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Soundscape is an artificial word, playing on the 
acoustic sirnilarity of sound and land. Composer 
and sound theorist Murray Schafer created tbe word 
in the late 1960s. Simultaneously and independ
ently, Michael Soutbwortb at MIT also used the 
term. The World Soundscape Project at Simon 
Fraser University made the word widely known and 
linked with a specific approach subsumed under the 
then new and fashionable notion of ecology. The 
seeming opening for systernic approaches provided 
by this term has an anti-phenomenological tendency 
in the sense that its aesthetic and perceptual aspects 
constitute the world of sound only in a functional 
way. 

What analytical terms have been proposed 
for soundscape studies in the last thirty years? All 
notational and classificatory systems devised since 
the 1970s must face the fact that the sonic experi
ence--like other perceptual modes--is composed of 
objective and subjective worlds, of facts and values. 
The first empirical study testing this idea was con
ducted by Porteous and Mastin in 1985 (Porteous 
& Mastin, 1985). In their statistical analysis of sig
nificant relations among sounds of a neighborhood 
in Victoria B. C. these researchers concluded dryly 

12 

"that the World Soundscape Project sound catego
ries do not form statistically reliable constructs." 

Here I want to re-exarnine two of these cate
gories--acoustic horizon and keynote sound--that 
were borrowed from visual space and from music, 
respectively. These two concepts have played a sig
nificant role in soundscape studies. Results from my 
field work (1995a/b, 1997) indicate that these con
cepts have a capacity for enhanced phenomenologi
cal use. 

ACOUSTIC HORIZON 

Horizon is a word we use in everyday 
speech; it has realistic, figurative and scientific 
meanings. The Greek horizein denotes posing lim
its, making dispositions and defining a term. The 
image is the one of a furrow that divides virgin land 
into cultivated parts and thus signifies reclamation 
from nature and the creation of interior and exterior. 
Throughout the Middle Ages, horizon denoted a 
metaphysical frontier between the historical and 
spiritual worlds. With the fading away of the pla
tonic and theological foundations of this sense of 
the word, horizon began to be applied to the realm 
ofthe physical world. 



The idea of acoustic horizon appears in a 
European village soundscape study by the World 
Soundscape Project, where the solar winds of Bri
tanny's Lesconil are reported (1977, 54). Here the 
notion of horizon, as proposed by Schafer, implies 
the far-reaching presence of sounds, in analogy 
with the far-away visual horizon. The prerequisite 
for this experience is conceived as a kind of com
plex, rural silence synonymous with acoustic trans
parency-notice again the visual metaphor. Any 
machine sound will then destroy this silence (which 
equals acoustic transparency) by masking and there
fore deteriorating the acoustic content of the ex
tended surroundings. 

This interpretation sets the values of noise
abatement ideals. Noise modifies the acoustic hori
zon by temporally narrowing it. By its very defini
tion, however, the horizon cannot be annihiliated: 
the term horizon of silence (singular) introduced by 
Don Ihde (1975, 50) can serve as a fundamental 
definition of what the acoustic horizons (plural) are. 
Then noise has to be called a specific horizon of 
silence-a seemingly paradoxical but phenome
nologically correct and necessary expression: the 
acoustic horizons of noise as silencing other sounds 
and as Operators of the finiteness of aural space and 
time. 

What are the qualities of this horizon of si
lence? lt is perfect, existential and cannot be trans
gressed, in a still more compelling way than the 
visual horizon. On the other hand, this horizon of 
silence fluctuates in space and time. Because it is 
not there in front, it urges us to adopt descriptions 
like "almost," "nearly," or "perhaps." Spatially as 
weil as temporally, we get incessantly to a specific 
horizon of silence--each pause between a cicada's 
chirping volley, in every breath taking in a flow of 
conversation, in the hours of quiet in the middle of 
the night, or in winter's rest of the season's tonali
ties. Every horizon circles the other by demanding a 
different span oflistening consciousness. 

