composers like La Monte Young, Steve Reich, and James Tenney, these new concepts played a crucial role in the gradual loss of importance of the traditional, linear-discursive concept of musical form that had generally dominated musical-formal thinking since the nineteenth century.

Of the Fluxus artists, George Brecht will be briefly considered, along with his concept of the event, which has many references to musical genres and performance practice. Like Al Hansen, Dick Higgins, Alison Knowles, and Max Neuhaus, Brecht worked in an arena between music, visual arts, and performance. Brecht’s event scores are given a prominent position here, because of how they articulate reflections on traditional musical forms.13 Convinced that all chance decisions would have to be accepted unconditionally, Brecht saw chance processes categorically as aesthetic phenomena (whether in artistic work or in the situation of the recipient) and focused his work on exploring the structure of experience. In the late 1950s, Brecht took part in Cage’s “Experimental Music” course at the New York School for Social Research; his event scores, small cards with instructions for a performance,14 can rightfully be localized within conceptual art.15 In the belief that every object has an event-character because its far side is initially hidden from view, and thus may be part of an event, Brecht placed objects in arranged situations, which suspended prevailing rules of the art world—in particular the ban on touching objects—in order to allow exhibition visitors unrestrained behavior. They presented a challenge to perception, especially by virtue of their unobtrusive character, demanding a new “mode of experience” from the recipient (Brecht).

Over time, Brecht increasingly compressed his event scores until they were only composed of a few isolated words, often arranged as lists. 3 Piano Pieces (1962) consists of three words,

· standing

· sitting

· walking,

with a point before each as a structural element. Similarly, in String Quartet, Flute Solo, and Solo for Violin Viola Cello or Contrabass (all from 1962), Brecht interprets conventional musical genres in terms of simple activities corresponding to their respective concert form: The Solo for Violin Viola Cello or Contrabass becomes “polishing”; the String Quartet “shaking hands”; the Flute Solo “disassembling assembling.” Unlike Cage, who wanted to generate real, unique experiential situations, Brecht uses these extremely brief verbal scores to question what defines a string quartet performance or a piano piece. On the small event cards, a few words create a radical compression of stage activity. In Brecht, the small and large concert rituals, and other actions of musicians that are normally only incidental, become the actual musical activity and influence the relationship between musicians and audience: walking onstage to one’s instrument and back again; sitting at the piano; standing next to it, including a bow toward the audience; musicians of a string quartet shaking hands, or assembling and disassembling an instrument. Brecht’s events are distinguished precisely by their absence of music, thus challenging the listener’s musical imagination.

If one still speaks of “works” in reference to Cage or Brecht, then at the very least a modified concept of a musical work must be established. For them it is no longer about a fully formulated musical structure, but rather it is about particular concepts and ideas that can be implemented in a diversity of ways. In truth, the dispute in the 1960s and 1970s between the critique of the idea of a musical work, which Cage connected to an argument in favor of music’s process-based character, and its defense by musicology was never really resolved, but rather lost much of its intensity and became increasingly objectified. At the same time, the simple dichotomy of autonomous work and process was put into perspective by newly explored facets on the issue. Even Carl Dahlhaus’s defense of the concept of a musical work already reflected on the role of the reception process (Dahlhaus 1978a), leading him to posit that the concept originated in the context of bourgeois concert tradition (Dahlhaus 1978b; Heister 1983; Rebstock 2011). Today, investigations of reception process from a phenomenological stance consider processual character a central aspect of a musical work (Janz 2010), verifying the performance as constitutively significant for the musical artwork concept.16

For Schoenberg, Berg, and early serialism, the idea of a closed and autonomous work was still unquestionable. Despite all the modifications and variations by the performing artist, a work could always be heard as identical at every performance. This idea of invariance over time only began to lose its importance in the 1960s, when the idea of a musical work received a fundamentally new emphasis. The uncertainty and chance procedures developed by Cage, which also include various musical graphics and graphic notation used by Karlheinz Stockhausen among others, radically change the musical work concept.17 This new version is characterized by a strong conceptual character (see instead Wellmer 2009, 134; Heidegger 1950, 25ff.). It is a form of metacomposition: these works are indeed authored by a composer and carry a title that ensures their identity, but what you actually hear and perceive is unknown before the performance and different every time. It is fundamentally different from classical musical works, such as Beethoven’s seventh symphony or Schoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire, if only because, in a work such as Cage’s Silent Piece, there is no possibility of hearing a given performance again. At the same time, changing technical requirements of music also changed perspectives on it: after new audio reproduction techniques seemed to solve what had been considered an unsolvable problem of preserving musical works, the notion of a score as an objectification of a musical work lost its weight. Instead, interest rose in the procedural character of music. By contrast, with the idea of active process promoted by artists of happenings, events, and Fluxus, the visual arts qualified a central characteristic of music and rendered it exceptionally productive. In music however, Cage’s idea was initially interpreted as an attack on the musical work concept and vehemently rejected; only gradually did music come to reappropriate its procedural and performative qualities.

This already fundamentally changed the role of the imagination that could no longer find a suitable object in new musical concepts that abandoned traditional aesthetics of representation. Rather than being depictions conceived by a composer, many current compositions function more like prepared experiments requiring the recipient to investigate the afforded possibilities. Many of these compositions are designed as opportunities to discover what is already present and to explore reality guided by particular rules. Thus the imagination is the responsibility of a recipient: instead of wondering, when listening to a work, whether they hear and understand it correctly, recipients are invited to make their own experiences. Cage and the artists of the neo-avant-garde were not considering the imagination as a capacity belonging to the artist alone; on the contrary, they demanded this ability from their audience as well. This renouncing of a fundamental distinction between audience and artist is a central moment in the political self-representation of the neo-avant-garde.18 A draft of Adorno’s writing on aesthetic practice indicates a similar direction. It can be found in the context of a theory on the origin of art. Adorno writes on the “ability to perceive more of things than they are; the gaze under which, that which is in an image is transformed” (Adorno 1970, 487, my translation). This idea was first developed by the Russian formalist Viktor Šklovskij, who considered art a technique of unautomating our perception. Šklovskij’s programmatic text Art as Device states:

So, in order to return sensation to life, in order to make us feel things as objects, to make a stone feel stony, there exists that which is called art. The purpose of art is to impart sensation to an object as something seen rather than [merely] recognized; the device of art is the device of the “estrangement” of things and the device of defacilitated form, enhancing the difficulty and duration of perception, so that the perceptual process in art is an end in itself and should be prolonged: art is a means for experiencing the making of a thing, but what is made in art is not important.

(Šklovskij 1971, 15)

Šklovskij finds evidence for this interpretation in the novels of Tolstoy, who had brilliantly used this procedure to sensitize readers to conditions of daily routine that were no longer noticed. One can find the same idea in Cage’s Silent Piece, but with the difference that Cage, unlike Tolstoy, no longer represents everyday reality, but prompts the listener to discover it themselves (Marquard 1989).

The political ideas of the neo-avant-garde were not limited to requiring that an audience emancipate itself from old notions of the artist-genius and be ready to create independent experiences. Another issue, in which aesthetic and political considerations came into play, was the critique of the musical work, which eventually led to a plea in favor of music as active process. As he explained to Richard Kostelanetz Cage looked at the idea of a musical work as expressing an idea of ownership, which he wanted to replace with the idea of use (see Cage 1961a, 9f.; 1961b, 43f.; 1967a, 3f.). He disliked the “history of implementation and reprise” in the European understanding of music and the “thing with owning a home—that you can see behind.” Instead, he posed the question, “what that could possibly mean that you start with something, then let it follow a vast number of variations and then return to the beginning, but which is no longer expressed in two keys, but only in one. What could that mean?” (see Kostelanetz [1973], 32) Without elaborating on the, for him, unquestionable relationship between reprise and possession, Cage explains his distancing from traditional musical understanding of form by criticizing the idea of possession: “These days such music obviously no longer has any use value. Today the thing with owning a home—that you can see behind—is simply no longer important. For us, it is no longer about possession but about enjoyment of use.” (ibid.)


Musical Avant-Garde Positions at the End of the Twentieth Century


In the 1980s, the heated political debates that had been waged in the arts until that point gradually waned. Even so, music today is still influenced by the interplay of political and aesthetic ideas that developed in the neo-avant-garde.

There are two characteristic aspects of positions developed further through avant-garde ideas: on the one hand, they are never about concrete political questions or demands but rather the critical examination of aesthetic settings. This might be, for example, by looking for alternatives to hierarchical structures in musical performance situations or by sharpening awareness of perceptual limits. On the other hand, there is often an endeavor to leave established music institutions, their spaces and structures, and instead seek out everyday locations accessible to everyone. While these topics seem initially unpolitical, the arts within them understand themselves as sites of social freedom. This applies to explorations of sensory perception that emphasize the importance of an integral experience encompassing all the senses, thereby undermining the old divisions of individual art forms.

The following considerations on aesthetic and political implications of several new musical concepts will center on the issue of space, which became a crucial subject in the second half of the twentieth century as music became increasingly process-based. Music was not the only discipline to debate new perspectives on the topic of space in the twentieth century: at least since Michel Foucault’s concept of heterotopia, theories of space were discussed instead of theories of time, thereby confirming Foucault’s diagnosis that, while history was the “great obsession of the 19th century” the twentieth century was an era of space.19 In contrast to utopias, which represent placements with no real place, Foucault conceives of heterotopias as real, effective places, “something like counter-sites, a kind of effectively enacted utopia in which the real sites, all the other real sites that can be found within the culture are simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted” (1986, 23). These heterotopias include libraries and museums that are “capable of juxtaposing in a single real place several spaces, several sites that are in themselves incompatible” (24). Following this idea, musical investigations of space can be interpreted as attempts to musically reconcile different spaces.

Music had been engaging with space as a fundamental issue even prior to the Venetian Renaissance, Berlioz’s Requiem, Mahler’s Remote Orchestra, or Wagner’s Rheingold Prelude. But it was not until the twentieth century that musical spatial concepts emerged that had no reference to musical ideas of time. This development began with compositions such as Ligeti’s Atmospheres (1961) dedicated to timbre and which not only reflected a spatial dimension of music but also contributed significantly to the conception of alternatives to the linear-discursive formal model dominant in the nineteenth century (Nauck 1997; Harenberg 2010). Since the 1980s, aided by modern audio technology, sound art began exploring spaces, bringing about a further musical differentiation: The fixed setting of concert music, with its specific musical performance practice, is dismantled in favor of a free arrangement of musicians, loudspeakers, or other sound sources.

In this case, it is not critical how sound is actually generated, whether by using conventional musical instruments or by appropriating existing media such as radio or other audio devices. Forms of sound synthesis, such as the use of sine wave generators, play an important role. Furthermore, objects are continually developed in the sonic arts that use simple physical effects in musical ways. For example, Sam Auinger and Bruce Odland, and Andreas Oldörp employ the phenomenon of standing waves in tubes to musically play spaces or sites, albeit in very different ways. With so many possibilities of generating sound without performers, any space or site can be played for an indeterminate duration, giving listeners the chance to shape their own listening process.

As mentioned, avant-garde movements of the early 1900s advocated upending the traditional concept of the imagination in light of new technical achievements. In two respects, no less: like Tolstoy, avant-garde movements sought to destabilize and deconstruct automated experiences of everyday routines in order to rediscover the familiar and encounter the mundane as though for the first time. However, while Tolstoy imagines de-automating reality through the aesthetic medium of literature, avant-garde artists harnessed new technical and media possibilities for operating directly in real life. This exploration of everyday reality—today one would refer to artistic research (see Mersch 2015)—was propagated as a new version of the imagination. An additional objective of avant-garde movements was allowing that audiences could appropriate a capacity for imagination that had previously been attributed solely to artists. Nevertheless, artists continue to outline strategies and issues that guide audiences in discoveries and prefigure their objects of exploration. To clarify this complex constellation, I would like to outline three different approaches that also represent newer developments in music and sonic arts. They all use space as a foundation for conceptualizing sound and music and all design sound as a spatial phenomenon.

First and foremost are strategies of projecting or presenting sound in space. These show how sonic arts and music have shifted in the way they see themselves; both have moved away from a concept of music as a time-based art and have increasingly turned their attention to space. This is by no means just a matter of reflecting the corporeal and physical foundations of auditory phenomena. Alvin Lucier and Peter Ablinger exemplify the tendency, pronounced at the end of the twentieth century, to pay greater attention to qualities of space that had long been neglected in the engagement with sound but that were, in fact, indispensable. These composers draw unusual and radical conclusions from the renewed debates about sound, debates already prevalent in serial music. Their compositions confront listeners with central issues of hearing and psychoacoustics. The immediate consequence of new interest in space is to relativize time as a fundamental dimension of music, which affects the character of the composition as much as the musical performance situation and reception.

Juxtaposed to such paradoxical concepts of an imagination sparked by concrete manifestations of sounds, one would expect that strategies dealing with internal spaces and spaces of the past would adhere to more traditional senses of the imagination.

Despite this, Arnold Dreyblatt, whose installations, performances, and productions are presented here as examples, also seeks to sensitize his audience to their own capacity of imagination, confronting them with the presence of Holocaust experience, which even today is often sooner repressed. Dreyblatt stages spaces and situations in which the past seems to be present in a neutral form; for instance, as an archive or an old recording medium. By simply, persistently, lingering at these places and devices, in their continual state of updating, audiences observe through their own reactions and associations—that is to say, through their own body—how experiences that are “filed,” archived, or recorded are still quite alive. In this way, not only does the separation of past and present come into question, but distinctions between inside and outside, or private and public, appear in a different light as well; an opening and permeability arises, which further changes how spatial segmentation is perceived. With aesthetic strategies for listening in public spaces, another dimension of space as a subject comes into play. Like any artwork in public space, designed as an engagement with existing conditions, sound art must also particularly account for listening conditions. Max Neuhaus and Georg Klein, who represent two different generations of sound artists, can both be placed in a tradition beginning with Satie’s musique d’ameublement. According to Satie, when friends conversed at dinner, music should drown out the sounds of forks and knives. In other words, Satie imagined music created for a specific situation and a particular place that would, at the same time, transform the music. In the works of Neuhaus and Klein you can find indications of what this means for public spaces. Klein, in particular, exemplifies a widespread tendency not to fully notice public spaces, or to only acknowledge them as far as is absolutely necessary. Many of his installations entice passersby to stop at inhospitable public locations. These installations bring us into a more intensive contact not only with these places but also with ourselves. Underlying this strategy is a conviction that imagination needs to be enriched, indeed, saturated, with experiences of reality in order for it to unfold. In this way, Klein stands entirely in a tradition of framing imagination as a force of aesthetic production.



Sound Projection in Musical Space

Compositions by Lucier and Ablinger continue the investigations of the specific character of sound and timbre initiated by composers such as Ligeti. As with Ligeti, musical space in its very tangible qualities plays a crucial role for Lucier and Ablinger. Especially for Lucier, the spatial conditions in which he presents sounds are particularly important. In performances of Lucier’s compositions, the different qualities of sound represent independent themes of the music, requiring the audience to listen carefully so as to detect the complexity of the sonic phenomena. Ablinger’s concern, alongside the classic musical pitch space, is in transposing methods from visual arts and sculpture to particular conditions of music. To expand on conventional ideas of sound through analogies with visual reproduction, he projects visual reproduction techniques onto musical phenomena.

Alvin Lucier’s compositions radically changed the idea of music and composing. After a classical training as composer and conductor, and following a two-year study stay in Europe, Lucier developed his first independent compositions in the mid-1960s. Until 1982, hardly any of his pieces were composed or notated in the conventional sense, they mostly exist in the form of simple verbal scores (Lucier 1986).20 In a narrow and radical sense, these compositions are acts of exhibiting and demonstrating events and their properties; acoustic, visual, or spatial characteristics of sounds that usually go unnoticed can be explored in them. I am Sitting in a Room (1969), perhaps the best known piece, transforms a text spoken by Lucier himself, into pure, incomprehensible sound. The spoken text serves as sound material and also explains the concept and procedure of the composition, which in turn exactly follows the experimental procedure being described: Lucier first speaks the text onto tape, and then plays each new version in the same room, recording it repeatedly with a microphone, so that each new version reinforces the spatial frequencies of the room until the text finally becomes incomprehensible. The recording of an everyday speech act transforms into a meaningless, purely sonic event. In compositions and installations such as Directions of Sounds from the Bridge (1978), Crossings (1984), and Empty Vessels (1997), the spatial qualities of sounds, their interactions, and movements in space are central themes as well.

Other compositions are concerned with the visual dimension of sound. In Music for Pure Waves, Bass Drums and Acoustic Pendulum (1980) drum skins, placed in front of loudspeakers, are activated using pure tones so that ping pong balls hanging directly in front of the drums begin to oscillate and eventually strike the skins. The overlapping oscillation phases of the sine tones and the drum skins make the swinging of the balls irregular and unpredictable. The elements of an ensemble side by side, each respectively a drum and ping pong ball, reinforce this effect and the music shifts constantly between great dynamism and an almost meditative-seeming static. In Sound on Paper (1985), the sound is produced just where the colors of an image would usually be visible. Instead, small speakers are mounted behind six framed sheets of paper of different weights and densities that are mounted on the wall. An oscillator transmits a sine tone of 32 cycles per second, which causes the paper sheets to vibrate. The resulting sound varies in color and character depending on the physical properties of the sine wave (pitch and volume) and paper (density and weight).

Lucier has a great respect for scientific thinking—in many ways his attitude is similar to that of a scientist—and a number of his compositions are based on physical experiments from a time when physics was still accessible. Still, fundamental differences from scientific thinking are articulated in his music (Lucier 2005, 445). Instead of dominating nature, his music aims at a moment of comprehending nature without instruments. And while modern physics has lost almost all its transparency, transforming reality into abstract values through the electronically sharpened view of technologies and devices, Lucier adheres to an attitude that once connected art and science: a quest for new experiences and insights by alienating the familiar. At the same time, the perceptual expansion intended by his compositions opens up new fields and perspectives to the imagination.

The music of Peter Ablinger (b. 1959) makes the effects of modern sound storage audible.21 Since hearing static sounds is similar in many ways to seeing monochromatic images, Ablinger, who settled into his study of composition in Graz after initially studying graphic design and jazz piano, frequently conceives of his compositions as musical images. Just as one plots the letters of a text or color images onto a background of white paper, Ablinger uses white noise as an “all-over structure,” its consistent tone providing a neutral background for acoustic phenomena. Ablinger claims that hearing this background directs a focused attention to the situation in which an acoustic event takes place. Since the early 1990s, the work series Weiss/Weisslich (White/Whitish) has been bringing together different variations of white noise and diverse techniques for generating it.22 In the six-part composition Weiss/Weisslich 22 the orchestral music of Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, Schubert, Bruckner, and Mahler forms raw material that is compressed respectively to a length of forty seconds each using a special computer program. Very dense and static tonal images emerge, reminiscent of white noise, and differing only in their sonic color.23

In Ablinger’s next series of works, this method is used in a concert: a white noise can be heard during the performance, which is generated on site just before the show from the microtonal scales of the instruments heard in the concert. Ablinger designated the particular method, as well as the whole work series, as Instruments and Electroacoustic Site-Based Compression24: The noise “colored” by the frequency spectrum of the instruments decreases the normal depth of the listening space, the instruments being played live lose some precision and timbre and the sound flattens. Only strong deviations from the electronic sound can be clearly heard. Finally, in the Quadratures, Ablinger composes for the temporal shape of white noise. For this, rather than compressing the entire sound material into one noise, a noise value is created for each section of a musical action.25 The duration of these periods is freely variable. Any acoustic event, even a complex polyphonic instrumental sound, can be mapped electronically in this way—Ablinger refers here to phonorealism. Inspiration for the concept was drawn from painting: the imitation of photographic effects in photorealistic oil painting and halftone-print newspaper images by Pop Art artists like Roy Liechtenstein or Sigmar Polke. Musically, an opened imaginative space emerges under the influence of these sonic pictures that seemingly can never be quite put into focus and are incessantly changing.

Similar to photographic gridding that determines an average gray value for all the details within a grid square, the computer program developed for the temporal grid ascertains the respective noise component for the acoustic events within a square of frequency over time—such as one second of frequency by one second of time.26 Finally, in order to transfer this grid technique onto traditional instrumentation, the grid values from the template are transcribed into note values and transformed into a score. Transmitting the electronic gridding onto traditional instruments means a further alienation—through electronic means, the composition becomes instrumental music, which differs significantly from electronic music since instrumental sound is not composed of pure tone, but has a complex overtone spectrum. In the Quadratures, Ablinger uses these instruments as though they only produce the sine tones necessary for the grid. Rather than simply reproducing the original instrumental sound, the alienation created by electronically gridding the original instrumental sound remains audible in the subsequent instrumental sound as well. In Quadratures V (2000) which takes the GDR anthem as a template and a continuous 3/4-toned spectral grid, the individual verses are set apart only by their grid tempos. Parallels with the anthem are sometimes hard to miss, but at other time all similarities fade into the unknown, as if one were listening to a completely abstract auditory event. As a listener, you find yourself in an intermediate area in which the sound is strangely linked with the memory of a familiar melody.

In his compositions and installations, Lucier has developed techniques that illustrate the complexity of sonic phenomena for his audience. Spatial attributes of sound are continually the focus. At times, Lucier’s compositions take on a form of arranged experiments: he projects sound in the exhibition space such that its various characteristics, particularly spatial and visual ones, become discernible. This spatial presentation reveals the difference between the exhibited auditory phenomenon and the listener’s perspective. In contrast, Ablinger thematizes similarities, parallels, and differences between visual and auditory (re)production techniques through his compositions. His musical analogies to painting’s responses to photography, which he develops in the abovementioned Weiss/Weisslich work series, IEAOV, and finally the Quadratures, necessitate a new form of listening. The audience fantasizes about how Ablinger’s so-called phonorealism could offer a musical equivalent to photography, such that it might serve (like photography) as a technique for depicting everyday auditory phenomena. Meanwhile, in his music, Ablinger plays with forms of repetition that are only an approximate, near-repetition: this applies in particular to the gridding technique of the Quadratures, in which it is easy to recognize the visual precedent of Ablinger’s phonorealism. Each of the Quadratures creates a space of indeterminacy through ever new deviations, variants, and shading. Over the course of the reproduction, the original is lost: instead, a multiperspectivism is created by a seemingly endless sequence of ever new variants.



Spaces of the Past, Inner Spaces

The concepts of Lucier and Ablinger are political in the sense that they exhibit sonic phenomena as a musical process of events. However, while Cage as well as later visual artists in movements such as Fluxus, happening, and performance, strongly emphasized these aspects, for Lucier and Ablinger they are only implicit. For these composers, critically examining what we understand as music is more important than directly political issues. Both artists reflect on sound in ways that undermine the conventional division of the arts simply because sound can no longer be clearly assigned to music: it is far more complex and ultimately multi- and intermedial. More important than implicit criticism of a traditional understanding of music, however, is that these compositions provide a foundation for musical concepts with an explicitly political character. I would like to use the installations of Arnold Dreyblatt (b. 1953), the New York-born composer and sound and media artist, as an example to elucidate this. For Dreyblatt, two issues are central: storing and remembering the past, and perception and consciousness. In his investigation of the inner spaces of our perception and memory, modern audio technologies play a critical role as spaces where the past can be present. For Dreyblatt, it is not just about current issues of remembrance and memory, rather he makes tangible how the past shapes the immediate present, even in an everyday sense.27

In the mid-1980s Dreyblatt acquired a Who’s Who in Central and East Europe 1933, edition of 1934, in a secondhand bookstore in Istanbul.28 This document of an era that would very soon after be destroyed and forever lost, aroused Dreyblatt’s interest in the issue of storage. Since then, central themes of his artistic work have included designing aesthetic strategies making technical possibilities of storage sensually tangible. In 1991, he composed a video opera, Who’s Who in Central and East Europe in 1933, as the first form of presenting this text. Subsequently, Dreyblatt repeatedly staged reading projects in which different forms of reading aloud could enable collective mindfulness—thus the stage is transformed into a large archive, in which players/performers, who are invited or prompted from the audience, recite selected texts from the lexicon.

In 1995, Dreyblatt generated a database and hypertext of the Who’s Who and its referential structure was also made into an aesthetic presentation form as a catalogue (Dreyblatt 1995, 10).29 At the same time, through the hypertext, he learned about possibilities of networking digitally stored information with itself through a referential system (see Dreyblatt 1995, 6). In contrast to modern data storage, in which data and media are always separate, if one thinks of musical instruments as sound storage systems, then storage and stored, that is, instrument and sound, are not separate: a sound can only be detached from its instrument and transferred to another place, another storage device, with the help of modern data storage. Regarded as a fundamentally aesthetic subject, the topic of archives and memory is central to installations and objects that Dreyblatt developed since the late 1990s and that relate issues of data storage to those of memory function. For example, a storage device can be considered together with its stored data as an oversized object suggesting a spatial-pictorial form of representation. In contrast, the need to actually access an archive, seeking a recollection of the saved, requires a temporally bound form of representation. Therefore, in organizing an archive, time (i.e., the relationship between past and present) and space (since even digital data require space) are the two fundamental parameters that, however, cannot both be clearly seen at the same time.

Dreyblatt also used his experience with databases and archives, his research on scientific models, and theories about remembering and forgetting in a number of objects and installations such as The Great Archive (1993), The Recollection Mechanism (1999) or The Wunderblock (2000). With the sound installation Turntable History, realized in 2009 for the small water reservoir building of the Singuhr Hoergalerie, Dreyblatt developed a specific form of representing a place’s historical-social context.30 A multiperspective staging transformed the storage building into an imaginary archive of image, text, and sound. The text, picture, and video materials taken from historical archives on site were projected over a rotating “media turntable” in the middle of the space as well as onto the building’s walls using additional, rotating slide projectors. Meanwhile, a multichannel speaker system played a forty-minute five-channel audio composition using sounds of magnetic resonance tomography, which further estranged the usual character of the space. Combined with texts and documents projected in white text on black background, all this created an unreal atmosphere—almost magically, the past seemed to be present again. While the video and slide projections of texts, images, and documents made spatial and visual orientation difficult, the low-frequency magnetic resonances gave the room’s atmosphere an abysmal tinge: the documentation of the place’s history became a moment of intense, complexly structured experience of its current presence.

Through productions and installations, Dreyblatt offers listeners places and situations that give them opportunities to consciously experience the processes of memory and visualization that are elicited. Dreyblatt’s form of dealing with concrete texts or with special effects of our perception never aims at dramatic effects but always leaves open to the listener and viewer what attitude to take and from which perspective to follow events. This sobriety is exactly what forms the basis for sensitization, which is a prerequisite for not remaining distanced from what is happening but being able to develop associations, references to our own life, the present, and the past. This is the same as what happens in processes of imagination.


On the Musical Discovery of Public Space

The discovery of public space is an important milestone in the exploration of musical spatial concepts. At this point, at the latest, contemporary discussions of spatial concepts, especially those in sociology and philosophy, became widespread for musicospatial thinking (Foucault 1986). In sound art, exploring public space began already in the 1960s and is continually current today, perhaps because unusual aspects of musical space concepts come into play in public space. A prerequisite is a suitable audio system, without which musical strategies in public space would be very difficult to realize: currently, many concepts for audio walks benefit greatly from the increasing mobility of modern technology. Public space itself is characterized by its everydayness, which enables contact with an audience consisting primarily of passersby rather than experts. Finally, the many references and links to quotidian life that distinguish sound installations in public spaces offer diverse opportunities to question concrete political and social issues.

It was the musician and Fluxus artist Max Neuhaus (1939–2009) who discovered public space, musically speaking, with a series of unconventional installations in the late 1960s. As a drummer in the early 1960s, Neuhaus had, among other things, performed premieres for Stockhausen and Pierre Boulez. After an internship at Bell Laboratories, however, he turned his attention to developing sound installations in the mid-1960s. His work engages with different forms of public life. In addition to sound installations for public places like Times Square (1972), which can be heard at that titular New York location, and Walkthrough (1973–1977) for the Jay Street New York subway station, he explored the musical possibilities of radio in works such as Public Supply (1966) or Drive-In Music (1967). For the sound installation Times Square, which was created in 1977 and which is accessible again for several years now, Neuhaus deliberately avoided declaring it an artistic work; for instance, by using written signs at the site. Instead, the sounds and noises of the installation, which penetrate from an underground grate and are indistinguishable from some other technically generated processes, are left for listeners to discover as aesthetic phenomena on their own. Through this, and at the same time, Neuhaus simultaneously emphasizes the listener’s freedom in their imagination of the aesthetic event.

Times Square is among the first sound art works in public space that grant new relevance to the old avant-garde idea of reconciling art and everyday life by varying it in surprising ways. Sound artists such as Christina Kubisch and 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.31 Public space offers its own particular form of audience, which demands carefully investigating the situation on the ground, and, at the same time, producing a sound installation outdoors is always bound up with significant technical effort. Nevertheless, public space has as yet lost none of its original appeal.

Like Neuhaus, the artistic work of Georg Klein centers on intervention in public space. Georg Klein (b. 1964) initially studied electrical engineering/audio engineering and communication studies in Munich and Berlin, and later religious philosophy and comparative musicology, before turning to art and composition. Klein has developed a range of concepts to engage 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. Gernot Böhme’s concept of atmosphere plays a central role in his aesthetics (Böhme 2001, 42). Klein understands atmosphere as a complex phenomenon in which the current situation as well as the history of a place can be experienced. In his installations, he creates his own interpretation of a place, reflecting its atmosphere and mood. Auditory and musical elements, each fulfilling a clearly defined function within the overall concept, are often weighted very differently, indicating a variety and diversity to his work.

Using voice collages, text compositions, and timbres, Klein makes an imaginary 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, who understands the city as a text in the sense of Michel Butor (1992), often chooses ignored 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. Given the inhospitable nature of public space, in his sound installation transition (2001), Klein poses the basic question of how we want to live our lives. Klein conceived transition for Richard Serra’s sculpture Berlin Junction at the Berliner Philharmonie. Unlike Serra’s sculpture, which stands on its own, transition emphasizes its relation to the immediate surrounding and invites visitors to look around and ask themselves where they are.32

Many of Klein’s works act as medial mirrors confronting passersby with the site itself. These mirrors are metaphors and symbols of the imagination. 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 addition to these strategies of pausing, reading a place, and reflection, Klein has also developed performance forms for approaching specific places and situations, which sometimes extend to creating fakes (see Römer 2001 and Doll 2012) and trying to give visitors a “shock of recognition” through pointed emphasis and exaggeration. Even without the use of fakes, Klein’s earlier works modified the atmosphere and appearance of their presentation sites. On the other hand, the six-minute hyperreal video loop warten (waiting) (Berlin 2005) was a specific staging of reality, projected on a wall directly beside a tram station at Alexanderplatz, which itself showed people waiting at a tram stop.33

In politically conceived works such as turmlaute.2: Wachturm (2007) or Ramallah Tours (2009) fake stagings confront the recipient with current social issues. The fictional Border Watch Organisation of the watchtower project consists of alleged volunteers for monitoring external European borders. Meanwhile the advertising material of the typical Palestinian taxis Klein used for Ramallah Tours included an Internet address under which, besides references to a fictional taxi service for trips from Israeli cities to Ramallah, a few unrealistic visions of a future Palestine could be found—a subversive affirmation pointing to existing conditions that were recognizable through the exaggeration. In contrast, the auditory walk toposonie (Berlin 2013), along the Spree River, operates with elements of documentary fiction. Using a mobile phone with GPS, visitors can retrieve sounds, atmospheres, and spoken reports produced for different places on the Spree, scenes that recount activities in significant buildings in the government quarter and zones of opaque relations between economic and political powers. Some of these scenes seem to play out right next to the listener: the recording technique, which is matched to the headset, superimposes reality and enactment so that they are nearly indistinguishable.

Klein and Neuhaus are exemplary of a number of different sound artists and composers engaging with listening situations and sonic environment in public space. These include R. Murray Schafer and the idea of the soundscape, Christina Kubisch with her early forms of audio and Electrical Walks, or Bruce Odland and Sam Auinger with their harmonious tuning of public spaces using special resonance tubes. With their interventions in public space, they contribute in different 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.

Such sound installations, which turn “non-places” (Augé 1995)—in other words, places purely of transfer and passage—into opportunities to linger and be mindful, might prove most strongly how important 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 that can be thought of as an extension of the traditional concept of an artwork, particularly as a variation on the old idea of autonomy. But, instead of being about the autonomy of a work that stands in contrast to everyday functional contexts of instrumental reason, the challenge now is to develop and practice attitudes and behaviors that evade usual functional contexts. Such art forms, which bracket social constraints and functional contexts, help to establish free social spaces.


Resumé: Reflection and Mindfulness as Aesthetic-Political Practices

The current positions in music and sound art presented previously 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. This discussion can also be linked to a long tradition. Its political implications, in particular, have by no means only emerged as a discussion since the twentieth century. Cage’s interpretation of the arts—as a place of freedom, as an “experimental station” for trying out life, that is, social behaviors, whose uselessness is a prerequisite for their social benefit and to a certain extent for their “secondary benefit” (Cage 1979, 187)—provides not only the express counterposition to Bürger’s adoption of a direct coupling of autonomy and inconsequentiality (Bürger 1974, 29); it also has a famous predecessor: In the aesthetic utopia that Schiller formulated in his Letters on Aesthetic Education in light of the social upheavals of the French Revolution at the end of the eighteenth century, he emphasized precisely this potential of the aesthetic in relation to its uselessness. Schiller’s utopia is still “so little satisfied, as it is obsolete. It is still a future of the past worth returning to” (Berghahn 2002, 286).

Today, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, the situation is different than during the mid-twentieth century, when people readily subordinated art under agendas of political change (see for instance Marquard 2007, 37ff.; Rebentisch 2013, 168–178). Since then, it has become clear that the aesthetic autonomy and freedom of the arts offer potential for social development and change. This chapter has aimed to show how music has been coming to terms with important political issues by interrogating its musical material and performance situation (despite the strong aesthetic connotations of each). The musical concepts discussed operate in spaces and places that invite individual listeners and visitors to be mindful of the quotidian, 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 (Schroer 2006, 12), these aesthetic concepts are working to raise awareness of everyday, familiar spaces and places. They are concepts that trust in the capacity to imagine.

Translation into English: Elen Flügge




Notes

1. Odo Marquard recently showed that the question of the relation of art and politics in the twentieth century must be interpreted as an interrogation of how art understands itself, as posed by artists. In the lengthy debate on this issue, it has finally become clear that the idea of aesthetic autonomy is an important prerequisite in order for a critical analysis of the respective social relationships.

2. These strategies of provocation should be distinguished from concurrent scandals triggered by compositions of Schoenberg and Stravinsky; these were unintended by the composers, and resulted rather from a lack of musical understanding by the audience.

3. Among the exceptions are the French composer Erik Satie, who was close to the Dadaists and later the surrealists, as well as the Italian futurist Luigi Russolo, originally a visual artist whose intonarumori (translatable as noise makers) represented a fundamental expansion of musical material by employing everyday sounds. In contrast, Erik Satie’s Musique d’ameublement or his Vexations are representative of a new, casual listening and thus a change of perspective, intended to place listening rather than music in focus and to make music a part of modern life.

4. The French composer Edgard Varèse was among the few composers of the 1920s already seeking alternatives to orchestral sound.

5. Arthur Honegger and Henry Cowell could be cited here as well.

6. In the 1950s, musical concepts inspired by the avant-garde movements sparked much controversy. Along these lines, Pierre Boulez, who drew on Anton Webern and the aesthetics of the twelve-tone music of his teacher Arnold Schoenberg, strongly criticized the musique concrète with which the radio pioneer Pierre Schaeffer, taking up a surrealist idea, wanted to make everyday Parisian life audible on the radio. And when John Cage participated in the Darmstadt Summer Courses in 1958, Nono and Stockhausen countered Cage’s Dadaist-inspired chance aesthetics by pointing toward the responsibility of the composer.

7. In 1963 in 26 Statements Re Marcel Duchamp, Cage explains the process character of Duchamp’s concept of readymades: “Every thing, that is, every single object plus the process of looking at it, is a Duchamp” (Cage 1967c, 70).

8. Numerous audio and visual documentation on the artists presented in what follows can be found on the Internet.

9. On the important influence of the European avant-garde and its engagement with chance for Cage’s aesthetic, see Herzogenrath and Nierhoff-Wielk (2012).

10. I have fully investigated Cage’s criticism of work-oriented aesthetics, as well as the alternatives he developed; see Sanio (1998, 125–141).

11. In a certain way, it functions as a modern variation of the concept of élan vital or stream of consciousness discussed in the life philosophies of Henri Bergson, William James, or Nietzsche.

12. The radio version of the text, accessible online, also refers to the importance of this ensemble for the fundamentally democratic conception of musical groups such as the Ensemble Modern (see Ehrler 1998).

13. Since the mid-1950s, Brecht was concerned with statistics, philosophy of science, and chance in the life sciences. These topics may have formed a decisive impetus for his own artistic work that already included chance-led painting techniques in his first years of studying in Philadelphia (Knapstein 1999, 9–16, 43–51).

14. In 1962, he prepared an edition of a box of event scores. Since then, the Water-Yam box has been published in many different editions and is still on the market today. Depending on the edition, it contains between seventy and one hundred event cards.

15. Brecht discovered the concept of the event while dealing with the concept of chance. It comes from the Latin “evenire” and means output in the sense of result. In that way Brecht was designating the result of a random process. Later, he discovered the inherent paradox of this concept: as the result of a complex process, an event is always an occurrence but, in Brecht’s continually totally unspectacular events, one often wonders whether one has already missed the actual event.

16. In this context, reading a score is a borderline case of performance. The score, often regarded as an objectification of musical work, is ultimately only notation and symbolic storage of the work: its realization can only be experienced in the course of the performance. One can draw a difference here between material artifact and aesthetic object: similar to canvas and oil paints in painting, the sounds produced by musicians form a material artifact without which the constitution of the aesthetic object in the imagination would not be possible.

17. Today, the identical musical artwork can be found as a preserve of the sound recording industry, whose decline results not only from the ubiquity of digital reproductions but also from the fact that, in light of this ubiquity, the unique experience is increasingly viewed as a core aesthetic experience and so is increasingly more attractive.

18. For this, Beuys found the concise slogan “everyone is an artist.” Still, even for Cage and the Fluxus movement, this idea had far-reaching consequences.

19. See Foucault (1986, 22). Meanwhile the discourse on space is fully active, see for example Augé (1995) and Dünne and Günzel (2006).

20. Since his ensemble composition Crossings in 1982, however, Lucier has mostly composed instrumental pieces for diverse instrumentations.

21. In Graz, Ablinger initially studied graphic design, switched to jazz piano, and then finally to composition under Gösta Neuwirth, among others.

22. Included in the Weiss/Weisslich series are Ablinger’s compositions on the subject of white noise, from field recordings (in Weiss/Weisslich 18 you hear seven different, mostly unaltered audio recordings of rustling trees) to forms of synthetically generated white noise, to musical approximations of the phenomenon.

23. Each piece lasts only forty seconds, just long enough to underline the total lack of events—a structural overload for perception, which is always anticipating a new event. Similar to the pictures of Barnett Newman, whose monochromatic surfaces are placed seamlessly next to each other, in Ablinger, the hard cuts and short breaks separating the individual pieces allow differences in timbre to be easily discernible.

24. The first compositions of this series were created in 1995. Ablinger also refers to the compression at times as “verticalization”—all the tones of a scale resound at the same time, rather than in chronological order.

25. The noise value is derived from the square of the frequency multiplied by time. The value of each may be, for example, one second.

26. Ablinger initially worked with the filter bank at the Freiburg Heinrich-Strobel Foundation electronic studio, which enabled a “vertical” gridding of individual tonal moments in whole-tone-wide “stripes.” The first realization of this concept for Quadratures IV used a tape recording originating in Berlin as its starting material. Thus, the work’s subtitle, Self-Portrait with Berlin.

27. In the 1970s Dreyblatt studied at the Media Institute in Buffalo, one of the first institutions of its kind, and was intensively concerned with visual perception as well as with techniques such as video flicker that influences visual perception through the arranging of individual frames. After the end of his studies, he turned increasingly to music and especially composers like La Monte Young, Tony Conrad, and Alvin Lucier.

28. Dreyblatt’s family is originally from Vienna. In 1938 he went to Berlin, where he still lives today, and he also lived for longer periods in Belgium and Budapest.

29. Dreyblatt chose 734 entries from the Who’s Who, arranged them thematically and gave them a wide range of internal references “Targeted wandering through the network of Who’s Who can be thought of as a tracing, touching, tracking of sites of memory. Forgotten archives are made accessible, stories never told are awakened from the sleep of oblivion by intensive reading movements” (Idensen 1995, 10).

30. For a long time in sound art, the confrontation with historical dimensions of a place or a building was a topic dealt with in particular by Christina Kubisch. Once again, the importance of aesthetic strategy is shown in that it is ultimately not the reserve of a single artist.

31. Similarly to New York in the 1960s and 1970s, Berlin has been an extremely productive location for sound art since the 1980s with sound art galleries—such as the Singuhr Hörgalerie in the Parochial Church, the SFB sound gallery in the Rundfunk House—and important exhibitions and festivals—Für Augen und Ohren 1980, and Sonambiente 1996 and 2006, all at the Academy of the Arts, Berlin.

32. The debate on “public art” has been waging for several years, see Büttner (1997, 173–214) and Babias and Könneke (1998).

33. Some of the people waiting there looked for the video cameras making the recording—rather than an aesthetic reflection on the process of waiting, they suspected a deliberately created confusion with surveillance cameras.
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chapter 38

What You Hear Is Where You Are

Linda-Ruth Salter



Introduction

Reality is merely an illusion, albeit a very persistent one.

—attributed to Albert Einstein

For millennia, philosophers, religious thinkers, artists, and scientists have considered the nature of reality. Until the early twentieth century, Western philosophers and scholars have generally viewed reality to be an objective entity, external to the human mind, able to be apprehended by our senses, and agreed on by all.

For example: the apple I see is a real object, and all of us see the same apple. In contrast to such real objects, there were subjective, internally generated expressions of the mind: fantasies, dreams, myths, visions, hallucinations, and illusions. Imagination was considered to be a cognitive process that produced mental images, concepts, ideas, and sensations of entities that were not immediately present to our senses, and did not exist in the objective, tangible, real world. For example, there were ghosts and witches and fairies, the god Zeus, and pots of gold at the end of rainbows. The distinction was embodied in the duality of reality and not-reality, of real versus imaginary.

Had human beings been able to stand outside this duality, we would early on have realized that this binary distinction was malleable and fluid. Entities and concepts moved from one category to the other: witches and Zeus were real in one time and place and imaginary in another time and place. In modern times, this duality between reality and imaginary has begun to disappear, replaced by the understanding that there is no absolute reality with an objective, observer-independent existence. This understanding became embodied in scientific ideas expressed in the early twentieth century, such as Einstein’s theory of relativity, Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle, and quantum physics.

Spurred on by neuroscience research in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, cognitive science is coming to the same conclusion: that the observed and the observer are not separate dualistic entities, but rather are a tightly coupled unit. The world we experience is not verifiably real; the data from our senses are not objective representations of the world. All of our perceptions are filtered through, and hence are constructs of, the workings of our mind. Reality is mutable, depending on what is being observed, by whom, where, when, how, and why. Therefore, none of us perceives the world in the same way, because we each imagine our realities into existence (Seigal 2010; Gazzaniga and Mangun 2014). Imagination is no longer relegated to that portion of our mental activity that deals with things not present to our senses; rather it is the central activity of our mind. Imagination is that cognitive activity which constructs our realities.

Our realities are constructed using internal and external sensory information as building blocks. Sensory data both activate the cognitive processing of imagination and provide the content on which imagination works. Because there are so many components contributing to any cognitive construction, it is hard to present a causality model describing exactly how imagination creates the reality within which we function. And, although we can follow the workings of the brain, we have no idea how these become the ideas and constructs with which we live. We can, however, postulate that, because sensory data contribute material with which imagination works, auditory sensory data contribute significantly to our realities. Research into our hearing sense makes clear that sound provides a rich source of information about both external and internal worlds. Hearing connects us to the external world. For example, it communicates information such as the existence, nature, and location of events and objects relative to ourselves and the content and quality of our physical surroundings. Hearing supports our ability to navigate the physical environment and, because of the social cues sound provides, helps us navigate the social environment. Sound appears linked to territorial claims, power projection, and eliciting of emotions. Sound transports us in space and time.