In other words, the silence in horizon of si

lence is not just the silence after dying sonic pres
ence but must be conceived as the silence of un
heard sounds. And there is an objective "acoustical" 
and a subjective "aural" side to this experience. Ei
ther a sound object does not reach us physically, or 
we ourselves withdraw our listening attention and 
Jet the horizon of silence be constituted by our span 
of attention. Phenomenologically, unheard sounds 
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are not stocked in some kind of sonic distant and 
hypothetical unconscious but simply do not exist. 
This is naturally true for those sounds that have not 
yet occurred or have already vanished. 

Our cultural practice with the multiplicity of 
acoustic horizons within the soundscape-as
experienced makes constant attempts to transgress 
the spatial and temporal limits by semantic and 
symbolic action. Often our listening is framed by 
extemal cues--e.g., signal sounds from bells, sirens 
or train passages--that indicate the beginning and 
end ofthe active daytime. 

One example is foghoms of the 1920s, re
ported in The Vancouver Soundscape (World 
Soundscape Project, 1978, 19): "We heard them as 
we went to sleep and again first thing in the mom
ing As biological cycles are capable of mastering 
the future, cyclical behaviors and recurring events 
enable us to plan, to infer and to anticipate and 
thereby to structure our everyday world. Another 
example is the sounds of passing trains, which add 
imaginatively-spatial connotations by their prove
nance and destination; their whistles arouse memo
ries and add biographical temporal depth. 

The idea of the horizon of silence is realized 
as a variety of acoustic horizons in the physical 
world and in the perceptual world. A phenomenol
ogy of the edges of the acoustic world has to con
sider that the physical world which, although with 
seemingly stable appearance, is constantly trans
gressed by cultural practices, anticipating the future, 
offering reminders of the past, representing distant 
spaces. The horizons of our soundscapes are con
stantly moving and reminding us of the fact that 
sounds both indicate · moving sources and are 
movement themselves. This leads us to a phenome
nology not of stable or dead objects, but of dynam
ics in concrete time and concrete space. 

TONALI1Y 

Schafer's keynote sound is one of the musical terms 
introduced in soundscape studies. This term denote 
sounds that "are heard by a particular society con
tinuously or frequently enough to form a back
ground against which other sounds are perceived" 
(Truax 1978, 68). This tenn metaphorizes sound
scape as a musical entity, hinting at a feature that 
the variety of actually heard sounds might have in 
common. When a melody involves its keynote, its 
tonal center might not be sounding yet still be pres-



ent. Similarly, a keynote sound is not a kind of 
ground according to the gestalt concept ( or a back
ground in an inadequately visualizing metonymy) 
but an organizing principle of the sounds-as
experienced in a real-world context (Truax 1978, 
68). 

When trying to find a German equivalent for 
keynote sounds, I feit that I must avoid the corre
sponding term Grundton from the musical termi
nology, since Grund denotes basis, ground, and is 
closer to background than keynote; this word would 
lead to a static idea not suggesting the dynamic 
character of the subject. I therefore proposed tona/
ity applied to soundscapes. This word appeared to
ward the middle of the 19th century with approxi
mately the present meaning, identifying a principle 
of regulating the relations between sounds (Dahl
haus 1980, 51-55). This term gives a direction that 
neutralizes the static connotation in keynote 
sound/Grundton. In addition, tonality is close to 
German Stimmung-atmosphere, mood, tempera
ment or tune-a term that bridges the musical, tech
nical realm and environmental experience. 

Etymologically, tonality goes back to the 
Greek tonos, which signifies a rope or link between 
two objects that tend to drift apart, the force of 
hauling exerted by the rope and finally this force 
itself: the tension necessary for a string to produce 
sound. Introducing a concept of tension and disten
sion, tonality signifies primarily relations, not ob
jects. Applied to the soundscape, tonality helps 
solve the odd difficulty that we are talking of--viz., 
the concrete sounding world and its play of relation
ships. 