By examining the ways in which sonic stimuli communicate valuable information about the world external to ourselves, and exploring the ways in which the cognitive activity of imagination, acting on sonic information, creates our realities, we gain a better understanding of what we know and how we know about ourselves and our sociocultural and physical environments. We gain increased insight into the ways in which sound and hearing contribute to who we are—what we think and feel, the decisions we make—and where we are.


Reality Is a Cognitive Construct


The brain and mind produce ever-changing cognitive models of realities that enable us to function. Our realities are both personally unique and culturally similar. Hearing contributes significant content to forming these mental models.



The Brain and Mind Create Meaningful Realities

In the discussions that follow, the brain is viewed from a physiological aspect, and the mind from a cognitive processing aspect. The mind is a process that is embodied in the physical brain and in the network of nerves that send stimuli to the brain, including those from what Gershon (1998) called the second brain, the enteric nervous system. The brain is the flow and movement of electrochemical energy along neurons and across synapses; the mind regulates this flow and movement, processing stimuli to produce meaning. While we are coming to understand more about the workings of the brain, we still know very little about how the mind works—how neuronal firing becomes emotions, ideas, thoughts, or consciousness.

The brain has more than 100 billion interconnected neurons, each of which has the possibility of having 10,000 connections to other neurons. The result is hundreds of trillions of possible connections in our brains. The neurons fire in clusters or bundles, which form patterns, or states of activation, and follow pathways of connections throughout the brain. Together, the neuronal firing patterns produce organized representations of the world—cognitive models of reality—which allow us to relate to the world in a functional way (Horowitz 2012).

Our mental models of reality are not static; they are being acted on continuously by cognitive processing of stimuli and thus are always changing form and accruing meanings. For example, when a car horn honks at a busy street corner, the auditory system sends the information to the brain stem, which processes it at lightning speed for safe/dangerous evaluation. The neuronal firing activity then connects to associated neuronal firing patterns in other parts of the brain. Interconnected patterns provide additional complex meanings that are unique to each of us.

The process of meaning attachment might develop as follows: horn sounds: danger alert, stop, don’t cross, could get hit, step back, safe; have an appointment, late, again; often late, must leave earlier, must plan better; city too crazy, love small towns, miss slow pace; what excuse to give at meeting, always late, embarrassed, might get fired? … and so on, endlessly spinning out associations, creating a series of personal cognitive reality models. Eventually the light changes, the person returns to the here and now, creates another cognitive model of safety, and crosses the street.

Each of these associations is experienced as real when they bubble up in the mind. A multitude of imagined cognitive realities exist, coming and going according to the mind’s own logic, changing as internal and external circumstances change. These realities are unexamined and mostly unknown to us. It is estimated that perhaps 95 percent of our mental activity is unavailable to the conscious mind. Our imagined models of reality travel through time, going back to our childhoods and going forward to our futures. We travel through space to other places we have existed in or think we remember existing in, and forward to places we might exist in. Associated neuronal firing patterns, recruiting various parts of the brain, allow us to interpret and cope with the present world by using patterns of past experience and projecting into and planning for the future.



Sensory Perception Provides the Building Blocks of our Realities

Various influences shape how our senses perceive, and how our minds combine and interpret the data our senses deliver, such as genetic inheritance, physiological variations, sociocultural exposure, passive conditioning, active learning, environmental stressors, aging, and personal experiences. We each perceive and interpret the world in unique ways. On the other hand, within a given culture, most cultural members develop similar concepts about the nature of the physical and cultural worlds, more or less agreeing on what they perceive and on how to interpret their perceptions. These then inform common social norms and culturally recognizable decisions about how to behave. While each of us inhabits our unique sensory world, at the same time we inhabit a world that is understood in a sufficiently similar way that we can function together. We proceed with the assumption that our sensory perceptual knowledge is both accurate and shared, allowing us to function effectively. This certainty has evolutionary significance. We must have confidence or we would be overwhelmed with confusion and become a predator’s meal.


Sonic Stimuli Provide Significant Information

One of the most important sensory contributors to the content of our mental models is hearing. It is deeply wired into mammalian brains and is processed faster than stimuli from other sensory systems. It is “on” 24/7, even before birth. We hear across distances, 360 degrees in all planes, and when vision is useless. In the physical environment, it communicates the presence of an event and an object. Sound tells the eyes where to look; it tells us where things are, relative to ourselves. Sound communicates movement of objects and events relative to us, and the movement of ourselves relative to other objects. Sound tells us the physical properties of objects and spatial environments, their shape, mass, and makeup (Blesser and Salter 2007). Sound expresses sociocultural cues that indicate what is happening in a place and how we should behave. Perhaps most importantly, sound enables us to communicate with speech and music. Speech is the basis of human interaction and community building. Speech is what connects us to each other, providing crucial emotional support, the ability to consider and share past and future, to discuss and pass on complex new ideas, to engage in creative problem-solving.

While every year we come to understand more about the purely physiologic activities of processing auditory stimuli, we do not know exactly how meaning becomes ascribed to these stimuli. What follows is an amalgam of what is presently known, what is presently surmised, and what is observed phenomenologically about the cognitive processing of sound that substantially contributes to creating our subjective, yet functional, cognitive realities.



Ways in Which Sound Contributes to Our Cognitive Realities


By examining the kinds of information that auditory stimuli provide about our inner and outer worlds, we can begin to understand how our functional cognitive models of reality are formed. Also, it is important to review some aspects of the current thinking about how sounds contribute meaning to these models.


Hearing Is a Basic Connection to What Is Happening in the External World

Sound is caused by a vibration in air that propagates in the form of audible mechanical waves of pressure and displacement. Because mechanical events that dissipate energy usually produce audible sonic vibrations, a soundscape should really be called an “eventscape” (Blesser and Salter 2010). Every event has an accompanying sound: the rhythmic clack of walking on a wooden floor, the shouting of a child in surprise, the ringing of a doorbell to signal a visitor, the shattering of glass dropped on a hard surface. When we hear a sound, our brain searches for familiar patterns to use in ascribing meaning to that sound—both to the source of the sound and to the modifying physical properties of the space within which it travels. All of the millions of sounds that accompany the events in our world connect us to and identify the events in our world.

The auditory sense is constantly monitoring the background environment for sonic change. What captures our attention is change in volume or cessation of sound, change in frequency with particular attention paid to the expression of low frequencies, change in familiar sounds, the sudden onset of sound particularly if the sound is very loud, and the production of inharmonic or culturally determined unpleasant sounds. When auditory change is detected, the brain stem produces a startle response, an almost instantaneous (less than 10 milliseconds) triggering of arousal: pay attention to that stimulus! The fight/flight/freeze hormone response ensues, enabling a successful defense if needed. The brain then gathers and processes additional sonic data to determine whether the sonic source or the sonic change is familiar, is dangerous, can be responded to at that point, or whether additional data from other sensory sources are needed. At a slightly slower pace, and relying on several brain substrates, the mind uses the working memory to engage past experiences, learning, matching against familiar patterns, and context to gain a fuller picture of the environment and evaluate it. Based on these cognitive processing activities, the mind is able to use sonic sensory data to reason, make decisions, and determine a useful and appropriate response to the original sonic trigger (Juslin and Västfjäll 2008; Horowitz 2012). This is a simple explanation of a complicated mental process, and it is being expanded by current research on a yearly basis. Nevertheless, it is sufficient to make the point that hearing is a crucial connector to the eventscape environment.


Binaural Hearing Tells the Eyes Where to Look and Distance and Movement

Because human ears are placed on both sides of the head, sound reaches each ear at a different time and at different amplitudes. The brain computes the differences and produces a determination of direction from which the sound originated. Sound tells the eyes where to look. A footstep, a lion’s roar, a clap of thunder, a rush of water—binaural hearing adds to the awareness of an event by allowing us to localize the event relative to the self. A determination can be made assessing the implications for further engagement with that event.

Sound contributes to determining distance and movement of a sound source: qualities of sound that contribute to our ability to perceive the distance of an event from the self include sonic dispersion, reverberation, and changes in the spectral balance due to air absorption (Blesser and Salter 2007). The Doppler Effect—the change in pitch of a sonic event as the sound-source and the observer move toward or away from each other—communicates movement of an event relative to the self. A human listener can determine whether the event source (car, train, plane, or lion) is moving toward or away by the upward or downward shift in pitch. Rising sound intensity also communicates movement and distance relative to the self. There are brain substrates that are particularly sensitive to rising sound intensity, which serves as an early warning system of approaching danger (Horowitz 2012). Whether it is the increasingly loud sound of a stampeding elephant herd or of an approaching train, this provides adaptive advantage in decoding the external world.

The ascription of such meanings to complex sonic stimuli by cognitive processing complements information being supplied by vision; the senses work together to create a fuller picture of the environment.


A Big Sound Is Powerful, Dominant, and Dangerous: Sound Is Physical Energy

A low pitch communicates a larger mass—a tuba or an elephant; a high pitch communicates a smaller mass—a piccolo or a parakeet. Evolution favors that life form that can dominate the environment and dominate competitors. Big mass equates to big energy, which equates to power, which equates to dominance, which equates to survival.

Since the auditory system is associated in the brain with those substrates that deal with arousal and fear, we can use sound to shape and control interactions. For example, we raise the decibel level of our voice to intimidate others, often lowering pitch as well. In comparison, we speak in a low-decibel, high-pitched sing-song voice to babies to signal safety. The word content is less important than the emotional message extracted from the sounds and all that implies to the mind in terms of arousal and fear, or safety and comfort. In understanding language, we first process the meaning of the sound itself, using paralinguistic cues that include volume, pitch, and intonation. Understanding the word content comes later and, if the sound is sufficiently evocative, can be almost irrelevant.

We can use loud sound as combat. Consider two opposing sports team-fans, shouting over each other, making loud sounds with various instruments. The sonic volume contest is an equivalent to the sports-field contest. Military bands have loud instruments: horns of all sizes and timbre, drums of various types. Such instruments contribute to making the sound loud and attention-getting. Listeners’ hormones are stirred. They are assured that military might matches sonic might. In the same way, an automobile driven with the windows open and the sound system cranked up to maximum is attention-getting and potentially intimidating to all who hear it; the driver can be experienced as dominating the physical space (Blesser and Salter 2008).


Sound Claims Territory

Sound normally radiates in all directions. We use sound to claim the three-dimensional spatial area within which the sound is heard. Alain Corbin describes how, in nineteenth-century France, the sound of the church bell was used to mark both time and identity. Village bells represented the prestige of the community, its honor, and its reputation. The sound of a village’s bell marked the boundaries and extent of the village territory—if a villager could hear the bell, they were a citizen of that village. The ringing of the bells also marked events and belief systems. Disputes over who could ring the bell and for what kind of event were part of disputes about religious versus secular control of villagers’ lives, the relative strength of local versus national control, differences of political loyalties and beliefs, and even controversies with neighboring villages over boundaries and economic issues. As the casting of bells became less the province of itinerant bell-makers, who invoked mysterious rituals and produced bells locally and with identifiable sounds, and more the product of distant factories producing uniform-sounding bells with no rituals, the significance of the bell-sound diminished (Schafer 1977; Corbin 1998). Probably the final demise of this kind of aural spatial claiming was brought about by the advent of more universal aural communication systems—telephone, radio, movies, and television. Bells no longer had any special, locally identifiable role to play. Villagers became citizens of a global territory.

In traditional cultures, sounds produced by bells, percussive instruments, chanting, and firecrackers are thought to drive away evil spirits, purifying the hearers and the spaces where the sounds can be heard. In Japan at midnight on December thirty-first, Buddhist temple bells are rung 108 times. Buddhists believe there are 108 passions and desires that entrap humans in the cycle of suffering. Hearing the bells will help to free the listener for the coming year. Sounds can also bring blessings. In Myanmar, Buddhist practitioners ring large bells at holy sites, located so the sounds carry across a distance. It is hoped that people hearing the sounds of the sacred bells will experience blessings. In Islam, the adhan, the call to pray, is chanted five times per day, emanating from the minaret atop the local mosque. The sound spreads out across the landscape like a sonic dome, creating sacred space within it, stating the basic ideology of Islam for all to hear who are within the sonically delineated area.


Sound and Emotions

The connection between alarming noises and danger, between hearing and emotion is a very early one in our brain’s development. In addition, the processing of sonic stimuli occurs in multiple locations in the brain, often in areas close to where our emotions are being generated and processed. Hearing is thus closely intertwined with experiencing emotions. What we hear, and under what conditions, can contribute to the emotional content of our cognitively created realities.

The relationship between sound and emotions has often been studied using musical sound, exploring the possible ways in which music can stimulate certain emotions in humans (Juslin and Västfjäll 2008). For our purpose, we must distinguish between music and sound: all cochlear music is sound; not all sounds are music. Cognitive processing of emotion and music is still not fully understood, and music contains certain properties that are not present in general sounds. The following discussion mainly relates to nonmusical sounds, although the evocative power of music is also considered.

Sound is fast-acting and appears to be powerful in bringing a variety of emotions to conscious awareness; this appears to hold true across an array of cultures. Both the human voice and music appear to be particularly evocative, as are sounds that are important to human survival and functioning (Horowitz 2012). Generally, familiar sounds are more easily identified and more quickly reacted to. When we hear our name or a familiar voice in a noisy situation, these seem to jump out from the background sounds. When we process the meaning of speech, we first have an emotional response to the sound itself, to the paralinguistic aspects; then, more slowly, we call on the various parts of the brain to process semantic content.

A useful way to understand the power of sound to invoke emotions is to explore the working of sounds like speech, background eventscape sounds, and music in movies, television, and advertising. Carefully crafted sound directs the attention of the viewer, controlling the type and degree of the viewer’s arousal. Sound is used to provide a consistent emotional flow to storytelling. When the two senses of vision and hearing are associated, they reinforce each other. The image brings the associated sound to the forefront of consciousness, and the sound brings up the associated image. Together, they can evoke affiliated emotions (Horowitz 2012).



Neural Binding Problem

An important question is: how do these associations occur in the brain? One answer might be found in what is called the neural binding problem (NBP). The brain functions like a committee, each piece of which addresses different functioning activities—some parts of the brain deal with vision, some with hearing, some with emotion, some with long-term memory, and so forth. Within these activities are subparts; for example, with hearing there are parts of the brain dealing with music, other parts dealing with decoding speech, and other parts dealing with alarming sounds. And within these there are subsubsections dealing with each of the complex aspects of the subparts; for example, with music there are separate areas for processing rhythm, pitch, melody, and so on. There are infinitely smaller pieces of the brain that come into play with any sensory processing. Somehow, all of this processing comes together into a unified perception—they bind together. Not only do the parts of the brain dealing with speech produce a coherent understanding of the spoken words but also, if the words are aligned with music, we experience a song with lyrics that we comprehend and remember. If these are associated with experiences, images, places, and persons, perhaps through affective learning, it all somehow, preconsciously binds together into a coherent, meaningful, unified whole that we experience on the conscious level. While this is a simple description, the NBP is infinitely complex, still very little understood, and yet is at the heart of how the mind functions to make sense out of the avalanche of sensory stimuli the brain receives (Feldman 2012).

While most research on NBP has taken place with vision, we can apply the general concept to processing sounds as well. Hearing the song and lyrics of a movie theme brings up images from the movie, including how we felt when we saw the movie, with whom we saw the movie and how we felt about that person, how old we were at the time and what it felt like to be that age, where we were when we first saw the movie, and so forth in a hugely complex bundle. All of this mental processing takes place at great speed subconsciously. The processing involves such cognitive activities as time travel, place travel, emotional excitation, and short- and long-term memory. The outcome is a brief conscious experience, rich with associations and emotions, that constitutes our personal reality.


Synaptic Plasticity

Another way of understanding how our brains create associations is to look at synaptic plasticity: the way the synaptic connections in our brains are changed and shaped by experience. When electrochemical signals are passed from one nerve cell to the next, this is referred to as synaptic transmission, or synaptic firing. When two or more neurons fire at the same time, new connections are made between them, or existing ones are strengthened. Usually the synaptic transmissions between nerve cells form patterns of connection or networks of associations.

The psychologist Donald Hebb postulated that when two neurons fire at the same time, the connections between them are more likely to be strengthened and they become more likely to fire together again in the future. Simplistically stated: neurons that fire together, wire together. If the association is repeated, the synaptic connection becomes stronger. The brain wiring becomes like a highway connecting, in the case of sound brands or learned auditory attentional associations, the sound and the original stimulus. And the opposite occurs: when two neurons stop firing at the same time because the association stops being repeated, the connective wiring fades away. In other words: neurons that fire apart, wire apart. However, enough wiring can remain to be reconnected through later experiences of associative synaptic firing (Hebb 1949).


Sonic Branding

There appear to be particular qualities of musical sounds that increase the likelihood that our brain will associate certain musical themes with movie/advertising imagery. The sounds should be memorable and instantly recognizable because of their compelling tunefulness or musical power, by being repeated and repeatedly associated with the images, and by easily connecting to our basic body rhythms and mental wiring (Horowitz 2012). Think of the movie Titanic and the emotively romantic quality of the song “My Heart Will Go On” sung by the instantly recognizable Celine Dion. Another easily recognizable musical theme is the leitmotif accompaniment to the appearance of Darth Vader on screen in the Star Wars movies, titled “The Imperial March” but most often called “The Darth Vader Theme.” It is set in a minor key, is introduced by militaristic drums and horns, and has a driving beat played at high volume. It presents a menacing quality, overwhelming the audience with a musical statement of Darth Vader’s power. Perhaps the most iconic of movie themes is from Jaws, which accompanies the fearfully dangerous appearance of the white shark. The alternating two notes, played by the high-volume, low-frequency emitting tuba and enhanced with artificial reverberation, repeat several times with a tension-producing pause between the repetitions. The notes vibrate through our bodies and build suspense. They appear relentless, signaling the approach of terrible danger. Even if you did not recognize the theme, it might well be experienced as frightening. Hearing these carefully composed sounds immediately brings to mind the images, characters, and emotions associated with them—sonic brands have been created. (See Gustafsson, this volume, chapter 18, for more on sonic branding.)


Auditory Attentional Associations

The potential for learned auditory attentional associations exists in everyday life experiences. Some events have strong emotional associations; these emotions can be happy, sad, frightening, comforting, and so forth. A sound that occurs within the same physical location or time frame as the emotionally evocative event can itself come to be associated with that emotion. Later on, hearing the associated sound can evoke the original emotion, even if the event occurred far away in time or space. Neurons that fire together wire together.

The sonic qualities that help auditory attentional associations develop are quite similar to those qualities that lead to sonic branding. The sound should be memorable in quality; for example: unique, arousing, or highly melodic. It should be recognizable, so it should be fairly simple. It should be short enough in duration to be contained in short-term memory while the brain works through the associated patterns of synaptic firing. Often the most memorable sounds mimic or use the basic principles or patterns of biology, such as the rhythm of a heartbeat, or a deep reverberant sound that vibrates through the whole body, or a sound so startling that it invokes the fear arousal system (Horowitz 2012).

The emotions associated with an event and evoked by a sound can be positive—hearing the sound of waves on a beach for a person who spent their early years near water can remind them of early home, of a time of safety and comfort, and of the people associated with that time and that place. The auditory association with a time and/or place can also evoke negative emotions—hearing a car backfiring can remind a war veteran of exploding ordinance and the associated fear of danger and death, of a place and time of war, and of people who were part of a powerful and frightening experience.


Eventscapes Communicate Locational and Behavioral Cues

The ways in which space is organized and used embody and encode the values, customs, and conventions of a society or culture. Behavioral norms, including those norms relating to sonic behaviors, achieve public order by producing an organized, predictable, and thus safe social environment, and enhance identification with the group. We learn where it is customary to shout and where it is customary to speak quietly; where rude language is appropriate and where only mannered language is acceptable; where whistling, hand-clapping, or musical sounds are welcomed and where they are not. Physical space, therefore, is also cultural space, and auditory behavior is a sonic representation of a culture’s expectations and norms. Sounds become an important part of our constructed cognitive realities, enabling us to function in various cultural spaces. If we do not match sounds to spaces, we risk being socially and culturally discordant and disconnected.

As cultural members, we are taught by acculturation to match our sonic behavior to the expectations inherent in a particular cultural eventscape. We know that if we are at a sports game and disagree with the umpire’s call of a play against our team, we are encouraged to “boo” loudly. Doing so shows our support of the team and our membership in the collective fandom. On the other hand, if we are at a symphony concert and we disagree with the way the conductor is interpreting the musical score, our only sonic recourse is to applaud tepidly if at all. If we break the sonic behavior rules, we risk being identified either as a cultural outsider or as a cultural rebel by deliberately flouting sonic spatial-use rules.

An eventscape is the totality of sounds in a particular place at a particular time, including the way environmental acoustics changes those sounds as they travel from the sound-source to the listener. Because specific spaces encode specific sonic behaviors, both spaces and behaviors become associated with signature sets of sounds. As we move through a variety of spaces, we encounter a variety of recognizable auditory environments. We know, simply by what we are hearing, whether we are at a baseball game or in an office; whether we are on a busy urban street corner or in a home kitchen.

As we move through our day, we transit through a variety of sonic environments. We recognize these environments, and we match our sonic behaviors to them. In the morning, we usually begin our day in a quiet, private space. If we are part of a family, we hear the sounds that accompany a family’s preparing for the day, and we contribute to those sounds with our own preparations. As we enter those places associated with commuting to work, we hear the sounds that are part of the technology of moving large numbers of people through urban spaces. We might choose to block out these sounds by introducing an alternative, private sonic environment via earphones through which we play sounds of our own choice, or by traveling in an acoustically tight capsule such as a car. When we arrive at our place of work, we participate in appropriate sonic behavior as we make our way through our day in the work world. We know when and where to talk and conversely to keep quiet; we know to make sure our private conversations are not overheard by others. After work, we enter different worlds: a noisy social bar with coworkers; a low-conversation gym with sounds of exercise music thumping and the clanking of workout equipment; a child’s raucous sports game with coaches and parents vying to support their children’s teams. Each of these places encloses a specific type of activity and specific accompanying sonic behaviors. Each sonic environment is a different cognitive reality.

Each eventscape is unique because it is a combination of the sounds generated by the events that take place in it, modified by the reflective surfaces of that particular space, all occurring at a particular time. The sonic cues of an eventscape often tell us not only where we are but also what time it is, what the season is, and even what time-period it is (Schafer 1977). Increasingly, our spaces are becoming internationalized—for example, shopping malls, urban streets, airports, large office buildings. These are all beginning to have consistent and predictable eventscapes because the architecture is consistent, the activities in them are similar, and the technology is very much the same. If we close our eyes and ignore the language being spoken, we are hard pressed to determine by sound if we are in Tokyo, Berlin, or New York City. Unique eventscapes are disappearing; our daily eventscapes are being homogenized by uniformity.


We Can Read a Space Using Reverberation Cues

Sound is caused by a vibration in air that propagates in the form of audible mechanical waves of pressure and displacement. When these waves pass through air in an enclosed space, they reflect off the surfaces of the enclosed space. These surfaces include not only the six surfaces of a typical rectangular enclosure, but also the surfaces of whatever is in that enclosure, including objects and people. In a nonenclosed space, these waves reflect off the physical elements in the space, including trees, people, hills, water, and so on. Each type and shape of reflective surface absorbs, reflects, and diffuses sound waves in different ways. The human ear hears and the human mind decodes the differences, determining whether the space is open or enclosed; the volume of the enclosure; the materials of the enclosure; the number, materials, and shapes of the contents; and the placement and direction of objects and reflective surfaces in the space. We can “read” a space with our ears.

An excellent example of the ability to read a space through acoustic cues has been presented by Daniel Kish, a blind individual who has become expert in human echolocation. By producing a continuous set of vibrations from a sound source such as a click, Kish has taught blind individuals to hear and decode the sounds reflected back from objects in their environment. With training, these individuals can produce a sonic-image in their minds by using the part of the that, in a sighted person, would be used to form a visually based image. Kish and his students are able to sonically “see,” and successfully ride a bicycle on a path through a forest (Kish and Bleier 2000). Kish and his cohorts are using sonic data to create their realities, substituting sounds for visual data.

All hearing individuals use reverberation to “read” the space they inhabit. Combining what we hear with what we see, often without focused attention being paid, we use the information of our senses to navigate our surroundings and avoid bumping into walls, people, and furniture. We aurally know when a wall is nearby, when we are passing an open window or door, when we have crossed from a carpeted to an uncarpeted floor, when we have transited from a small enclosed space to a large enclosed space, when we are walking down the sidewalk of a busy street versus a hallway, and so on. Auditory information combined with information provided by other senses creates a functional “image” of the space, helping us to navigate our physical world successfully. Research has shown that people who have a mild—25 dB—hearing loss have almost three times the likelihood of falling; every 10 dB of hearing loss increases the likelihood 1.4 times. The reasons are speculative, but one reason put forward is that hearing contributes important information about the environment. If those with hearing loss cannot successfully compensate for the loss of this information by accessing data from the other senses, they have difficulty navigating challenging spaces (Lin and Ferucci 2012). We do not have to be aware that we are receiving information from our senses in order to derive a benefit.

Certain types of reverberation might be associated with certain types of emotions. Some associations are mediated by culture, but others seem universal. For example, an enclosed space that is very large, has a very high ceiling, has hard reflective surfaces and has a central area that is open, such as a cathedral, a mosque, a train station or airport, the entrance to a public performance or meeting space, or a large cave will produce a unique set of sonic reverberations that are instantly recognizable by those whose culture includes such spaces. As discussed earlier with both the NBP and Hebbian plasticity, our minds attach associations from the activities usually held in such spaces to the associated reverberation, producing emotional responses. Reverberations from religious spaces such as mosques and cathedrals might be associated with spirituality and can produce emotions of reverence; train stations and airports might be associated with travel and can produce emotions of anticipation or anxiety; entrances to large museums or performance spaces might be associated with special events and can produce emotions of excitement and eagerness. Universally, it appears that large caves might be associated with nature’s mysteries, potentially producing emotions of wonder and nervousness.



We Are Social Animals Who Rely on Our Ability to Hear Speech

Humans have developed spoken languages that provide a tool for thinking and communicating complex ideas, including those about past and future; to form and sustain groups; to nurture emotional stability; and to harness the variety of human abilities found in a group to create powerful meta-instruments.

Vocabulary and grammatical structure are the basics of spoken language, but there is much more that is communicated with nonlexical sounds. These paralinguistic cues depend on variations in the prosodic features of the voice itself, such as volume, speed, pitch and pitch contour, intonation, cadence, lilt, inflection, tone, stress, and rhythm. In addition, there are nonword specific sounds such as a cough, gasp, sigh, throat clearing, and hesitations. All of these communicate the speaker’s state of mind—their emotions, attitudes, and intentions—better than words are able to do. Paralinguistic cues can also attest to the speaker’s class, geographic origins, educational level, and first language. While language is often written and thus becomes visual, language originated as sound; hearing language is one of the essential sonic activities in which we engage.

Language acquisition, comprehension, and production require many cognitive processes, involving several areas of the brain and the pathways among them. The centuries-old debate about whether or not language shapes the way we think, see the world, and behave had been unresolvable because there had been no way to test the hypotheses in either direction. In the last several years, however, neuroscientists have focused on tests that show the degree to which linguistic processes are fundamental in shaping cognition: in determining how we understand the world and how we act in it. The language we speak influences such cognitive activities as memory, learning, category formation and distinction, spatial and temporal concepts, causality, emotion, our way of understanding motivation, and our way of engaging in risk-taking. And, as we learn new languages, our conceptions of the world change to reflect the new concepts embodied in the new language. The significant contribution of language in forming our cognitive models suggests that what we hear significantly shapes our realities (Boroditsky 2017).


Creative Cognitive Processing: Putting Together the Pieces into a Functioning Whole


Sensory information is one of the many types of building blocks that contribute to our cognitively created realities. The preceding discussions have presented an overview of the kinds of information about our inner and outer worlds that can be attributed to one type of sensory information—sonic stimuli. Sensory stimuli generally and sonic stimuli specifically are conveyed to the brain via several nervous systems and are cognitively processed in ways that make the information meaningful. While we are beginning to directly explore the ways in which the brain works in processing internal and external stimuli, we still do not know how this processing produces things of the mind—how ideas, emotions, judgments, determinations leading to behavior, beliefs, concepts, and so forth emerge from brain activity. In short, we do not yet understand consciousness. There are several hypotheses that have been developed that attempt to explain consciousness. It is important to be aware that hypotheses defining and explaining consciousness and the mind are purely conceptual: heuristically useful today, augmented or replaced tomorrow. Even though we do not have hard scientific proof, our current generation of heuristic models does in fact explain the results of various experiments, and matches our intuitive understanding of how humans function in their day-to-day lives. In the next section I will explore a few of these as they relate to imagination and the processing and experiencing of sound.


Disconnection and Dissociation—Creativity and Imagination

Reality is not absolute and objective. We live in our own physical and sociocultural realities, our own inner and outer realities, that are subjective and constantly changing. We “create” our realities; we “imagine” the cognitive worlds in which we live.

Because we do not know how our minds produce our realities, the most that can be presented at this point are hypotheses about the nature of this cognitive activity. One such hypothesis suggests that creative cognition results from the coordinated actions of three sets of neural networks (Vartanian et al. 2013). These three cognitive networks, each recruiting from specific distributed brain areas interacting dynamically, seem to describe what the mind is doing when it is creating our various realities: (1) The default network, also called the imagination network, is considered to produce dynamic mental simulations and various alternative scenarios and events. This network appears to process internal sensory stimuli—remembrance of past experiences, future projections, the state of one’s emotions, and awareness of others by imagining what they are thinking or feeling. (2) The salience network helps to determine which internal and external sensory stimuli to pay attention to and which to ignore. This network appears to assess the situation a person is in and, based on this assessment, determines which of the wealth of stimuli are going to be attended to. It enables us to switch among all the various available internal and external stimuli, according to some set of criteria. (3) The executive attention network appears to focus the attention on a task, such as reading a scientific article or solving a problem. It also serves as a check on the functionality of what has been produced by the workings of the other networks, perhaps by recruiting memory of prior experiences and applying normative feedback.

These networks neither function independently nor are they necessarily available for conscious awareness. It is their complex and intertwined interaction, much of it unconscious, that appears to result in our cognitive realities. This thesis presents a possible way in which imagination contributes to our created realities. Mental simulations, alternative scenarios, past memories, future projections, and models of others’ realities are all considered to constitute the mental activity called imagination. All of these both contribute to and comprise our realities.


A Continuum of Imagined Aural-Dominant Realities

Another hypothesis addresses the experience of normal dissociation. We exist in several created realities simultaneously, some of which are more closely attached to external sensory stimuli while others are more attached to internal stimuli. Detachment from external sociocultural and physical stimuli and attachment to internal stimuli can both exist on continua from mild to profound. Normal external dissociation events include such familiar occurrences as daydreaming, some kinds of trance states, deep meditation, some forms of hypnosis, hallucination, and illusion. Such events might also involve greater attachment to internal stimuli. Unlike in more profound states of external dissociation, individuals are able to move in and out of these milder states by choice, all the while continuing to remain functional.

One way in which individuals can experience mild, normal external dissociation occurs when one type of sensory stimulus overcomes the experiencing of other types of sensory stimuli. Examples of sonic stimuli claiming our full attention and determining the nature of our reality include being deeply absorbed in a telephone dialogue, listening to a compelling speaker or storyteller, or listening to a favorite piece of music. This is an aural-dominant reality. Sometimes other senses contribute to the forming of an aural-dominant reality by acting as a kind of turbo-charge to the power of sound to captivate our attention, such as when vision combines with hearing in a movie, or when movement-awareness combines with hearing while dancing. In all these cases, what we hear and the context of hearing create an aural-dominant cognitive reality, while other sensory realities diminish in their power to claim our attention.

Mildly dissociated incidents are sometimes referred to as altered states of consciousness or awareness. Actually, however, there is no single normative state of consciousness that is being altered or diverged from. Instead, we inhabit multiple realities constructed from shifting internal and external sensory stimuli, processed by neural networks. We are constantly cycling through many cognitive realities generated by many parts of our brain, producing many states of consciousness. Most of these states of consciousness are so fleeting we do not notice them shifting; many occur so deeply we never know about them. As we transition among realities, the experience is seamless and fluid, unlike early frame-by-frame flickering movies. This fluidity of transition is evolutionarily adaptive: sudden jumps in experiential representations would be distracting and disorienting. In daily life, we do not experience altered states of consciousness; we experience whatever state of consciousness rises to the surface at that moment. If we are engaged in ultraconcentration focused on aural stimuli, this is not an altered state of consciousness; it is an aural-dominant reality with much less input from other senses. It is a normal, mildly dissociated reality, mainly composed of aural-dominant sensory information filtered through cognitive neural networks.

These mildly dissociated cognitive realities are often designated as the product of imagination. When we are engrossed in listening to a story, especially accompanied by music and movement, we imagine the characters into existence and ourselves into the activity space of those characters. When we are carrying out a distance conversation by telephone, we imagine the person into existence right before us, using gestures and facial expressions just as if the other party were physically in our presence. These imagined experiences are our realities, our states of consciousness.

A common distinction is to consider reality as being that which can be comprehended by our external senses, as coming from outside ourselves, and imagination as being produced from purely internal cognitive processing. However, this distinction is misleading because it depends on assuming (1) that there is a reality that can be accurately and purely apprehended; (2) that cognitive processing of this external reality is a one-to-one capturing of that reality—actually, that which we call external reality appears to be external stimuli strongly filtered through, modified, and interpreted by internal sensory stimulation, memory, emotions, patterns, learning, cognitive context, and so on; and (3) that we can tell the difference between a “real” world and an “imagined” world. There is no real world that is distinct from an imagined world. All of our realities are cognitive creations. At different times, our realities are more or less influenced by the degree of our attachment to internal or external stimuli. This influence exists on a continuum. Our cognitive realities are located at various points along this continuum of attachment, and whatever we are experiencing at that moment is our reality.


Focus Determines Which Cognitive Reality Will Prevail

In everyday life, we assume we are taking in and processing all the sensory stimuli present in our environment. However, we actually take in only a fraction of what is available. Focus, intensified for various reasons, can result in advantaging certain stimuli over other stimuli. There are classic visual experiments where subjects exhibit “inattentional blindness”: they are so absorbed in a task that they focus attention only on the stimuli relating to accomplishing that task, ignoring all other tangential stimuli. For example, consider the experiment where subjects failed to notice the presence of a person in a gorilla suit in the middle of basketball practice because they were focused on counting the precise number of times the white-shirted team passed the ball (Simmons and Chabris 1999). A similar type of sensory inattention, “change blindness,” refers to subjects failing to notice a major change in the environment when that change is tangential to accomplishing the assigned task. For example, consider the experiment where subjects failed to notice that the person to whom they were giving directions on a city street had been switched for another person of a different race or even different gender (Rensink et al. 1997).

Attentional selectivity results from the unconscious mind screening sensory input and thus shaping our experiences dynamically. We pay attention to what is important to us emotionally, socially, and culturally; to that which connects to our past experiences and their associations; to the context of our current situation such as task accomplishment; to coping mechanisms, and what is required for survival. What we focus on among the mass of available stimuli in the environment constitutes the content of our cognitive reality. When sonic stimuli are so compelling that we focus on what we are hearing to the extent that other stimuli are dropped out, we experience an aural-dominant reality. Our cognitive reality is being formed by what we hear.


Examples of Aural-Dominant Realities

Music

Some forms of music can produce a trance state (see, Weinel, volume 2, chapter 15, for more on music and various cognitive realities). Music that is extremely loud, has heavily repetitive rhythms and phrasing, emphasizes bass tones, and is up-tempo can capture our attention and be excitatory. The sympathetic nervous system is activated. There is a surge of excitatory neurotransmitters such as epinephrine and dopamine. The arousal parts of the brain are activated, and arousal hormones are produced. These are naturally accompanied by physiological changes such as increased heartbeat, respiration, and blood pressure. With increased loudness, time appears to slow down and events last longer (Horowitz 2012).

This type of music, especially when experienced as part of a crowd, can create a synchronicity of heartbeat and breathing. A form of emotional contagion—a sharing of similar emotions and behaviors—can develop. Listeners become a single metalistener, moving as one being. They experience satisfaction from integrated and coordinated intimacy.

Tolstoy, writing in the nineteenth century, described such a trance-like state when hearing music at high intensities. His description would be familiar to a rock-concert attendee:

Music makes me forget myself, my true condition, it carries me off into another state of being, one that isn’t my own; under the influence of music I have the illusion of feeling things that I do not feel, of understanding things that I do not understand, being able to do things I’m not able to do.  ([1890] 1998)

He was describing an aural-dominant reality of entrancement.


Telephone

Most of us have experienced being in the same space with a person talking on a hands-free telephone connection. They walk down the street talking to themselves; they shop in the supermarket talking to themselves; they join you on the escalator talking to themselves. Of course, they are talking to someone else, but for a few moments we do not know that. All we notice is that they are moving around among us, speaking animatedly, and often using accompanying gestures. Where are they actually? Are they in the physical space with us? We see their physical body, we hear their embodied voice, but they do not seem to see or hear us.

Neither of the people carrying on the telephone conversation inhabits the physical place their bodies inhabit. Both of them are in an in-between ether-land that only they inhabit, and only for the duration of the call. They are creating their own reality by dissociating from their physical here-and-now and associating to a more aurally dominant internal reality. They move around their physical space using rote motor memory, leaving their cognitive mind free to create the reality made up of speech connection with another person.

Sometimes they can toggle their cognitive attention back to the physical location of their bodies in order to function in their physical space, as when they are shopping in a market and stop talking on the cell phone to order dinner from the butcher. Then they go right back to the in-between ether-land which is physically placeless but cognitively very real. Sometimes, the toggling between cognitive realities is less successful, as when they are talking on the phone and driving a car. When the rote-motor activity of driving suddenly becomes a cognitive function demanding full attention and quick reflexes, it is hard to come back from ether-land to the physicality of their car sufficiently fast to avoid an accident.

This place-traveling without changing location has become so common we barely notice it. Both people talking on the phone are so focused on their aural experience that they exist simultaneously in at least two cognitive realties: their externally connected physical reality (supermarket, automobile) and their internally connected telephone-dialogue reality where the voice of the other person and the content of the conversation create a compelling world. This is such a familiar experience that we do not even realize we are simultaneously inhabiting two places and two realities.


Storytelling

Everyone loves a good story, and the more compellingly it is told, the more involved we are. In preliterate times, storytelling by itinerant entertainers was an important way to preserve history, communicate norms and values, and enforce group identity. The spoken word was often accompanied by sound effects created by stringed instruments and drums, much as Foley artists use sound effects in movies today. This increased the ability of the storyteller to focus the listeners’ attention and imagination by manipulating their brain rhythms and physiological states, and shape their emotional associations and moods. To effectively communicate the important cultural messages within the stories, the storyteller had to induce the listeners to become part of the stories they were hearing. The content of the stories had to be their cognitive realities. The combination of words conjuring images, blended with equally convincing and captivating sounds, worked their magic in creating aural-dominant realities. Even into the nineteenth century, many novels, such as those by Charles Dickens, were written using literary forms that were amenable to being read aloud, capturing the imaginations of listeners of all ages and economic strata (Lai-Ming 2008).

Today we experience similar events that are equally imaginative and literally mentally captivating when we listen to stories told to us via radio and compact disc, to story time at the library, and to rap music. There is a 1965 Stan Freberg advertisement for radio, titled “Stretching the Imagination,” which makes this point convincingly. Freberg describes creating a hot-chocolate drink in Lake Michigan in which the hot chocolate has been substituted for the water. He describes a 700-hundred-foot mountain of whipped cream being moved over the hot chocolate and the dropping of a ten-ton maraschino cherry into the middle, all to the sounds of 25,000 cheering extras. Freberg then cues the appropriate sound effects. He points out how our imagination has been stretched by hearing a description of such an event, much more than by viewing it on television (Freberg 1965). Aural dissociation enables listeners to disconnect from the everyday world and instead experience another reality where such things as dragon-slaying heroes and ten-ton maraschino cherries are absolutely believable and acceptable.


Conclusion

Erwin Schrodinger wrote:

Every man’s world picture is and always remains a construct of his mind and cannot be proved to have any other existence, yet the conscious mind itself remains a stranger within that construct, it has no living space in it, you can spot it nowhere in space.  (Schrodinger 1956)

Our realities are mental constructs, created by the activity of our mind. We use internal and external sensory information filtered through our associations, memory, learned patterns, experiences, and so forth to create the functional worlds in which we live. Sonic stimuli provide important components in this world-creating process. Because there are so many components contributing to any cognitive construction, it is hard to present a causality model describing exactly how imagination creates the reality within which we function. And, although we can follow the workings of the brain, we have no idea how these become the constructs with which we live. We can, however, postulate that because sensory data provide important building blocks with which imagination works, auditory sensory data contributes significantly to our realities.

For millennia, human beings accepted the notion that there was a reality external to ourselves that we accurately perceived with our senses, and alternatively there were worlds and objects disconnected from the information provided by our senses that were the products of the internal workings of our minds, our imaginations. Today, however, the dichotomy of real versus imagined, objective versus subjective, has been shown to be merely one of many mental constructs, something that was created by the workings of our mind and sustained not by its truth but by widespread agreement. Yuval Harari in his book Sapiens (2015) describes our homo sapiens civilization as based on the emergence of a mind that could create and maintain a belief in a number of fictions: for example the power of the Catholic Church to enforce behavior and the value of money that could be traded for goods and services among fellow believers. The moment these are recognized as fictions, as mental constructs produced by imagination, whole systems simply fall apart. Those of us who witnessed the fall of the Berlin Wall can understand how quickly the idea of unconquerable Soviet power was termed imaginary and thus fell, as the physical wall did. Harari contends that homo sapiens’ ability to overcome all other Homo species and ultimately be the most dominant species on earth is due in great part to our mind’s ability to develop fictional concepts and ideas like money, religion, the nation-state, the future—and believe in them. Recently, the long-believed concepts of “the real” as opposed to “the imaginary,” of objective truth as opposed to subjective fantasy, have been relegated to the category of fiction in which we no longer believe.

By defining all experiences, thoughts, concepts, ideas, experiences, judgments, feelings, and so forth as the constructions of imagination, we no longer engage in nonconverging debates about the nature of reality and who can access and accurately describe it. We now can focus on figuring out how the mind works and on the nature of consciousness. One hypothesis, put forward by Anil Seth (2017), is that consciousness is actually more generated from the inside out, than from the outside in. In other words, external stimuli such as sounds do not come into the brain; instead, thousands of nerves in the brain are stimulated to fire. This nerve firing is the internal representation of the external sonic stimuli. The action of the mind gives meaning to these firing nerves. Memory, learning, contextual expectations, physiology, and so forth combine to generate predictions about what we are experiencing, about what is likely to be the origin of the nerve firings, what is likely to be in the outside world that would have produced these firings the brain is experiencing. This predictive perception is the mind’s best guess about the nature of the world outside the brain. In the case of sonic stimuli, predictive perception produces the most likely understanding of the nature and meaning of the sounds. When a group of people agree on the prediction, it is called reality. Seth calls predictive perception controlled hallucination. We are hallucinating or imagining what is in the outside world, what is the nature of the stimuli that is causing the nerve firings in the brain. We are always experiencing controlled hallucination, controlled imagination, to produce a cognitive reality. The external building blocks of controlled imagination are sensory stimuli, such as sound.

There are several professions whose practitioners create or modify the sonic spaces we inhabit, for example, architects, interior designers, and acousticians. There are also professionals who design the technologies that create the sounds to which we listen, for example electroacousticians and audio engineers. These professionals, sometimes without being aware of their impact, are influencing sonic contributions to the cognitive worlds of the inhabitants of their spaces and users of their technologies. Professionals who purposefully create evocative sound environments, such as Foley artists, sound board operators, and sound artists, manipulate the aural realities of their audience, often inducing an aural-dominant reality. While the cognitive processes all these professionals, often unwittingly, use are still in the early stages of being explored and comprehended, modern technology nevertheless is extending the impact of these professionals over our cognitive realities, giving creators and users more choices for experiencing a variety of aural realities.