Already twenty years ago, Jean-Fran,;;ois 
Augoyard (1978, 161-174) used the terms sound 
climate and tonality when talking about sounds that 
"give the keynote" in a particular soundscape. The 
sonic climate envelopes lived moments in such a 
way as to create within the same physical or social 
space different sonic universes. Tonality conceived 
as an open and synthetic term avoids too formal 
musical-like criteria and leaves room for the cul
tural codes implied or expressed in soundscape 
elements, containing the values that make sound
scapes emotionally resonant and semantically over
determined. 
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PHENOMENOLOGY & SOUNDSCAPE 
As Gemot Böhme (1997, 34) suggests, a phenome
nology of nature is only possible as a phenomenol
ogy of nature-for-us and of the body-self being it
self part of nature. This is problematizing conven
tional ecological approaches grounded in the natural 
sciences. Acoustic horizons and environmental to
nalities are always sonic nature-for-us and inevita
bly anthropocentric. Frogs will not teil us about 
their experience of their soundscapes; we can infer 
their experience but only on the basis of our own. 

A term like acoustic ecology has a moral value
preserving pristine sonic environments, fighting ur
ban noise-but leads to a number of methodological 
difficulties. When proposing a phenomenological 
approach and terminological tools like acoustic ho
rizon or tonality, I do not suppose that all difficul
ties can be solved. I would like to assume, however, 
that, through phenomenological studies, some es
sential qualities of sound can be better assessed: the 
basic dynamism of the sound world, the historicity 
of sonic places, the presence, reminiscence and an
ticipation functions of the soundscape's temporal 
scope. All these possibilities are hopefully not in 
false opposition to a pretendedly-dominating visual 
world but complementary to it and allowing us to 
hone our intellectual tools. 
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This is the first issue of 2001. We thank the sixty
one readers who have renewed their subscription. 
We are especially grateful to the many persons who 
have made an extra contribution with their sub
scription. Donors are listed on the next page. Many 
readers have forgotten to renew and, if so, you will 
find a second notice inside. 

This issue focuses on a phenomenology of 
sound and the soundscape. We feature a review of 
music scholar Joachim-Ernst Berendt's The Third 
Ear: Listening to the World and reprint two selec
tions from this perceptive work. Next, soundscape 
researchers Hildegard Westerkamp and Darren 
Copeland write about specific real-world experi
ences involving the world of sound. Last sound
scape researcher Justin Winkler considers two con
cepts--acoustic horizon and keynote sound--as they 
contribute to a phenomenology of soundscape. We 
end with a poem by writer Judyth Hili. 

WE NEED YOUR SUBMISSIONS! 

Note that we are short on materials for .future is
sues. Please consider contributing. We can use re
views, personal news, essays, drawings, commen
taries, designs, art work-whatever you think read
ers might find interesting or useful. If you teach, 
consider sending us essays or other work by your 
students. Often student efforts are remarkably per
ceptive and fresh. We'd be pleased to publish stu
dent essays, reviews, drawings, designs, and so 
forth that relate to issues with which EAP deals. 

PHENOMENOLOGYCONFERENCE 

The annual conference of the Society for Phe
nomenology and the Human Sciences (SPHS) 
will be held 4-6 October 2001 at Goucher College 
in Towson, Maryland. The emphasis is "the appli
cation of phenomenological methodology to the 
specific concrete investigations of the human and 
social sciences." Paper abstracts are due by March 
15. Contact: Gary Backhaus, Philosophy Dept.,

http://www-personaLksu.edu/-triad Winter 2001 

Morgan State Univ., Baltimore, MD 21251 
(SPARKS.GBACKHAUS@prodigy.net). 

The 20th Human Sciences Research Conference 
will be held 19-22 August 2001 at Taisho Univer
sity in Tokyo, Japan. The conference theme is 
"Caring for the next generation." Paper abstracts 
must be received by 28 February. Contact: Japan 
IHSRC Planning Committee, Counseling Institute, 
Taisho Univ., Nisisugamo 3-20-1, Toshimaku, To
kyo 170-8470 Japan (http://www.nyc.gojp). 

Below: The Japanese ideogram for Sesshin. a kind of intense 
Zen meditation. The three "ear' symbols indicate the impor
tance of hearing in the practice. A rough translation is 'Lis
ten! Listen! Listen! With hand and heart. • From Berendt's The 

ThirdEar, a studyof hearing and listening. &e review on p. 5. 