By exploring the ways in which hearing contributes to our mental constructs of reality, we are able to gain greater understanding of the human experience of sound as we inhabit physical and social space. Using what we hear and the meanings of what we hear, we create our realities and successfully inhabit them. What we hear is where we are.
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chapter 39

Bridging the Other-Real

Video Game Sound and the Imagination

Tom A. Garner



The other-mother, she’s got this whole world where everything’s better. The food, the garden, the neighbours; but it’s all a trap. Don’t believe me? You can ask the cat.

–Coraline (Selick 2009)


Introduction

We are living at a time in which the meaning of reality has never been more obscure. The politicians have brought us “post-truth” while the technologists have brought us virtual worlds through digital games and virtual reality. Regarding the latter, the precise intention for games developers (particularly those for whom presence is a priority, such as in virtual reality and first-person-perspective games) is to bridge the gap between their constructed virtual worlds and the world in which the player is physically situated. Sound is critical to achieving this ambition, specifically due to its capacity for evoking imaginative processes and immersing the listener. This chapter reviews digital game sound in relation to imaginative processes from the underlying perspective that the imagination is a component of reality, not an opposition to it. Equally, the auditory imagination is an inextricable component of auditory perception and the “other-real” world—be it fictional, imagined, or virtual—is a component of our real world. When we perceive, we engage imaginative processes, and when we imagine, we are also perceiving. In a digital game sound application, this perspective reveals the potential for interactions between sound and the imagination to reduce division between the physical world of the “real” and the virtual world of the “other-real.” To make these points, I also use contemporary thinking on cognitive auditory processing as I examine the role of the imagination within the conceptual frameworks of sonic virtuality and emergent perception.

The phenomenology of the imagination presents us with something that is complex and resistant to comprehensive understanding. Within an ontological framework, where should the imagination be situated in relation to its equally elusive bedfellows, reality and perception? Is there a distinct line to be drawn between entities that are imagined and those that are perceived, and, if so, what is the nature of that differentiation? How can imaginary experiences be antitheses to reality when their existence is within reality?

By way of the imagination, sound does much more than simply add another modality of content to a game environment. Unlike the graphical component, game audio is not restricted to the two dimensions of a screen and instead interacts physically with the environment it shares with the player. Content tied to the game world emanates from the hardware (be it speakers or headphones) and spreads to fill the immediate physical space, facilitating presence and creating a significant overlap between worlds. While the physical nature of photons is comparable to soundwaves, in terms of perception the experience of an image on a screen is directional and not surrounding. Presence is broadly defined as a connection to the world that evokes a sensation of being physically present within in it. When coupled with the imagination however, the potential of sound for presence in the game world becomes even more dramatic. Characteristically complex and subjective, the emergent perception of sound engages imaginative processes that attribute a wealth of semantic content, meaning, and understanding to the soundwave. To be clear, a soundwave is not to be confused with sound. A soundwave is a pattern of acoustic energy and contains no inherent meaning, only becoming sound by way of perception. Consequently, a bidirectional bridge is created between the “other-real” game world and the physical world as the game audio is projected into (and interacts with) the material space in which the player is physically situated while the imagination of the player projects the emergent perception of sound back into the other-real.

The previous paragraph might, for some, contain a couple of contentious positions in addition to some equally contentious uses of terminology. In the sections of this chapter that follow, there is a train of thought that terminates at the above assertion and, hopefully, will provide foundational propositions to make the above clearer and more convincing. The train of thought makes stops at the following stations:



• The imagination is a component of reality.


• Imagination and perception together form an integrated process. They do not operate independently from one another.


• The virtual exists alongside the actual, together forming reality. Other-worlds (fictional, imagined, virtual, etc.) exist alongside the physical world. Both are real.


• Through a framework of sonic virtuality we can explore how emergent perception of digital game sound can create a two-way bridge between the physical world and the other-world.




Commencing with an outline of sound as an emergent perception, this chapter then reviews classical and modern literature pertaining to the imagination, in relation to reality and perception, to reveal the significant (and ongoing) changes to thought that are occurring in this area. Understanding the imagination within a digital game context is also addressed and we consider the need for commonplace definitions of virtuality and unreal to be updated. These strands of examination are then brought together as I consider the nature of digital game sound and imaginative processes, specifically, the power of these elements together to blur the boundaries between the world in which the player is physically situated and the “other-real” world of the digital game.


Sonic Virtuality and Emergent Perception

The underlying theoretical position of virtuality, as asserted by Gilles Deleuze (1994), is that reality constitutes two separate modes, the virtual and the actual. Ramiller (2007) draws a connection between Deleuze’s virtuality and Heidegger’s Entwurf (projection) in describing the virtual as a collective of entities that exist outside of present time (the now) yet have the generative potential to determine a present actuality. The virtual is not, however, restricted to an existence out of present time and also features within the now as imperceptible components of a perceptual whole. As Ansell-Pearson explains in his examination of Henri Bergson, “it is the part that is virtual and the whole that is real” (2005, 1112) though, as I shall come to later, what is virtual should not be placed in opposition to what is real and we should replace “real” in this quotation with “actual.” In any single perception, we are presented with the sum total of all the entities of which that perception is formed. We are not granted conscious access to the individual entities themselves. For example, when listening to Dvořák’s 9th Symphony it is likely that during many moments, your perceptual experience is of the orchestra as a whole and the collective movements between the notes that form the melodic phrasing. Within that single perception, the individual contribution of the third row, second violinist is not immediately available to you and, should you choose to reduce your listening to focus on an individual musician (my congratulations on your well-tuned ears), this would constitute an entirely separate perception; one that is also another singular experience formed of multiple virtual components.

Sonic virtuality defines sound itself as an actualization formed from numerous virtual components. A virtual component is essentially something with the potential to influence a perception, but is not what we would describe as the perception itself. It is the individual dot within the pointillist painting. The dot is “received” (i.e., its form is physically detected by the physical senses) but it is not perceived. As visualized in Figure 39.1 (taken from Grimshaw and Garner 2015, 173), virtual entities collectively form a sonic aggregate. At the moment of actualization, an emergent perception is revealed as a singular entity. It is this singular entity that we experience as sound before it then becomes part of the perceptual loop, added to a subsequent sonic aggregate to influence a future actualization.



[image: image]
Figure 39.1 A basic visualization of the Sonic Virtuality concept.





The loop in this visualization illustrates perceptual feedback facilitated by our memory. The basic principle is that our experience of one sound has potential implications on our experience of the next. Following the emergent sound, our perception of the world continues, but our singular experience shifts to create new emergent perceptions. Yet that which came before does not simply disappear; it is instead, reconstituted as a new component of the sonic aggregate.

The sonic virtuality framework can be better elucidated by way of an example: Jennifer (our resident exemplifier) is at home seated in her living room, playing a first-person-perspective adventure game that places her avatar within a three-dimensional environment. In a single moment, many entities are present, some of which are sensuous (the graphical display on the television, the soundwaves originating from the speakers, her heart beating in her chest) while others are nonsensuous (the timbre of her internal monologue as she discusses gameplay strategy with herself, the shade of red that her predictive imagining of blood emanating from her avatar’s body—should that in-game monster, currently bearing down, catch her). A sensuous component possesses physical form and can be sensed, while a nonsensuous component cannot. Within the framework, both types of component are virtual rather than actual (because they are received but not singularly perceived) and real because of their impact on the emergent perception. For Jennifer, cognitive wheels (attention filters, emotion effects, etc.) turn to determine the precise combination of virtual elements that will form the aggregate. Simply because a virtual element is available to Jennifer does not mean it will become a component of the aggregate. The ever-present humming of the refrigerator may be within proximity and therefore audible, but Jennifer’s attention filters, within that moment, deny these soundwaves from joining the aggregate. Those elements that are selected together create the aggregate from which a single percept emerges, pushing through the virtual veil to become an actual experience. This can be visualized by Figure 39.2: the squares represent individual virtual components that all together form the virtual cloud (the collective term for all currently available virtual elements) while the darker tiles represent the particular components that form the perceptual aggregate, from which the actual perception emerges.



[image: image]
Figure 39.2 Emergent perception, with Space Invaders.





Because the stream of virtual input is constant, so is the flow of aggregates from moment to moment. As Jennifer successfully evades the game’s terror from beyond, a whole host of new virtual entities are made available (new soundwaves emanate from the speakers, the relief of escape has dramatically shifted her emotional state and her physiology, the fridge has started buzzing more loudly). The previous emergent perception is not lost, however, but rather is added to the virtual cloud and may potentially feed back into subsequent perceptions. Indeed, such an eventuality is extremely likely, as the previous experience links in with the current in order to provide Jennifer with an overall sense of continuity as aggregates become perceptions that become experiences that become existence.


The Imagination from an Emergent Perspective

Imagination as a concept is one of those wonderful abstractions that evades precise analysis and description. As the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Lia and Gendler 2011) explains, “recent attempts at [an imagination] taxonomy have tended to eschew comprehensiveness, focusing instead on identifying and classifying selected aspects of the phenomenon.” This reiterates the work of Hume, who suggests that the imagination is simultaneously a distortion effect on our sensory experience, a central expression of human creativity that transcends the empirical world, and a means of structuring and making sense of the constant stream of sensory input we receive (Streminger 1980).

For Spinoza, the imagination is the source of representations that make present to us entities (objects/events) that have no immediate temporal or geographical presence (Garrett 2008, 2). Some of the more commonly documented imaginative processes tend to fit under the heading of internalized role-play, in which the individual generates some form of narrative that can “transcend time, place and or circumstance” (Taylor 2013, 1). This might include generating fictional or counterfactual narratives, re-experiencing past events, visualizing locations beyond the immediate environment, and various other imaginative functions.

One particular point of contention to be found within the more classical literature addressing the imagination can be observed when comparing the empiricism of Hume to the transcendental opposition of Kant. In his review of the imagination, McGinn (2009) positions Hume and Kant as having polarized perspectives on the nature of the imagination. The distinction between the two positions is primarily found in the order of origin as a means of establishing the nature of the imagination. Hume’s empiricism puts sensory stimuli first, asserting that all imagined thought is ultimately preceded by (and therefore reducible to) sensory experience, while Kant presents the imagination as the first entity, on which sensory information is added to create a perception.

One of the arguments raised in much of the relevant contemporary literature is that the imagination is not an opposition to reality, but is instead an integral element of it. Shin (1994) posits that an overreliance on reductionist objectivism (reality constitutes events, objects, and properties that are independent of human understanding) has led to the imagination being marginalized in previous studies of human experience and reasoning. Taylor notes that the imagination was once thought of “something that people outgrew—that the fantasy worlds of childhood gradually faded away as thinking became more adapted to reality” (2013, 2). Countering such perspectives is a more “integrative” view of the imagination (see Shin 1994), in which the imagination is an essential component of mental function without which basic cognitive and behavioral action would be impossible. For example, we cannot form speech without imaginative processes that bring forth the words in advance of their enunciation as the words leave our lips (Astman 1986). The imagination has such importance in the function of empathy (and arguably, therefore, social communication in general) that British general medical practitioners position interpersonal imagination and empathy as interchangeable terms (see Rudebeck 2002). Furthermore, artificial intelligence research has revealed significant practical advantages (in terms of improved functionality) of using intelligence architectures that use imaginative processes to underpin their machines’ entire cognitive systems (Stein 1994). In these examples, the imagination is not simply a means of producing fictitious and fantastic ideas against which we can better characterize the “reality” of the physical world in general, but rather a fundamental component of our ongoing (and often specific) interactions with the physical world.

The above “integrative” argument is well substantiated by related research that documents significant neural overlap found between imaginary and sensory processing (see Kosslyn et al. 2001; Schaefer 2014) and other studies that evidence our human difficulties with regard to distinguishing between “real” (in this case referring to the physical and sensuous—that is, can be sensed in at least one of the five traditional modalities) and “imaginary” stimuli. With regard to sound, our limited ability in distinguishing sensory from imagined stimuli is also documented in research pertaining to auditory cues. For example, Sugimori and colleagues (2014) exploited functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) techniques to examine patterns of neural activity as participants both listened to playback of recorded speech (stimuli referred to as “heard words”) and imagined various words, then reported on whether they believed each word to be heard or imagined. Assessment of the fMRI results revealed significant differences in neural activity patterns, not between heard and imagined words, but between subjective belief as either heard or imaginary. The fascinating revelation here being that it was not the physical constitution of the word but the “semantic and perceptual detail” evoked by it that primarily determined the word’s “realness” to the participants. Essentially, their mind made it real. Synesthetic sound further questions the boundaries we set between reality and the imagination. While a somewhat rare form of synesthesia, hearing colors (resulting from a form of neural cross-talk) is a documented phenomenon (see Goller et al. 2009). Individuals with this kind of auditory synesthesia perceive sound as a vivid sensory experience when presented with visual (color) stimuli, despite the complete absence of any corresponding acoustic stimulus. Imaginary processes are clearly present in such a phenomenon, but if we consider the vividness and lucidity of their effects, is it fair to suggest that such experiences are not real?

In this section we have, thus far, discussed the notion that the imagination facilitates essential, everyday psychological function. As mentioned earlier, much of the relevant research is focused on specific contexts or applications, and positioning the imagination within a model of virtuality and emergent perception could potentially move us closer to developing a more general conceptual framework.

Within sonic virtuality, the argument that the imagination is an integrative part of reality is extended to posit that perception and imagination are not independent entities either but are also components of a whole (this is also addressed in Gracyk’s chapter within this handbook). Initially, this may seem illogical—just because something is real does not mean it must be perceived. Is there not a difference between attending to a physical object and contemplating one in the mind’s eye? Why should we not describe the former as perceiving and the latter as imagining? Within a sonic virtuality framework (see Figure 39.3), as I attempt to classify components within the system and elucidate how these components interact with each other, a problem with separating imagination and perception into discrete processes arises. In sonic virtuality, our experience of sound is as an emergent perception, actualized from a sonic aggregate that comprises sensuous components (i.e., what can be sensed, collectively termed the “exosonus”) and nonsensuous components (termed the “endosonus”). Here, the endosonus and exosonus distinguish imagination not from perception, but from the physical world. Together the endosonus and the exosonus form the sonic aggregate but neither is perceived. By way of the senses it is possible for an element of the exosonus to be perceived, just as the endosonus can be perceived through the imagination. For example, I could be listening to a lecturer giving a presentation and perceiving a very unsure and disjointed speech. The emergent perception is my critical observation, which is formed, in part, by the number of “errs” in the speech (an exosonic component). During audition, I may begin counting these errs. At this point, the entity that was once an element of the exosonus has become the emergent perception. As soon as the virtual component is perceived, it immediately ceases to be virtual and is at that point an emergent actuality, formed of other virtual components. The aggregate and all of its components are virtual and therefore not accessible to the listener, only the resultant (actual) singular entity (which is itself a separate entity from the aggregate—the whole is greater than the sum of its parts) is perceived.



[image: image]
Figure 39.3 Framework of Sonic Virtuality (taken from Grimshaw and Garner 2015, 182).





It is too simplified a perspective to present perception as the psychological processing of the physical (sensory/material stimuli) and imagination as the processing of the nonphysical. Neither an imagined nor a sensory experience occurs in isolation. For example, when an individual detects the acoustic wave of a bird’s song, imaginative processes are crucial components to the perception. The bird itself could be obscured by a tree, and so the listener may, without conscious control, imagine the bird as an object and its movements as it creates the soundwave. The melodic tonality of the song may evoke a positive emotional response, drawing associations with various representations of being happy and causing the listener to imagine the colon-and-closed-parentheses emoticon they just texted (or, better yet, tweeted). Such imaginative (endosonic) components become part of the sonic aggregate contributing to the exact nature of the emergent perception as it actualizes. As outlined earlier, each emergent perception is recycled as a new endosonic component and is highly likely to contribute toward the emergent perception that follows. Each perception is of course unique, as from moment to moment the constitution of the sonic aggregate morphs as numerous virtual entities shift into and out of it. During exposure to the birdsong soundwave, the listener may experience multiple distinct perceptions that merge together as a singular dynamic experience. For example, our listener’s immediate affective response to the birdsong may be positive as it prompts the recall and imaginative re-experiencing of a happy memory, say a romantic encounter. This influences the listener’s behavioral response as they adjust their position to better hear the song. As the soundwave continues, the realization that the relationship (with which the happy memory is associated) is no more dramatically changes the emotional context of the birdsong and the listener turns away from the sound source in an attempt to prevent further painful thoughts. Here both endosonic and exosonic elements are changing throughout what the listener would understand to be a single, fluid experience.

Conversely, if we had asked our listener to imagine a bird’s song from the comfort of our office, they could not do so in complete isolation from incoming sensory experience. Countless exosonic (physical) and endosonic (psychological) variables would be present that could potentially influence the exact characteristics of the imagined sound. The most prominent frequency emanating from our air conditioning fan (exosonic) may alter the musical register, while the earworm (endosonic) that burrowed in as a result of the radio jingle they heard this morning on the way to the office may influence the melody. Within the sonic virtuality framework, and as illustrated by these examples, perception is the process by which the human mind experiences its existence. The focal point may be sensory or imaginary but each is continuously impacting on the other.

While the above position rejects the commonplace separation between perception and imagination, there does remain an observable difference between them. While there is a rationale to accept that both listening to birdsong and imagining it necessitates imaginative processes, there is clearly a difference between the two. To extend this, say we also asked our listener to imagine birdsong if the bird had no beak, or was the size of an elephant, or both. Relevant studies into autism have revealed that many individuals with the condition struggle with imagining the impossible yet can form detailed mental images of physical objects (see Craig and Baron-Cohen 1999). It could be tempting to say that both processes are imaginative but one is more imaginative than the other, and there is arguably a degree of truth to this. Neuroimaging studies comparing patterns of brain activity during processing of a received physical object, recollection of a memory, and contemplation of counterfactual and fantastic objects or events reveal significant difference between these actions (Fischer 2008; Hsu et al. 2015). Within the sonic virtuality framework, imagining the birdsong of an impossible bird simply dictates a greater endosonic component of the sonic aggregate. Our listener’s sonic aggregate cannot consist largely of a single memory of a prior sensory experience but must incorporate additional endosonic entities (the image of an elephant—then a bird expanded to possess the same dimensions—the vocalizations of various other creatures that do not possess beaks, etc.). Here it is highly likely that the listener would go through multiple emergent perceptions (such as those just suggested) before arriving at their tasked imagining of the song a giant bird with no beak would sing.

What is clear from the above positions is that perception and imagination cannot be binary distinctions of experience for two reasons. First, there is no circumstance in which an experience can be purely formed of the imagination or of immediate physical stimuli. Second, there is an observable difference in both behavioral and neuroscience studies between numerous “levels of imaginative thought” and, within the sonic virtuality framework, there is an inconceivably large number of potential ratios between exosonic and endosonic components of the sonic aggregate so it would be impossible to draw a line between perceptions and imaginings. This brings us to a point that will be elaborated on in the final sections of this chapter. In circumstances in which the sonic aggregate (and subsequent emergent perception) is formed largely of endosonic components, there is an attentional bias toward the imaginary and, as such perceptions coalesce to form ongoing experiences, our listener is spending increasingly more time in the other-real of the imagination.


Imagination and Digital Games

With regard to the available literature at the time of writing, it is currently rather difficult to uncover very much that examines digital games and the imagination generally. Instead, much research examines particular imaginative (or imagination-relevant) processes. These include how games can evoke a sense of presence within the game world (see Jin 2011) or how character attachment can lead players to form a significant association with their fictional avatar to the extent that they imagine themselves to be that character (Lewis et al. 2008).

Much of the available literature addresses the long-term (largely negative) effects digital games have on the imagination. Headlines in newspapers continue to stoke the public fears that digital games are rotting our brains and eroding our children’s imaginations (see O’Callaghan 2014; Simons 2013), though for the reader who continues beyond the headline, the evidence is typically a little less damning and a little more complex. To try and address the predominance of research examining the adverse psychological impact of digital games, Granic, Lobel, and Engels (2014) explore various beneficial effects. These include enhancements to problem-solving skills, creativity, reaction times, attention allocation accuracy, and the ability to mentally rotate imaginary objects. A study by Jackson and colleagues (2012) discovered that, rather than damage the imagination, a greater amount of time spent playing digital games was associated with increased creative ability. This is not a debate that is to be addressed in full as part of this chapter but, as it is representative of much of the available literature on digital games and the imagination, it is important to briefly mention it here.

Digital games provide us with a unique medium within which the imagination can be explored. Without fiction, arguably originating in stories and tall tales, there would have been little way to experience the imaginations of other people and our existence would be largely limited to our own sensory experience and imaginative creations. Cinema enriches fictions with audiovisual stimuli, as Biagi states on the effect of multimedia: “[it] is what we use to express and actuate our most fantastical thoughts [and] has allowed us to turn the most absurd situations into reality” (2009, 7). Games (inclusive of digital and table-top games) take this a significant step further in that they offer a means of interacting with the fantastic. Without games, our experience of other-real worlds in literature, cinema, the theater, and television is passive and it would only be possible to actively traverse the galaxy, defend humanity from alien hoards, travel through time, or dimension-jump across the multiverse in the psychological domain by way of imaginative play. Digital games take things further still, offering a sensory immersion in virtual worlds that a table-top game cannot replicate. That said, there is arguably some connection to be drawn between digital gameplay and pretend play in which physical objects and observable actions are imbued with alternative meanings (nonliterality, see Lillard et al. 2013). In a digital game we do not hear the soundwave of a blaster rifle or lightsaber, which sadly do not exist; instead we ascribe the meaning of “blaster rifle” to the soundwave we receive. Such an action is hardly difficult as we are presented with a carefully crafted stream of stimuli, consciously designed to suspend disbelief. As children (particularly during middle childhood), it is not unusual for us to engage in world-play, creating entire other-real worlds (paracosms) of great consistency and persistency (see Root-Bernstein 2013) and with very little propagated by present physical stimuli. In comparison, modern digital games can display near-photorealistic environments with complex environmental physics to merge highly accurate representations of real phenomena with consistent other-real phenomena. As a result, it is hardly surprising that these games can very often immerse us to significant depths within these other-real worlds.


The Virtual, the Real, the Other-Real, and the Unreal

The concept of virtuality (see Deleuze 2002; Massumi 1998), and its extension into the modality of sound (sonic virtuality; Grimshaw and Garner 2015), dictate that several commonplace definitions of relevant terminology are inappropriate and require updating—namely “real,” “unreal,” and “virtual.” Our first port of call in this tour of terminological tidying up begins by addressing an issue that plagued the writing of this very chapter’s main title. In an earlier draft, the terms “real” and “unreal” were employed to differentiate the environment of the digital game from that in which the game player is physically situated. These terms do possess a somewhat aesthetic quality, and their use to differentiate the sensed from the imagined, the objective from the subjective, the physical from the psychological, and the truth from the fiction, is commonplace. Likewise, when we consider the term “virtual,” we find conventional understanding establishes the virtual in opposition to the reality of physical existence/environments (see Larsson et al. 2001). Considering this in relation to the prior distinctions between real and unreal, if we assumed that nonphysical matter is unreal and that the virtual is nonphysical, then the virtual must therefore be unreal. Unfortunately this assumption is commonplace, and, from this, it is understandable that virtual environments (and indeed all digital games) continue to endure the label of “not being real.” There is however, a significant problem with both the assumption and its resulting conclusion. In a developmental psychology paper by Scott and Baron-Cohen (1996), “real” does refer to material entities that are observable within the physical world, but imaginings of such entities are not described as unreal. Instead, for an object or event to be unreal it must be “impossible,” a quality only imagined entities are capable of possessing—thereby proposing that something that is of physical form is always real but something that has been imagined can be either real or unreal.

This definition is almost ubiquitous across multiple disciplines of scientific study, but, nevertheless, it is deeply problematic in several regards. First, it does not account for the fact that, despite their lack of physical form, entities branded as virtual and unreal arguably exert a tremendous amount of influence over our lives. Fictional characters as depicted in literature have the potential to impact on our behaviors, attitudes, and even personalities (Green et al. 2004); recalled memories can evoke powerful emotional states way beyond the potential of many physical objects (Holmes et al. 2008); and, of course, the prime example, observable across the world and human history, is the pervasive influential power of many monotheistic religions despite their central objects of veneration being without physical form. Second, as also briefly covered earlier in this chapter, when it comes to discerning physical from nonphysical entities, our discriminatory ability has been shown to be weaker than we may like to think. In an experiment examining false-memory syndrome, Schooler and colleagues (1986) discovered that many of their test participants were prone to recollecting nonexistent objects during a retrospect of an event if, post-event, they were presented with misinformation. Their experiments revealed that suggestion has significant power to create false memories that lead individuals to believe that they have had a particular sensory experience when they, in fact, have not. Finally, positioning a nonphysical imagining as a counterpoint to reality is inappropriate because the two are not independent but rather inexorably connected (see Taylor 2013). As part of our daily lives we are constantly using our imaginations to contextualize the world around us. We may recreate past experiences while we are struggling to find our keys, look through the eyes of another person to empathize with a different perspective, and we may even construct potential-alternate realities (admittedly smaller and simplified) to help generate appropriate responses when we prepare for a job interview. As vital components of thought experiments, our imaginations provide us with a unique environment within which we can take concepts and arrange, split, or combine them to synthesize new concepts—much as did Albert Einstein, when his imagining of a man falling off a roof led to the realization that, while falling, one would not be able to feel one’s own weight; a precursor to his theory of general relativity (Cwiklik 1987, 112).

The works of Bergson and Deleuze (see Styhre 2003) go some way to formalizing an alternative understanding of the virtual. Bergson presents the notion of durée (duration) that presents time not as a mechanical and spatially balanced entity (i.e., “abstract time” as expressed by our various time-displaying devices) but as something that is nonlinear, disruptive, and qualitative. For Bergson, durée is analogous to emergent experience; constituting multiple states of consciousness as the sensory inputs of our present, recalled memories from our past, and projections into our future, together reveal a continuously singular experience. The difference between the present and the past/future is that the former is actual while the latter are virtual, but both sets are forever real. For Deleuze (1994), the virtual goes beyond entities that exist outside of the actual here and now and is also the process by which our experience of the actual occurs. Virtuality is akin to change and the becoming of the actual from the virtual is itself understood to be a virtual process in that, like all virtual entities, it cannot be revealed to us.

As we examine the above perspectives on the virtual, the real, and the unreal, several parallels with an earlier discussion on the imagination become clear and this helps us to associate our framework of sonic virtuality with imaginative processes. Because neither possesses physical form, the imaginary and the virtual both labor under the common assumption that they are not real when they are in fact modes of reality. The concept of construal level theory (Liberman and Trope 2008) relates to how our cognitive and behavioral process are affected by entities that exist at different psychological (temporal, geographical, hypothetical, and social) distances from the “here and now” of the individual. This concept has been incorporated into embodied acoustic ecologies of digital game sound (see Grimshaw and Garner 2012) and, within the sonic virtuality framework, psychological distance is a central distinction between endosonic and exosonic components of the sonic aggregate. The parallel here can be seen when we return to the various perspectives (discussed earlier) that define the imagination in terms of its position to the here and now (Garrett 2008; Streminger 1980; Taylor 2013). Furthermore, the process of actualization (in which perception emerges from the virtual aggregate) is arguably one that necessitates the imagination. If we return to our sonic virtuality framework (Figure 39.3) a Kanizsa (1955) triangle is used to visualize the process of actualization. The reason for this is because it visually demonstrates the perception of something that is without physical form. We see the emerging triangle without it being physically presented to us, because of the positioning of various other physical objects (the “Pac-man” circles). A central assertion of sonic virtuality is that all perception operates in this way and that every sound we hear and every image we see is a unique, qualitative, and imaginary composition.


Sonic Virtuality and the Role of the Imagination in Video Game Sound

This section looks in more detail at the nature of sound within digital games to reveal numerous ways in which imaginative processes and sound are inherently connected. The central proposition addressed here is that game sound can contribute to digital games’ immersive qualities in two distinct ways. First, by directly encroaching on the physical domain, bringing the game from the screen to the player’s “world,” and, second, by engaging imaginative processes that relocate the dominant position of the player’s mind out of the physical context and into the other-real of the game.

Sonic virtuality presents a framework for auditory perception within which are proposed alternative definitions of the virtual and the real that respond to the problems outlined in the previous section. Another fundamental tenet of sonic virtuality is that entities of the sonic aggregate that are not from within the physical domain (i.e., they possess no physical form, emit no energy, defy direct empirical quantification, and cannot be detected by the senses) are not distinguishable from reality but rather, essential components of it. Such entities are nonsensuous and are counterpoint to sensuous. One important attribute of both the sensuous and nonsensuous components of the aggregate is that they are never directly experienced (i.e., as isolated entities) by the individual. For example, a soundwave, once physically received to by a listener, becomes a sensuous component of the sonic aggregate and therefore contributes to the emergent sound as it is perceived. The soundwave itself is never perceived in isolation. Without sensuous and nonsensuous components the aggregate could never form, but the linear nature of our conscious perception (i.e., that we can only experience one emergent perception at a time) denies us the ability to experience the virtual components, unless they themselves become an actual emergent perception. They therefore exist behind a perceptual veil, never directly available to us. It is this attribute that earns them the title virtual. As mentioned earlier, the aggregate itself is also virtual. Referring back to our space-invader (Figure 39.2), the aggregate comprises every individual pixel positioned in a particular arrangement but it is not the alien character itself. The character emerges from the aggregate at the point of perception and it is only the character that is actual. However, the emergent perception of the aggregate is fluid, as the changing exosonic and endosonic environments are continuously shifting, and as a new aggregate gives rise to a subsequent emergent perception, the previous perception becomes another component of the virtual cloud. Within this system there is no unreal, as every element within it is an essential piece of the reality jigsaw.

In contrast to the visual displays from which graphical information of a digital game is sensed, auditory stimuli are fully three-dimensional within the physical domain. Game sound possesses significant height, width, and depth of field, as the acoustic soundwaves emitted from our loudspeakers spread in all directions to fill the local “resonating” space. The development of multichannel, surround-sound technology enhances this further, enabling soundwaves to be projected to the side and rear of the player and, as the name suggests, physically surrounding the player with auditory stimuli. Here, sound is extending from the nonsensuous domain in which the game world exists into the sensuous domain in which the player’s physical form and environment exists. The hardware that facilitates these auditory experiences is widely available, with most games consoles, desktop computers, and consumer televisions facilitating surround sound technology. The effect of sound extending into the sensuous domain will have been regularly demonstrated to anyone with experience of the “jump scare,” a sudden (and often horrific or gory) revelatory sting designed to evoke an autonomic fear response (Lyons et al. 2013). Several contemporary survival horror games such as Condemned: Criminal Origins (Sega 2005) or F.E.A.R. (Sierra 2005) prominently feature jump scares that rely heavily on game audio to craft the desired effect of horrifying their audience. The effectiveness of audio in this task is apparent when we consider the presence it has in the sensuous domain. The monsters may not be of the physical world and you can be reassured that their visual form will forever be confined to borders of your television, but, as their ear-splitting scream penetrates the preceding silence, the sound reaches out from their world, crossing the physical space to reach you. Unlike the image on the screen, there is no escape to be found in turning away and you cannot simply shut your ears. Here digital games distinguish themselves from film or television by way of interactivity and embodiment. In a game you are required to respond to the jump scare with action, lest you face a consequence for both your character (death) and yourself (having to restart from the last saved checkpoint).

When we consider everyday life, it is not too great a stretch to suggest that our minds are predominantly preoccupied with the sensuous and the physical (we have little choice if we wish to interact with it successfully). In such a state, the nonsensuous other-real world of the game must generate entities with as much physical presence as possible in order to draw the player in. For example, Jennifer is trying to play a narrative-rich, role-playing game on her mobile device as she travels home on the train. The train car is full of noisy distraction and the speakers of her device produce weak, tinny audio. She finds that although she is physically capable of continuing play she is finding it impossible to become immersed in the game. She pauses the game and continues her journey. Arriving at home she locates a decent pair of headphones, dims the lights, and continues playing. The next time she steps out of the game world is several hours later when a low-battery alert tone begins to screech. While it is not being suggested here that presence in the game-world is impossible without 7.1 surround sound technology, the immersive, physical presence of sound during gameplay is most certainly a contributing factor in the bridging between worlds, particularly in the initial moments of gameplay.

World-building, also known as world-play, is the process of creating (and often interacting within) entire fictional worlds by way of the imagination. Such worlds may contain any number of imaginary environments, characters, interactions, processes, and systems (see Root-Bernstein 2013). Relating world-building to digital gameplay, in the latter we have individuals engaging with imagined worlds but seemingly not creating them as the game world has been constructed by its designers. However, when you consider the sonic virtuality framework, the physical acoustic elements of the game do not in themselves constitute the emergent perception of other-real worlds, rather they form the exosonic component. The acoustic waves emitted from the speakers and received by the player do not carry with them explicit meaning. As the player descends in a bathysphere toward the underwater city of Rapture in Bioshock (Irrational Games 2007), various “clunks” and “clanks” can be heard, and the whirring of a 8-mm film projector is also prominent. The aionoplast (see Grimshaw and Schott 2007, discussed further later) perception of these sounds contributes to the world-building, historically positioning the player within the early twentieth century but not without imaginative (endosonic) components. For example, the rough mechanical soundwaves of the bathysphere may be indicative to the player of an earlier historical period by way of evoking a comparative analysis against similar previous experiences, such as the refined, sweeping sound of elevators in Mass Effect (Bioware 2007) that are indicative of a distant future.

As part of a thesis on digital game sound ecology, Grimshaw and Schott (2007) identify numerous sound functions that, while not entirely exclusive to digital games, include some functionalities that are more relevant to game environments. They reference the work of Chion (1994) and Schaeffer (1966), documenting the sound functions of source identification (causal listening), establishing meaning/context (semantic listening), and providing fundamental acoustic information (reduced listening). They also position sound as a navigational aid, essential for orientation and movement within a three-dimensional environment, particularly in a visually obscure space (navigational listening). Additional points include a choraplast function, in which sound may reveal some of the physical parameters of an environment by way of acoustic characteristics that can measure physical space and categorize material. A topoplast identifies a general or specific location, while a chronoplast provides temporal-movement information and an aionoplast indicates a particular historical period (see the example in the previous paragraph). These functions all contribute in different ways to world-building as the game audio comes together with various other endosonic and exosonic components. Although Grimshaw and Schott’s paper does not explicitly refer to the imagination, it is difficult to account for the operation of these functions without acknowledging imaginative processes and content.

For example, our resident gamer Jennifer is busy making her way across Nazi-occupied France in 1944. As she moves through a darkened space she hears voices and patterns of beeps that she identifies as German soldiers and a Morse code telegraph (causal listening). These sounds echo down the corridor and indicate both her general (enemy-occupied territory) and specific (communications bunker) location (topoplast). As she proceeds, the precise and clipped tone of her footsteps on the floor resonates in high-frequency echoes that spread very little from left to right, indicating the surrounding space as a long, thin, concrete corridor (choraplast), and Jennifer uses this understanding to direct herself through the darkness (navigational listening).

Jennifer listens to the different timbres, pitches, and rhythms of the enemy soldiers’ voices to differentiate three distinct vocal streams and therefore three enemy soldiers (causal listening). As she moves closer to the soldiers, as indicated by the decreasing echo and increasing low frequency in the timbre of the voices, Jennifer hears music with the distinct distortion and noise that is indicative of an early twentieth-century gramophone (aionoplast). Suddenly, the soldiers begin to shout and multiple gunshots can be heard as can the crumbling sound of the brickwork as the bullets ricochet off the walls, revealing to Jennifer that the soldiers know she is there but do not know her exact location or if she is alone, and they are afraid (semantic listening). Jennifer immediately sprints back down the corridor into an adjacent room. She hears the approaching footsteps as the soldiers come closer; their frequency is relatively constant. Using this sonic information, Jennifer is able to predict the time it will take for the soldiers to get close enough to suffer at the hands of her grenade (chronoplast). These functions all demonstrate how the player uses information from the physical world as a means of interacting with the other-real world of the game.

This example can illustrate the necessity of the imagination across all of the above game sound functionalities. Because the source object (telegraph machine) that Jennifer identifies is multisensory, she cannot use causal listening to ascertain this object without imagining some of its other aspects such as its visual appearance or the word “telegraph.” The topoplast function requires the imagination to connect the sensory information (Morse beeps, voices) alongside nonsensuous elements such as memory (recollections of previous events when the particular sounds were indicative of an enemy communications center) and imagery (a mental picture of the bunker) to generate an overall sense of location. As Jennifer’s footsteps resonate, the choraplast information is processed, and it is the imagination that generates the emergent visualization of the corridor, facilitating Jennifer’s successful navigation. To enable Jennifer to correctly establish the number of soldiers, it is her imagination that visualizes the individual soldiers by way of their unique vocal timbre. With regard to the aionoplast function, imagination is necessary not only to generate a percept of the gramophone but also to position that object within the broader context of the historical period by generating associated imaginary stimuli such as the visualization of people dancing or the nostalgic emotional state Jennifer experiences when interacting with elements of this period. In the semantic listening example, we are presented with a prime theory of mind example in which Jennifer is using her imagination to form a mental account of another person’s cognitive and emotional state using the acoustic information of bullets striking walls as the only physical stimulus. Finally, the chronoplast function relates to our earlier discussion on the function of the imagination in creating the experience of passing time, as Jennifer mentally constructs a complete event by combining the immediate sensory footstep with the memory of prior steps to project a future pattern of steps, thereby establishing the speed of the approaching soldiers and ultimately revealing to Jennifer the perfect moment to release the grenade. This example reveals how many of the components that form the overall experience of gameplay are imaginary (endosonic); those are that are physical (exosonic) largely serve to engage imaginative processes rather than distract from them. It is in such circumstances that sound has the potential to draw the player away from the physical world and into the game world.


Some Conclusions

By way of its immersive power and capability to evoke imaginative processes, sound is a significant contributor to the potential of digital games to blur the distinctions between the other-real world of the game and the physical world of everyday. As part of the framework of sonic virtuality and emergent perception, the imagination is the central component of not only the world-blurring effect but also the entire perceptual process that governs our experience of reality. Imagined entities possess equal status to the physical in terms of reality and are a pivotal component of reality, not an opposition to it. The world-building and world-blurring ability of digital games, the regular failure of our own minds to distinguish between the sensuous and the imaginary, and the notion that our commonplace distinction between real and unreal/virtual is itself a false construction that we use to support our ability to function within a shared physical universe are all points that support the integrative understanding of the imagination. From a technological and largely visual standpoint, there is an established argument that our ability to discern virtual reality will always exceed technological advancement; that the uncanny valley (see Mori et al. 2012) is actually an uncanny wall (Tinwell et al. 2011). Of course, such an argument assumes that visual display quality is the primary approach to absolute world-blurring, but engaging deep imaginative processes that evoke presence and a perception of reality arguably requires much more than visual fidelity.

As human beings, we are developing culturally and technologically at a tremendous pace that is comparable to that at which we are transforming our environment. As virtual worlds are moving closer to us with increased realism and engaging design, so too are we moving closer to them as we continue to use them ever more frequently in everyday life. As these developments continue, we are likely heading toward some form of threshold, at which point we shall become unable to discern virtual worlds from physical worlds. At present we cannot know for sure whether such a point of no return will be reached, or whether we shall hit the uncanny wall at the absolute limits of technology and design. In either case, belief that a discernable difference between worlds will always remain could be rather risky—and we might find ourselves in the not-too-distant future, unable to tell whether our reality is the natural world or a simulation that we ourselves created.
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creative cognitive processing 778–784

creative imagination 657–659

and poetics of sound 405–408, 411
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cultural branding 360, 363

cultural conflict 417n2

cultural essentialism 294

cultural eventscapes 775–776

cultural heritage movement 326

cultural mediation 146n4

cultural sociology and radio imaginaries 379

culturally embedded nature of musicality 499–500
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Der Vollkommene Capellmeister (Mattheson) 38

derealization of urban space 120

Derrida, Jacques 339, 588, 591–592
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Dvořák, Antonin 791

Dylan, Bob 480

dynamic representation 161–164

dynamic shape 724
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ecological listening 127
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ecosphere 349, 349t
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shifting metaphors in 203–224
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emergent self 235, 501–505

emergent sound 674

Emerick, Geoff 565–566, 580

EMI label 577, 582

emotion
and auditory attentional associations 775
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environment of sounds 432–433, 665, 671–679
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Erens, Cilia 124, 126

Ericsson, K. Anders 214

Erikson, E. H. 254–256, 255t, 259

ESP (Neve and Caracuzzo) 538, 539f
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F.E.A.R. (game) 803

Fechner, Gustav Theodor 40–41, 44, 46–47, 50

feedback mechanisms 60, 661

Feeling and Form (Langer) 146n5
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Feld, Stephen 337, 686, 688–689

Feldman, Morton 56–57

Felman, Soshana 342

felt sound 133–134, 620

The Feminine Mystique (Friedan) 274
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fireside chats 474

First Amendment 341

First and Last Things (Wells) 105
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Frampton, Peter 489
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futurism 526, 741–742, 760n3
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and sonic virtuality framework 670


Gasca, Luis 512

Gascoyne, David 412

The Gate of the Kiss (Brancusi) 736n5
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hearing meaning in film music 636–637, 640
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Giammanco, Roberto 512
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global monism 30n4

The Godfather (film) 479
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 495, 621, 778
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Gratier, Maya 499

Gravity (film) 622–624

Gray, Thomas 322

Greasley, A. E. 258, 260

The Great Archive (Dreyblatt) 756

Greek culture 520, 702

Greek mythology 295, 299

Greek philosophy 29, 429

Greek theater 474

Greenaway, Peter 128n10

Greenstreet, Sydney 599

Gregg, M. J. 161

Gregorian chants 145n3, 717

grenades 186

Griaule, Marcel 602

Grieg, Edvard 589

Griffith, Niall 466–467

Grimshaw-Aagaard, Mark 804
on emergent perception 229

on imagination as “impression” 370

and imagined speech 364–365

and modes of hearing 85–86

and nature of sound events 100n10

on “phantom words” 309n9

on sound/smell correspondence 463


Groensteen, Thierry 512

Gross-Hugo, Valentine 529, 534f

Groth, Jacob 646n8

group music performance 351

Grundig 386–389, 387f, 388f, 397, 398n8

GSM telephony 486

Guattari, Félix 204, 223

Gubaidulina, Sofia 686

Gubern, Román 512

Guevara, Ernesto “Che” 587

gugyeol 425

Guillaume, Albert 521, 523f

Guitar Hero 209

Gunraj, D. N. 155, 158

Guyne’s, Sean A. 524

gyi waing 277

Gypsy Child Thieves (documentary) 641–644

H

Habermas, Jürgen 381, 703–704

habitus 589

Hague, Ian 511, 513, 542n1

Haikai poetics 433–434

Hakkarainen, Kai 212, 221

hal 269

Halbwachs, Maurice 590

Haley, Bill 573–574

Hall, Edward 477

hallucinations 56, 62, 121, 780, 785

Hamlet (Shakespeare) 405, 573, 581

Hammer, #2 (Vietti and Olivares) 541

hán văn 425

hangul writing 426

hanja 426

hanmun 425

Hansen, Al 746

Hansen, Theophilus 712

Hanslick, Eduard 39

Haolun, Shu 604

happenings 408, 743–744, 746, 748, 755

haptic image (Tastbild) 134

haptic link (Nahsicht) 134

haptic sounds 623

Harari, Yuval 785

Haraway, Donna 219

A Hard Day’s Night (film) 575

Hardy, Thomas 322, 408–409

Hare Krishnas 477

Hargreaves, David 207, 230, 233, 238, 243–244, 244n1, 252

Harley Davidson 371

harmony and harmonics 39, 48, 662

Harpa concert house 707–715, 707t

Harris, Calvin 251

Harris, M. 494

Harris, Mary Emma 743

Harrison, George 567, 574

Harvey, Jonathan 411

Harvey, Robert C. 512

hasaing waing 276–277, 277f, 286

hate speech 336–337, 340, 342

Hatfield, Charles 513

hatha yoga 25, 27

Haugsbakk, Geir 216

The Haunting (film) 601

“Hava Nagila” 603

Have, Iben 643

Hawking, Stephen 488

Hawks, Howard 477

Haydn, Josef 636, 753

Hays, T. 261

Hayworth, Rita 535

headphones
and audio compression 118

and imaginative transports of listening 683

and sonic individuation 142

and sound design in museum settings 561–562

and sound editing in Hollywood 570

and soundwalks 128n5


hearing
hearing imagery 157

hearing loss 192

hearing meaning 634–640

hearing music 629–634

hearing vs. listening 690

modes of 84–86

and perception of reality 133, 766, 768–770

see also listening


“Hearing the Ways” (Tomlinson) 415

hearkening 64–65, 67–69, 71–72, 73n1

heart rates 107

Hebb, Donald 773–774, 777

Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich 23, 41, 299

Heian Period 431

Heian vernacular fiction 431–433

Heidegger, Martin 791
and ambiguity in imagining of sound 109

and conceptualizations of music 245n3

and “hearkening” 65, 73n1

and imagining sounds 55

on listening 629, 632

and phenomenal perspective on sound 73, 74n20

and phenomenological conception of “world” 75n33

and placial experience 684, 697

and war sounds 176–177

and worldly sounds 65


“Heidenröslein” (Schubert) 602

height 719–720

Heine, Heinrich 47, 594

Heisenberg, Werner 765–766

Helen of Troy 295

Hell’s Angels (film) 185

Helmholtz, Hermann von 106

Hendy, David 377–378

Hennessey, Patrick 197

Hennion, Antoine 295

Henry V (film) 590

Henry VIII 325

Hensey, Maree 505

Herbart, Johann Friedrich 39–40, 42, 46, 50, 127

Herbert, A. P. 190

Herbert, Ruth 120, 126

Herman, David 446

Herman, Louis 480

hermeneutic loop 635

heroic myth 197, 293

Hersch, Fred 97

Herzfeld, Michael 315–316, 327

heterogeneity, aesthetic 744

heteronomous listening 127

heterophony 177, 277

heterotopia 749

Hicks, Robert Drew 34

hidden mind 92–99

hierarchical regimes of knowledge 219, 316

hierarchy of voices 98–99

Higgins, Dick 746

high definition video 486

high fidelity sound 386, 459, 556, 712–713

High Noon (film) 572

Highben, Z. 158

Hilgard, Josephine 120

Hilmes, Michele 377, 382

Hinduism 19, 23, 27, 428

Hindustani music 18

hip hop 565

Historia Regum Britannia (Geoffrey of Monmouth) 324

historical recordings 658

historicist paradigm 567

History of Our Ears (Szendy) 692

Hitchcock, Alfred 572

Hljómsveit Reykjavíkur (Reykjavík Orchestra) 708

hné 277

hoarse voices 481

Høffding, S. 94, 97–98

hokku (starting verse) 433

Hollywood
and the Beatles’ studio sound 567–572, 575, 577–580, 582

and realist movements 553

and the social voice 480

and soundtrack design 554

see also film and film music


Holmes, Oliver Wendell, Jr. 341–342

Holocaust writing 182, 751

Holt, D. B. 364

home studios 565

Homecoming (Rockwell) 539f

Homer 193, 194

homogeneity 85

homophony 38

Hood, Stuart 602–603

Hopkins, Everard 411

Hopkins, Gerard Manley 403, 411

Hoppe, M. 151

Hörgalerie, Singuhr 762n31

Horn, Maurice C. 512

Hornbostel, E. M. von 51

Horne, Lena 603

horror films 125–126, 601, 610

Horse (Porteous) 413

Hosokawa, Shuhei 128n4

Hotel Ambassador 554–555

“Housatonic at Stockbridge” (Ives) 683

House of Music (Musikkens Hus) Aalborg, Denmark 707–708, 707t, 713–714, 715n5

house styles 554

Howard’s End (Forster) 594

Howes, D. 314

hsaing waing ensembles 276–277, 277f, 286

Hughes, Howard 185

Hull, John M. 407

human cognition 346

human desires 46

human-music interaction 346

humanism 279

Hume, David 46, 87, 365, 793–794

humor 112n4

The Hunchback of Notre Dame (film) 597

Hupfeld, Herman 588–589

Hurlburt, R. T. 155

Huron, David 447, 691

Hurrel, Stephen 551

Husserl, Edmund
and acousmatic experience 141

and basis of phenomenology 75n31, 80–83, 99

Erlebnis concept 542

and film phenomenology 611

on melody as a temporal process 74n19

and modes of hearing 85

and phenomenal consciousness 101n14

and phenomenal perspective on sound 73

and phenomenological approach to auditory imagination 86–87

and phenomenological conception of “world” 75n33

and reflective analysis 79

and thinking in movement 614–615


Huston, John 601

Hutus 339

Huxley, Aldous 24

hyperobjects 333

hypersensitivity to sound 121

hypertext 755

hypnagogic experiences 62

hypnopompic experiences 62

hypnosis 780

hypothesis modeling 675

I

I am Sitting in a Room (Lucier) 752

Iban Dayak people 275

Iceland Symphony Orchestra 708–709, 711–712, 715n1

Ichiyanagi, Toshi 746

icons and iconography 587–605
and ambiguity 595–597

and Burmese spirit worship 278

and Casablanca 597–600

codes and connotations 588–591

and comic art 513

and emotion 593–595

and ideology 602–604

and mass culture 600–602

and mechanical reproduction 591–593

and sonic branding 371


ideal state 133

idealism 29, 73

identity and identifications
and apprenticeship learning 217

and control of imagination 238–240, 244

identity in difference 21

identity work 378, 394

and logic of alterity 335

and musical preferences 251, 253–260, 255t

and South African opera 294–295, 301, 308

and state-sponsored cultural associations 242


ideograms 424

ideographs 424

ideology 602–604

the idyllic 323

IEAOV (Ablinger) 754

Ihde, Don 133, 144, 513, 690

Ilari, B. 252

Iliad (Homer) 193

illusion 135, 143, 780

imagery
and evocative power of sound 136

image schemata 462–466

imaged practice 163

imaged speech 155–156

and imagining unimaginable space 722

and musical practice 159


the imaginary 314–315, 381–382

Imaginary Museum of Musical Works 473

imagination control 233, 238–243; see also fantasy

imagination network 779

imaginative involvement 120

imaginative placing 686–689

imaginative transformation 268

imaginative transports of listening 683–697
analysis of works 692–696

imagination and listening 690–691

and imaginative placing 686–689

and the lived body 684–686

and placial experience 691–692


imagined acoustic spaces
and the acoustic community 664–665

and auditory imagination 655–660

and the electroacoustic community 665–666

and listening 653–655

and memory and imagination 660–664


imagined communities 379–383, 391, 393–394, 397, 707

imagined narratives 448–453

imagined self 251–262

imagined sound 61–63, 106, 111

imagined speech 364–365

Imagining: A Phenomenological Study (Casey) 127n1

Imagining Natural Scotland 557

imagining-through-listening 116, 126

imaginings 30n6

imitation 217

immersion 555–557, 620, 622, 803

immigrants 382

“The Imperial March” theme 774

implicit knowledge 206

improvisation 94–98, 286–287, 407, 580

In the Blink of an Ear (Kim-Cohen) 124–125

In the Land of the Black Seers (film) 602

inanimate phonomimes 427

inattentional blindness 781–782

inaudible sounds 120–124

inbillning 116

Independence Day (film) 636

Indian classical music 490n1

Indiana Jones (film) 639

individualism 93, 212, 214–215, 567, 675

individuation, sonic 141–144

Indonesia 466–467

industrial revolution 106

industrialization 592

infants
and acoustic imaginations of East Asia 421

and communicative musicality 496–499

and culturally embedded nature of musicality 499–500

infant cognition research 74n16, 98

infant vocalization 499

and primordial auditory experience 500–504

and receptiveness to speech 251–252

and the sonorous envelope 505–506

sound exposure in early childhood development 494–496

and sound in childhood development 493

and thinking in movement 613

see also children/childhood development


Inferno (Dante) 183

infinite magnitude 729–730

infinite sound 128n11

information levels 139–140

information processing 231

information technology 214–215

infrasonic sounds 58

“Inglan Is a Bitch” (Kwesi Johnson) 328–329

innate sound preference 74n16

inner auditory perception 56, 58, 62–63, 68

inner ear 58, 153–158, 163

inner spaces 755–756

inner speech 152–155, 161–162, 655, 656

inner talk 154

inner voice 91, 153–158, 163

input-feedback model 208

Instruments and Electroacoustic Site-Based Compression (Ablinger) 753

intelligent tutoring systems (ITS) 208

intentional consciousness 542

intentionality 89

interaction disposition 140–144, 142

interactive simulation technology 210

interbrain studies 96–98

interest-based communities 710

interior designers 785

intermodality 100n8

internal cognitive capacities 461

internal dialogue 154

internal noise 515

internal time consciousness 74n19

internality of sound 58, 73; see also nonphysicality of sound

International Association of the Study of Popular Music Conference (IASPM) 460

International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda 339–340

International Situationists 744

internationalism 385–386

Internet 242, 758

interpersonal imagination 794

Interrupted Memory (documentary) 589–590

intersubjectivity
and auditory imagination 92–99

and basis of phenomenology 80

and causality of sound 72

and communicative musicality 497–499

and interpersonal interaction 619

and joint engagement in imagining 352

and joint engagement in music 350

and placial experience 697

and radio imaginaries 379

and shared frameworks of sonic imagining 347–349

and social engagement with music 345–346


intertextuality
and collaborative learning 216

and comic art 541, 543n8

and film music 603

and Heian vernacular fiction 433–434

and screen-based art 555

and shifting metaphors 204

and types of knowledge 206


interthinking 350

Into the Maelstrom (Toop) 116

Introduction to the Sociology of Music (Adorno) 601

intuition 87–89, 346

involuntary auditory imagery 150–153, 163–164

involuntary memory 409, 416

involuntary musical imagery 152

iPod 119, 197, 367–368, 371

Iraq War 181, 198, 338

The Iron Giant (film) 487

isicathamiya 293

ISIL 176, 198, 198n2

Islam 23, 273, 275, 772

isolation 561–562

Italian cinema 553

Ivens, Joris 603

Ives, Charles 683

J

J. Paul Getty Museum 551

J’Accuse (film) 179

Jackson, L. A. 798

Jacobs, Edgar P. 518, 570–571

Jacobs, Lea 569

Jacobsen, J. H. 261

Jailhouse Rock (film) 574

Jakobsdóttir, Katrín 709

James, William 75n31, 267

James Bond theme 642

Janson, Tore 424

Japan 423, 437n1

Japanese language 425–430, 434, 437

Japanese-Ryukyuan language family 423

Japanese writing 425–426

Japanoise (Novak) 337

Japan’s underground Noise scene 337

Jaws (film) 639, 774

jazz music
and acoustic ecology 654

and auditory imagination 94

and comic art 543n14

and commercialization of music 592

and communication through music preference 259

and imaginative transports of listening 683

and improvisation 98

and joint rehearsal 95–96

and poetics of sound 407

and radio imaginaries 382

and role of auditory imagination 96

and sensation of sound 31

and vocal qualities 478


The Jazz Singer (film) 568

Jensen, Karen 220, 223

Jentsch, E. 109

“Jerusalem” (Parry) 604

jingles 121, 360

Joe’s Garage (Zappa) 115, 119, 126

John, W. E. 194

John Lennon (Manara) 535

Johnson, C. G. 467

Johnson, Mark 204, 231–233, 237, 243, 454–455, 461–462, 475

Johnson, R. B. 159

joint engagement 349–354

joint imagining 350–352, 354–355

joint music making 79, 94–99

jokes 47–48

Jolson, Al 568

Jones, A. M. 389–390

Jónsson, Helgi 708–710, 712

Jordan, Pallo 293

Jousse, Marcel 619

Judaism 23, 273

Judd, C. H. 43

judgment 46, 50

Julien, O. 567

Jünger, Ernst 193

Juslin, P. N. 257

K

“K-Zetnik” 342

Kaag, John 454–455, 687

Kagerō Diary 433

Kahn, Douglas 554, 560

Kahneman, D. 260

Kalashnikovs 198

Kallinatha 22

Kaluli culture 688–689

Kandinsky, Wassily 131, 136, 138

Kang, Kristy H. A. 551

Kanizsa Triangle 673, 675, 801

kanji 425

Kant, Immanuel 794
and Hargreaves’s model 244n1

historical perspective on sound and imagination 32–33, 35–38, 50–51

and imaginative placing 687

and psychologism 46

on role of imagination 229

on schematizing function of imagination 462

and social engagement with music 346

and sonic individuation 140–141

and Wundt’s research 42


Kaprow, Allan 743, 746

karma 273

Kassandra 295

Kathleen Ferrier Competition 302

katsudō benshi (katsuben) 435

Katsura, Mazakazu 526, 527f

Kearsley, William 189–190, 189f

Keats, John 121, 416

Keeler, W. 276

“Keep the Home Fires Burning—Till the Boys Come Home” (Novello) 184, 190

Kehew, B. 566

Keller, P. E. 159–160, 500

Kelly, Grace 572

Ken Parker (Berardi and Milazzo) 533

Kennedy, Robert 555

Kern, Adam 436

Keulemans, Paize 435

Ki-duk, Kim 616

kibyōshi 436

kigo (seasonal word) 433

Kim-Cohen, Seth 124–125

kin (qin) 432

Kinder, Marsha 551, 555

kinetics/kinesthetics/kinematics
and hearing meaning 637

and imagining unimaginable space 717, 724, 727, 735

kinaesthesias 685

kinesphere 349, 349t, 353

kinesthesis 145n3, 348

kinesthetic empathy 353

kinesthetic memory 612

kinetic bodily logos 613

kinetic energy 61, 145n2

kinetic lines 538

kinetic shape 724

kinetic space 595

of movement 159

and unimagined stories 455


King, Carole 583n2

King and Country (film) 199n10

King Kong (film) 638

King Lear (Shakespeare) 415–416

Kipling, John 192–193

Kipling, Rudyard 192–193

kireji (cutting word) 433

Kirk, Rahsaan Roland 485

Kish, Daniel 777

Klanggefühl 45

Klein, Georg 757–759

Klein, Kitty 444, 446, 751

Klein, Melanie 501–502

Klein, Todd 519

Knakkergaard, Martin 109

“Knock on Wood” 599

knowledge acquisition 35–36, 221

knowledge types 206–207

Knowles, Alison 746

Knowles, Bernard 575

Knowles, Loraine 317

Kohler, Evelyn 455

Kongtrul, Jamgon 26

Korea 423

Korean language 426–430, 437

Kosma, Joseph 596

Kostelanetz, Richard 748–749

Kotler, P. 361

kotodama 428

Kraemer, D. J. M. 150

Krafft, Ulrich 512

Kramer, Lawrence 334–335

Kramer, Stanley 601

Kreisler, Fred 297

Kristeva, Julia 309n6, 333–338

Kristeva, R. 160–161

Kristjánsdóttir, Hanna Birna 709

Krumhansl, C. L. 260

Kubisch, Christina 757, 759, 762n30

Kubrick, Stanley 540, 609

Kugiumutzakis, Giannis 497–498

kun-yomi 425

Kunzle, David 512

Kuper, Peter 517

Kurdish culture 241–243

Kurosawa, Akira 435, 438n15

Kusazōshi pictorial novels 436

Kusturica, Emir 642

Kvale, Steinar 217

Kwesi Johnson, Linton 328–329

L

La Leçon dans le Phonographe (Néziere) 518f

“La niña de Guatemala” 590

La regle du jeu (film) 593

LaBelle, Brandon 337, 345, 561

Lacanian psychoanalysis 334–335, 338, 502, 593

Lacassin, Francis 512

Lacey, Bruce 575

Lacey, Kate 384, 397, 665

Lachenmann, Helmut 685

Ladysmith Black Mambazo 293, 297

Lahn, Leif Christian 220, 223

Lakoff, George 204, 454–455, 461–462, 475

landscape painting 688–689

landscapes of learning 212, 217

Langdon, R. 157

Langer, Susanne K. 134, 146nn4–5, 595

language and linguistics
and acoustic imaginations of East Asia 421

and cognition 460, 464–468, 469nn2–3

corpus linguistics 465, 469n3

developmental psycholinguistics 494–496

and embodied sensory-motor experience 463–464

historical perspective on sound and imagination 39

and iconic signification in cinema 605

and image schemata 462–463

language acquisition 494–495, 505

language dependence 232

language-games 294

language signs 140

and law 341–342

linguistic concepts 461f

linguistic meaning 294, 340

linguistic metaphors 466–467

and perception of reality 771

and radio imaginaries 382

and role of auditory imagination 96

second-generation cognitive linguistics 469n2

and shared worlds 347

and sociability 778

and social voice 481

and sound quality 459–469

and unconscious imaginations 48


Larson, S. 163

Las Hurdes, Tierra Sin Pan (film) 603

Lasebikan, E. L. 390

“The Last Crusade” 195

The Last Image 556–557

Latour, Bruno 204, 222

laughter 37

Laughton, Charles 597

Laukka, P. 257

Lave, Jean 216

law 333–334, 338–343

“The Law Wishes to Have a Formal Existence” (Fish) 339

Lawrence, T. E. 193–197

Lawrence’s Great Book: Grim War Realism of Seven Pillars of Wisdom (Churchill) 196

Lazarus Ledd (Capone and Olivares) 535, 537f

Le mépris (film) 579

Le Phono-Piege (Rabier) 522f

Le Sacre du Printemps (Stravinsky) 529, 534f

learning communities 220, 224

learning strategies 214–215

Leaver, A. M. 150

Lebenswelt 73

LeBlanc, A. 254

Lecoq, Jacques 619

Lecourt, Edith 502–503

Lee, Peter 425

Leese, P. 190

Lefebvre, Henri 684

Lefevre, Pascal 512

legendae 520

legitimate peripheral participation 217

Leiber, Jerry 583n2

Leibniz, Gottfried Wilhelm 46, 424

Leifs, Jón 709

Leigh, Walter 603

leitmotifs 638, 641

Lennel Auxiliary Hospital 191

Lennon, John 573–576, 580

Lennon, Katherine 688, 690–691

Leonardelli, G. J. 467

Leone, Cinzia 535, 536f

Leppert, Richard 122–123, 126

Les Croix de Bois (Wooden Crosses) (film) 179, 184–188, 191–192

Les Halles gardens 549–550

Les Perfidies du Téléphone (Guillaume) 523f

Lessing, Gotthold Ephraim 138

Lester, Richard 575

lettering styles 516–524

Letters on Aesthetic Education (Schiller) 759

Lévi-Strauss, Claude 593

Lewis, Cecil 407

Lewisohn, Mark 567, 573

lexical bias effect 156

Lexicon of the Mouth (LaBelle) 337

Leyshon, Andrew 684

liberation (mukti) 21

Liechtenstein, Roy 754

life-world (Lebenswelt) 75n33

lifespan 260–261

lifestyle 251

Ligeti, György 685, 718, 727–733, 731f, 734f, 735, 736nn6–7, 750, 752

light shows 127

Like a Virgin (Madonna) 480

Lindgren, R. 468, 469

Lindsen, J. P. 463

linga/yoni 274–275

lip-reading 631

lip synching 569–570

Lippman, L. G. 158

The Listener 417n2, 486

listening 115–127
and the acoustic community 664–665

and acoustic ecology 653–655

the audible and imagination 124–126

and audio compression 118–119

and the electroacoustic community 665–666

in embedded electroacoustic spaces 663–664

and image schemata 462

and imagination and memory 660–664

and imaginative transports of listening 690–691

the inaudible and imagination 120–124

listener expectations 84

listening-based knowledge 666

listening bubbles 665–666

listening for meaning 630–634

listening tests 110

musica mobilis and imagination 119–120

noise, music and imagination 116–119

and poetics of sound 406–408

and sonic imagination 126–127

and South African opera 299

and virtuality of electroacoustic music 659–660

see also hearing


Listening In (Douglas) 377

Listening Publics (Lacey) 384

literature 430–437

Little Richard (Richard Wayne Penniman) 574

liturgical chants 145n3

Liu, James 431

live accompaniment 588

live performance 466, 658

live recording 570

Live to Tell (Madonna) 480

lived body 684–686

lived experience (Erlebnis) 75n33, 541–542

lived world 620–621

Lloyd Hotel and Cultural Embassy 124

Lobel, A. 798

local/global mediation 394

local monism 30n4

localization of sound 111, 670–671, 674

locational cues 775–776

locomotion 145n3

logic of alterity 335

Logie, R. H. 157

Logische Untersuchungen (Husserl) 542

LOGO (open learning system) 210

logographic writing 424, 426

logos 133, 632–633, 632f, 633f, 646n3

Lohmar, Dieter 89–90, 100n2

Lomax, Alan 476

Lomax, John 390

London bombings 179, 184

The Lone Ranger (film) 587

The Long Kiss Goodnight (film) 636

long-term memory 261

loopers 570–571

López, Francisco 124–126

Loppert, Max 302–304, 307–308, 309n10

Loridan-Ivens, Marcelline 182

Los Ángeles, Victoria de 304

Losey, Joseph 199n10

The Lost Patrol 598

loudness
and imagining unimaginable space 717–725, 725t, 726t, 727, 729–730, 732–733

and involuntary auditory imagery 150

and the physical voice 477

and the technologically enhanced voice 482–483


loudspeakers 459, 482, 592, 663, 706, 714, 802

low frequency sounds 58–59, 73n6

Lu Ji 430–431

Lucier, Alvin 751–755, 761n20, 762n27

lullaby project 504

Lunn, John 636

Lupa, Krystian 621–622

Lusensky, J. 362–363

Lutyens, Elizabeth 601

M

MacColl, Ewan 413–414

MacDonald, I. 567, 576

MacDonald, Raymond 207

machine learning 467

Machover, Tod 683

Maciunas, George 746

MacLow, Jackson 746

macrosocial imaginaries 389–393, 397

Mad Max films 559–560

Madlala, Njabulo 302, 307–308

Madonna 480

“Madrigalisms” 717

The Magic Mountain (Mann) 592

Magical Mystery Tour (the Beatles) 575, 579, 582

The Magnificent Ambersons (film) 593

Magritte, René 135–136

mahamudra 26

Mahasiddha Vinapa 26

Mahayana Buddhism 25–26, 274

Mahler, Gustav 600, 750, 753

Makeba, Miriam 304–307

male protagonist trope 646n8

Malloch, Stephen 496–497

manang bali 275

Manara, Milo 535

Mandarin 425

Mandrafina, Domingo 537–538

manga 436–437

manifest sounds (ahata) 25

Manilow, Barry 300–301

Mann, Manfred 580

Mann, Thomas 592

Manning, Frederic 181–182

Manson, Marilyn 335

mantras 428

Mantrayana Buddhism 26
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Massey, H. 567
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material metaphors 221–223

material tool perspective 220
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mediation 131–132, 394–395
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and the Beatles’ studio sound 578
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and hearing meaning 637
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and imagining unimaginable space 732
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and meaningful sounds 62

and music practice 159

and Nat Pwe trance ritual 271, 277–278

and neural binding problem 773
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and sonic virtuality framework 796
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Merkel cells 58, 60

Merleau-Ponty, Maurice 82, 93, 291, 454, 614, 617–618, 626n12, 686, 688

Merlin the Druid 324

Merriam, Alan 229–230

meta-topic 459
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and perception of reality 767
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minimal group paradigm 256
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mnemonics 366–367, 369t

mobile devices and listening 119–120, 368, 369t, 372, 397, 561–562, 803
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modulation of imagination 549, 552, 561–562
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monological approach 212
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Morte d’Arthur (Malory) 193
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motion 719–722, 725t, 729, 735–736; see also kinetics/kinesthetics/kinematics

motor imagery 152
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motor learning 159
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motor planning 160
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movement 613, 770

movies 136, 138–139, 142–143, 634, 771; see also film and film music; Hollywood
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MP3 players 367–368

MP3—The Meaning of a Format (Sterne) 118, 126
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and the Beatles’ Abbey Road sound 565, 567, 570–571, 578

and listening process 654

and sound design in museum settings 556, 560

and soundwalks 124

and spatial imaginaries 383


multidimensional listening 688

multimediality 135, 513, 543n8, 645, 798–799

multimodality 131–145
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and comic art 513

and emergent perception 106

and evocative power of sound 135–137

and linguistic metaphors 467

mediality and multimodal articulation 137–140

multimodal articulation 137–140

multimodal surfaces 131–132, 138, 140, 144

perception and imagination 132–135
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multisensory phenomena 320
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museum settings 549–562
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abstract nature of music 117

and affect attunement 236

archetypes 599

and aural-dominant realities 782–784

business of 239

in comic art 528–538

and control of imagination 229–244

ensemble performance 379

and evocative power of sound 136

historical perspective on sound and imagination 38–39

imagery 164n2

and modes of hearing 84–86
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music of the spheres 29

music scores 529

music-space mapping 718–725

music technology
, see technology and technological advance

music theory 735

music therapy 261

musica mobilis 119–120, 128n4

musical analogy 407

musical archives 238–239, 244

musical envelope 503

musical expectations 447

musical gestures 96

musical hallucinations 121, 152
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musical idioms 437n2
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and poetics of sound 403, 407, 409, 411–414, 416, 417n2
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and radio imaginaries 379
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and sonic branding 359–373, 366t, 369t
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and sound as sensed relations 44–45
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see also composition of music; music places


music composition, see composition of music
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music places 683–697
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and the lived body 684–686
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Narmour, Eugene 42, 49

narrative
and comic art 513
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and poetics of sound 414
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nat gadaw 271–276, 273f, 274f, 278–281, 286–287
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nationalism 277, 380, 382, 385–386, 396, 423
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natural speech 164n3
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Negative Dialectics (Adorno) 199n5

Neisser, U. 150
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Neo-Confucianism 423
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Neuhaus, Max 746, 751, 757

neural networks 779–780
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and acoustic imaginations 421

and auditory attentional associations 774–775

and imagination in listening 115–116

and imagining unimaginable space 723

and Nat Pwe trance ritual 278–280, 287

and neural binding problem 773, 777

neuroaudiology 127n1

neurobiology 455

neuroimaging 153, 436

neurological sounds 60–61

neuronal chemistry 60–61

neuroplasticity 59, 61, 773–774, 777

neuropsychology 497

and perception of reality 766–767

and sonic virtuality framework 794–795, 797

and tools of phenomenology 82

and trance rituals 267

and worldly sounds 64

see also brain physiology
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newborns 234, 637; see also children/childhood development; infants
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nightmares 178

Nightwatching (Greenaway) 128n10
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noise
and acoustic ecology 654

and comic art 525–526

and communicative musicality 496

and imagining acoustic spaces 663

and imagining sounds 632

Noise scene 337

and poetics of sound 403, 406–407, 409

and the sonorous envelope 504

and Stonehenge Environment Improvement Project 314–316, 319–320, 324–325, 327, 329n3

and the technologically enhanced voice 483

ubiquity of 116–117

and worldly sounds 65
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Noise Water Meat (Kahn) 554

Nokia 359–360

non-object-directed sensations of sound 614–615
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nonacoustic auditory imagination 65
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nondiegetic sound 139, 642
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nonphysicality of sound 62–69
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nuclear family structure 385
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O
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objectification of sound 334
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Objective Idealism 29
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One 536

One + One (film) 580
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Ono, Yoko 576, 580, 746
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ontology 29, 34, 236–238, 339
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orientalism 195, 603, 640–644
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other-real world 789–791, 798–799, 802–803, 805

otherness 234, 243, 327, 335, 498, 502, 640–641

Ōtomo, Katsuhiro 540

Ott, Thomas 517

Otto e Mezzo (film) 579

outdoor spaces 661

Owen, Wilfred 184

Oxford Handbook of Sound Studies 333

P

PA systems 578

Paavola, Sami 212–213, 221
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paintings 122–124, 128nn9–10, 323–324, 326
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Pálsson, Ríkarður 708–711
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Papoušek, Mechthild 495–496
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parent–infant interaction 496
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Parise, C. V. 724

Parker, Charles 413

Parker, James 339–340, 343
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Parochial Church 762n31

Parreno, Philippe 610

Parry, Hubert 604

Parsifal (Wagner) 636

Pärt, Arvo 251

participation metaphor 218–220, 223–224

participatory imagination 98

“Passacaglia” (Shaw) 685

passions 38

passive listening 384

passivity 615

past present 591–592

pat waing 277

Patel, Aniruddh 84

pathology 121, 152–153

The Patriot’s Progress (Williamson) 192

patronage of music 704

Pavani, F. 724

Pavarotti, Luciano 305–308

pedagogy 224; see also education

Pedler, D. 567

Peirce, Charles 278

Pentecostals 269

perception
and active engagement with music 351, 354

and audio compression 118–119

in comic arts 514–515

and experimental psychology 40–41

and film phenomenology 611

historical perspective on sound and imagination 50

and image schemata 462

and imagination 132–135

and imagining acoustic spaces 660–663, 666

information-processing approach 231

and interpersonal interaction 619

and intuitive experiencing 88t

Merleau-Ponty on 291

and modes of hearing 85f

perceptual hypothesis 671–674

perceptual modalities 108

of salient world 672–677, 679, 679n4

and social engagement with music 345–348

and sonic virtuality framework 793–798


percussion 146n9, 271, 277

perfect pitch 422, 437n1
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period authenticity 486

Perkins, Carl 576

personal connections with music 254
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personal inner musical library 204, 206–207, 223

personal knowledge of music 230

personal memories and music 230

personal tool role of music 301, 307

personality 251, 253, 256, 259–260

perspectival differences 725–734
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phenomenal activities 461

phenomenology
and acoustic ecology 655

and the auditory imaginary 67–69

and the auditory imagination 86–99

conceptual clarifications 79–86

and definition of sound 56–57, 80

and embodied listening 609–612, 614, 617–618

and experimental evidence 100n2

exploration of auditory imagination 86–91

and first vs. third person analysis 74n22

grounding in empirical sciences 75n31

Husserl’s early work 74n19

imagination as intuitive experience 87–89

and imaginative transports of listening 689

and imagining 69–72

and modes of hearing 84–86

and nonphysicality of sound 62–69

phenomenal consciousness 101n14

phenomenal sounds 63

phenomenological approach to sound 83–84

phenomenological conception of “world” 75n33

and physicality of sound 57–62

and scientific limits of sound 66–67

tools of 81–83

and worldly sounds 64–65


phenomimes 427

phenotext 334

Phillips, Adam 501

Philosophie der symbolischen Formen (Cassirer) 146n4

phonemes 421, 494, 661

phonetics 425, 437

phonographic writing 424, 426, 438n15

phonology 150, 473

phonoscènes 568

photographic images 180, 515
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phronesis (practical wisdom) 206

phylacteries 519–521

physical character of sounds 428–430

physical disabilities 199n7

physical embodiment 455

physical sciences 67

physical space 735–736, 775

physical stimuli 780

physical voice 475–479

physicality of sound 57–69, 73

physics 24

physiology of hearing 57–58, 82–83, 107; see also neuroscience

Piaget, Jean 39–40, 43, 45, 209–210, 212, 214–215, 224

Piano Concerto No 1 (Tchaikovsky) 91

pictorial art 676

picture-consciousness 87, 88t

picture-sound articulation 143

Pierrot Lunaire (Schoenberg) 747

Pieslack, Jonathan 197

Pine, J. 709

Pink, S. 314
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piped music 370

pitch
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and embodied sensory-motor experience 463

and imagining acoustic spaces 662

and imagining unimaginable space 717–733, 725t, 726t

and linguistic metaphors 466–467

and neural binding problem 773

and perception of reality 770

pitch acuity 160–161, 463

pitch correction 489

pitch fluctuation 486, 490n3

and sonic virtuality framework 804

and the technologically enhanced voice 482, 489

and technology of speech and sound 476–477

and Western keyboards 736n3


Pitt, M. A. 157

Pivec, Nataša 335

Pixar 613

place and context of music 238–239, 244

placial embodiment 691–692, 697

plastic arts 135

plastic space 595

platforms 369–373

Plato 39, 133, 269, 687
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“Play for Voices” (Thomas) 406

playlists 260

Please Please Me (the Beatles) 579

pleasure 37, 42, 352

Poeppel, D. 150, 157

poetics of sound 403–417
and electric language 403–406

and listener as maker 406–408

radio as poetry 412–414

and role of memory 411–412, 414–417

and time and space 408–410


poetry 8; see also poetics of sound

Polanski, Roman 610

Polanyi, Michael 206, 581

political caricature 520

political change 755, 759–760

Polke, Sigmar 754

polyphony 38, 48–49, 51, 85, 413, 753

polysensorality 512

Pomp and Circumstance (Elgar) 251

Pop Art 754

Popa Medaw 273f

popular culture 191

popular music 242, 254–258, 297, 484, 579, 582, 714

Porcello, Thomas 316, 466

portable audio devices 126, 145

Porteous, Katrina 413

position 720–721

possession trance 268, 270, 272–273, 276, 280, 286–287

postcolonialism 397

posthumanist philosophy 223

postmodernism 335, 553

postproduction 570–571, 578–580

postsonic phase 337

Poulson, Christine 325

Poussin, Nicolas 122

Powell, Felix 184

The Powers of Horror (Kristeva) 334

practical knowledge 206

practice 158–163, 214, 217, 422; see also rehearsing

pranayama 25

precedence effect 660

predictability 664

predictive perception 785

prejudice 644

The Prelude (Wordsworth) 405

prenatal relaxation 416

preproduction 571

prerecorded music 654

Près (Saariaho) 688

presence 669–679
environments of salient worlds 676–679

imagination, sound, and 674–676

and multimodality 131–132

and perception of salient world 679n3

and perceptual hypothesis 671–674

and sonic virtuality framework 670–671, 790


present moment 236

Presley, Elvis 574

primary repression 333

priming 590

primordial auditory experience 500–505

Primordial Sound (anahata) 18, 19–22, 24–26, 29

print culture 434–435

Private Dreams and Public Nightmares (McWhinnie) 412

private mind 93

private nature of imagination 97

private soundscapes 119–120

private spaces 665

privatization of music 367, 369t, 371–372

Pro Tools 452, 452f, 556

procedural law 334

process of art 742

producer unit system 571

producers 706

product enhancement sounds 489

productive imagination 50

professional culture 216

Prokofiev, Sergei 590–591

pronunciations 425

propaganda 179, 183–184, 186, 191–193, 385, 587

propositional knowledge 206

proprioceptive stimuli 144

Prose Collection (Wolff) 745

prosodic speech patterns 234

prosthetic media 145n2

prosumers 361

protected speech 341–342

protentions 98

Protestant Reformation 269, 702

proto-self 268, 280–286, 281t, 282f, 283f, 284f, 285t

Proust, Marcel 409, 416

provocation 760n2

proximity effect 490n4

psychical uncertainty 109

Psycho (film) 639

psychoacoustics
and acoustics of museum spaces 549

and “audialization” term 127n1

and the auditory imaginary 69

and communicative musicality 497

and compression 118

and imagining acoustic spaces 660

and the musical avant-garde 751

and narrative listening 448

and sonic virtuality framework 671

sound exposure in early childhood development 494

and tools of phenomenology 82–83


Psychologia empirica (Wolff) 32–33, 40

psychology of sound 590
and autobiographical self 283

and basis of phenomenology 99

historical perspective on sound and imagination 33–34

and modes of hearing 84–86

and musical preferences 252–254, 257

and phenomenological approach to auditory imagination 90

psychoanalysis 47, 315, 493, 500–505

psychobiological theory 252

psychological effects of sounds 61, 66
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Table 35.1 Concert Halls Built—or Renovated—2000-2015

Concert Hall Year  Seats  Population  Acoustic Design
Alsion, Senderborg, DK 2007 1,000 74000 Arup

Koncerthuset, Copenhagen, DK 2009 1,800 1263000  Toyota/Nagata
Musikkitalo, Helsinki, FIN 201 1,700 621,000 Toyota/Nagata
Musikhuset (ren), Aarhus, DK 201 1,600 326000  Artec

Harpa, Reykjavik, IS 201 1,800 198000  Artec

Stavanger Koncerthus, NO 2012 1,500 132000 KahleAcoustics
Musikkens Hus, Aalborg, DK 2013 1,300 213000 Artec

Odeon, Odense, DK 2014 1740 202,000  Gade Mortensen Akustik
Malme Live, SE 2015 1,600 297,000  Akustikon

Operaen, Copenhagen, DK 2005 1,700 1263000  Arup

Operaen, Oslo, NO 2008 1,400 942,000  Arup (Brekke Strand)
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Table 30.1 Venus in Fur: The Moment Thomas Realizes That He Has Found

His Actress

Sec  Image Dialogue Sound Music

17'57" S: Can | offer you

something to drink?
W: Yes, coffee would
be perfect.

18'00 S: Take mine.

W:This is very kind.

1804" W: gesture of taking off  W: Two sugars, please. Gesture audible
her gloves

18'07"  S: Gesture of pouring out Clear sound of the coffee Music
the coffee being poured out ina cup

18'08"  S: Gesture of putting the Adull sound of the contact ~ Music
cup on the table between cup and table

1809"  S: Gesture of putting two Sound of the sugar cubes and  Music
sugar cubes in the coffee sound of the contact between
and putting a little spoon the spoon and the porcelain
on the saucer of the saucer and the cup
S: Gesture of handing We hear that the cupisnot ~ Music
over the cup stable on the saucer

18'20"  W:gesture of taking the  W: | hope that | don't  Sound of the little spoon Music
cup and stirring it disturb you with my  repeatedly clinking against

heels. the porcelain of the cup.

18'25"  W: Gesture of putting the S: Absolutely not. Walk Sound of the contact between Music
little spoon on the saucer  with your heelsas  the spoon and the porcelain
W:Gesture of drinking ~ much asyouwant.  of the saucer and the cup
the coffee

1833" W:Gestureofputting ~ W:Youareapoet,  Sound of the cupbeing put  Music

the cup on the table

Dr. Kusiemski.

on the table
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Table 36.2 Auditory Analogies Suggested by Different Perspectives

Static,  Rising gaze Rising gaze Rising gaze Risinggaze  Bottom-up

"Neutral" (depicting (increasing (focal area (decreasing  view of top

view rising magnitude, ~ continuously apparent size  (distant,
motion)  gradually  furtherfrom  of focal area)  "small’)

revealed) observer)

Pitch Low Rise Rising Falling High
height

Pitch Large Increasing  Largefincrease  Decrease Small
range/

Intervals

Loudness loud  Crescendo Crescendo  Diminuendo Diminuendo  Soft
Duration ~ Long Increasing Decreasing  Short
Tempo  Slow Fast/Accelerando Fast
Auditory Brightening Dimming Dim

brightness
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Table 36.1 Correspondences of Auditory Dimensions with Space and Motion

Location/Direction Speed/Speed  Magnitude/ Shape
change Magnitude
change
High/ Right/ Nearby/ Fast/ Largeflong)/  Sharp
Rising Rightwards ~ Approaching  Accelerating  Increasing
Pitch High/ High/ Equivocal High/Rising™  Low/Rising ****  High
height Rising*  Rising™
Pitch Large/ Large/Increase
intervals Increase
Loudness  Loud/ Loud/ Loud/ Loud/Crescendo
Crescendo® Crescendo  Crescendo
Duration Long/ Long/increasing ~ Short
Increasing
Tempo Fast] Slow
Accelerando
Auditory  Bright/ Bright/ Bright
brightness  Brightening Brightening
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Table 4.1 Types of intuitive experiencing

Types of intuitive Doxicmode  Mode of being given Symbolic

experiencing representation

Imagining Non-positing  Re-presented None

Perceiving Positing Originally given in the present None
perceptual field

Remermbering Positing Originally given in the past None
perceptual field

Expecting Positing Originally given in the future None
perceptual field

Picture-consciousness  Positingand Partially originally given in present, ~ Visual

non-positing

partially re-presented
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Table 19.1 Overview of Program Content in African Voices: A Village and a
High School in Africa. DR P1, August 19, 1958, 7:35 p.m.

Time Speech Music Soundscape
00:00-0106  Speaker
01:06-02:08 Drumming Voices of villagers
02:08-03:06 Speaker (intermittent voice-over)  Drumming, singing  Voices of villagers
03:06-03:46  Speaker
03:46-10:44  Interview with local Dane (leader Very low: car sounds
of high school)
10:45-11:11  Speaker (intermittent voice over)  Drumming, singing
1N:11-12:42 Drumming, singing
(fade out)
12:42-12:44 Complete silence
12:44-14:45  Speaker (brief intro) Choir of village
elders
14:45-1504  Speaker
15:04-17:15  Speaker (voice-over) Drums, choir, solo
singing
17:15-18:11  Speaker
18:11-20:00 Mr. Mansa (local peasant) Woman singing
interviewed by speaker
20:00-2020  Speaker
20:20-21:09  The chief's father's speech (in Village ambience, talk
Swahili, translated into English)
2109-22:20  Speaker
22:20-24:45  Tobe Gobodake IX (chief) thanks Car sound, talk
Denmark for support
24:45-28:20  Interview with local Dane (leader Car sounds
of high school)
28:20-28:50 Solo song, choir
(no drums)
2830-29:10  Speaker
29:10-29:40  Three part choir Three part choir
(no drums)
29:40-3048  Speaker
30:48-35:27  Interview with a Danish family Small kid tumbling
going to the village around, talking,
outdoor noises
35:27-36:10  Speaker
36:10-36:42 Choir (no drums)
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Table 18.2 Future directions for sonic branding. Two major sonic branding
concerns in need of new answers (nostalgia and music technology), combined
with two fundamentals of sonic branding (control and purchase), and two
main concerns of the existing ethnographic work by Bull (2007)

Key concerns of
the previous
literature

Nostalgia
Sonic branding
concem

Music
technology
Sonic Branding
concem

Suggested
future
directions,
quided by
nostalgia and
music
technology

Control Sonic
Branding
concern (ie,
consumer's
control of
their everyday
lives through
music)

Pastand
present—these
are controlled
via nostalgia

Timing and
availability—
these can be
controlled via
music
technology

Knowledge of
sonic branding
needed, in
relation to the
consumer's
own control
through music

Purchase Sonic
Branding concern
(., connection
between presence
of music and
purchase made)

Mnemonics—can
help lead to
purchase largely
because of nostalgia

Consumers are not
excited about
in-store music
(although sonic
branding strategy
exists—tempo, ete.—
especially in-store)

Sonic branding
strategy regarding
purchase needed,
starting with both
mnemonics and new
music technology

Mobility

(Bull 2007)

(i.e, consumers'
organization of
thei mobility
through music
use)

Soundtrack of one's
life—exists as a
‘common way of
personal
organization

Private music is
possible today—this
represents a music
andscape of
mobility with a
technological
future we cannot
easily foresee

How can sonic
branding become
mobile and social,
rather than mobile
and private?

Privatization
(Bull 2007)

(i.e. consumers'
use of music

is becoming
increasingly
private)

Every song
contains a
private memory—
nostalgia

can enable
privatization
Private MP3s/
smart-phones—
offer music firstly
for only one
person

Use the private
(technology, uses
of music, etc) to

make music social
(again)






OEBPS/images/oso-9780190460167-graphic-050.gif
Endosonic Components

«Memory = Belicf
Mind «Emotion = Expectation
Endosonus
«—
Sonic
Aggregate Actualization
« Audition,
« Aural imagery
SOUND
Exosonus

Environment

Brain

Body

Exosonic Components

Multimodal stimuli
oustics
= Behavior

« Physiology
= Sound waves






OEBPS/images/oso-9780190460167-graphic-049.gif
Potentials of
the Virtual Cloud

Emergent
perception






OEBPS/images/oso-9780190460167-e-17-table-6.gif
Table 17.1 A Summary of Shared Frameworks of Sonic Imagining

and the Related Enactive Potential

Atmosphere Kinesphere

Ecosphere

Culturesphere

Embodied sensitivity Affordances of

to a felt ambience, kinesthetic and motor
moods, and dynamic  imagining within a
changes body topography

Sensorimotor
affordances of
imagining interactions
with the world

Dialogical affordances
of narrative self in
relation with the
cultural world
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Table 12.1 Erikson's (1982) Stages of Identity

Age Years Conflict between Positive characteristics
Infancy 0-15  Trust Mistrust Hope

Early childhood 15-3  Autonomy  Shameand Doubt Wil

Play age 3-5 Initiative Guilt Purpose

School age 5-12  Industry Inferiority Competence
Adolescence 12-18  Identity Role Confusion  Fidelity
Youngadulthood ~ 18-40  Intimacy Isolation Love

Adulthood 40-65  Generativity  Stagnation Care

Maturity 65+ Integrity Despair Wisdom
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