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.LISTENING 



This chapter explores listening, not as a physiological fact but as 

an act of engaging with the world. lt is in the engagement with the 

world rather than in its perception that the world and myself within 

it are constituted, and it is the sensorial mode of that engagement 

that determines my constitution and that of the world. 

Every sensory interaction relates back to us not the object/ 

phenomenon perceived, but that object/ phenomenon filtered, shaped 

and produced by the sense employed in its perception. At the same 

time this sense outlines and fills the perceiving body, which in its per

ception shapes and produces his sensory seif. Whereby the senses 

employed are always already ideologically and aesthetically deter

mined, bringing their own influence to perception, the perceptual 

object and the perceptual subject. lt is a matter then of accepting the 

a priori influence while working towards a listening in spite rather than 

because of it. The task is to suspend, as much as possible, ideas of 

genre, category, purpose and art historical context, to achieve a 

hearing that is the material heard, now, contingently and individually. 

This suspension does not mean a disregard for the artistic context or 

intention, nor is it frivolous and lazy. Rather it means appreciating the 

artistic context and intention through the practice of listening rather 

than as a description and limitation of hearing. This practice follows 

Theodor W. Adorno's,call for philosophical interpretations that, 

... answer the questions of a pre-given reality each time, 

through a fantasy which rearranges the elements of the ques

tion without going beyond the circumference of the elements, 

the exactitude of which has its control in the disappearance 

of the question. 1 
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lt is perception as interpretation that knows that to hear the werk/ 

the sound is to invent it in listening to the sensory material rather than 

to recognize its contemporary and historical context. Such listening 

will produce the artistic context of the work/the sound in its innovative 

perception rather than through the expectation of an a priori reality. 

This phantasmagoric practice does not make listening inexact or irrel

evant since it is based on the rigour and responsibility of perception.2 

To rely on the pre-given would in any event not make the perceived 

more valid. lt would simply make it more certain within its own descrip

tion. However, this also means that perception could only ever know 

the werk to the degree to which it fulfils that certainty. 

The ideology of a pragmatic visuality is the desire for the whole: 

to achieve the convenience of comprehension and knowledge through 

the distance and stability of the object. Such a visuality provides us 

with maps, traces, borders and certainties, whose consequence are 

communication and a sense of objectivity. The auditory engagement 

however, when it is not in the service of simply furnishing the prag

matic visual object, pursues a different engagement. Left in the dark, 

1 need to explore what I hear. Listening discovers and generates the 

heard. 

The difference lies, as Michel de Certeau points out, between 

the desire for the godlike view, the gnostic drive for total knowledge, 

satisfied from high above at a distance from the urban text, and 

the walking of the 'Wandersmänner' down below, producing the city 

blindly through their temporal and individual trajectories.3 In this sense 

listening is not a receptive mode but a method of exploration, a mode 

of 'walking' through the soundscape/the sound werk. What I hear is 

discovered not received, and this discovery is generative, a fantasy: 

always different and subjective and continually, presently now. 

An aesthetic and philosophy of sound art is based on this dis

covering drive. This is not a gnostic drive, but a drive to knowing. 

Knowing as past participle, always now, unfolding in the present, 

bringing with it the uncertainty of a fleeting understanding. Such a lis

tening does not pursue the question of meaning, as a collective, total 
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comprehension, but that of interpretation in the sense of a phantas

magoric, individual and contingent practice. This practice remains 

necessarily incomplete in relation to an objective totality but complete 

in its subjective contingency. Sound narrates, outlines and fills, but it 

is always ephemeral and doubtful. Between my heard and the sonic 

object/phenomenon I will never know its truth but can only invent it, 

producing a knowing for me. 

This knowing is the experience of sound as temporal relationship. 

This 'relationship' is not between things but is the thing, is sound 

itself. Listening cannot contemplate the object/phenomenon heard 

separate from its audition because the object does not precede 

listening. Rather, the auditory is generated in the listening practice: in 

listening I am in sound, there can be no gap between the heard and 

hearing, 1 either hear it or I don't, and what I perceive is what I hear. 

1 can perceive a distance but that is a heard distance. The distance 

is what I hear here, not over-there. lt does not signal a separation of 

objects or events but is the separation as perceived phenomenon. 

The aesthetic subject in sound is defined by this fact of interac

tion with the auditory world. He is placed in the midst of its materiality, 

complicit with its production. The sounds of his footsteps are part of 

the auditory city he produces in his movements through it. His sub

ject position is different from the viewing seif, whose body is at a 

distance from the seen. The listener is entwined with the heard. His 

sense of the world and of himself is constituted in this bond. 

The understanding gained is a knowing of the moment as a 

sensory event that involves the listener and the sound in a reciprocal 

inventive production. This conception challenges both notions of 

objectivity and of subjectivity, and reconsiders the possibility and 

place of meaning, which situates the re-evaluation of all three at the 

centre of a philosophy of sound art. 

This first chapter describes listening as an activity, an interactivity, 

that produces and invents and demands of the listener a complicity 

and commitment that rethinks existing philosophies of perception. 

By narrating listening to sound werk and the acoustic environment 
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it introduces the themes central to a philosophy of sound art: subjec
tivity, objectivity, communication, collective relations, meaning and 
sense making. 

Being Honeyed 

In 1948 Maurice Merleau-Ponty was commissioned by the French 
National radio to give seven audio-lectures on 'The Development of 
ldeas' to be broadcast as part of 'The French Culture Hour', on each 
Saturday between the 9th of October and the 13th of November. 
His series, which focused on the World of Perception, is kept in the 
archives of the Institut National de L'Audiovisuel (INA) in Paris and 
has also been published first in French, and now in an English transla
tion, as a small booklet by Routledge.4 Here I will consider both my 
experience of the spoken causeries, listening to it by appointment at 
the National Archive and the statements of the written texts. In these 
lectures Merleau-Ponty considers the perception of the world not as 
a passive gazing at its a priori attributes but instates visual perception 
via modern painting and everyday objects an active role. Merleau
Ponty talks about painting and the artistic demand to see beyond the 
intellectual expectation of a representational reality into the percep
tion of 'a space in which we too are located'. Talking about painting 
since Cezanne he suggests: 

The lazy viewer will see 'errors of perspective' here, while 
those who look closely will get the feel of a world in which 
no two objects are seen simultaneously, a world in which 
regions of space are separated by the time it takes to move 
our gaze from one to the other a world in which being is not 

given but rather emerges over time.5 

In his descriptions he outlines a phenomenology of perception, a 
world and art perceived rather than known. He understands conven
tional, representational and perspectival painting to be polite in that 
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it facilitates a single perception of what is in reality multi-layered and 
complex. To him such painting kills 'their trembling life' that is perpet
ually unfolding. lnstead he prefers those works that deal with the 
emergence of being over time.6 

What he means by this painterly emergence is clarified in his in 
1945 written essay 'Cezanne's Doubt', where he articulates the doubt 
in the singular and habitual veracity of the seen as the prime motiva
tor of the artist's production. He suggests that Cezanne paints inces
santly, again and again the landscape before him from the doubt in 
the referential and prespectival reality of the visible world. This doubt 
is suspended in the motility of painting out of which the landscape 
emerges rather than is represented by. He understands such paint
ings as 'a drive to rediscover the world as we apprehend it in lived 
experience', and states that painters of that time refused the laws of 
perspective and instead struggled with the birth of the landscape, the 
thing, before them.7 They pushed the body into the mele of reality 
and it is through the bodily experience that that reality becomes real 
in all its complexity rather than as a detached and firm fact. However, 
in print his ideas retain the notion of a finished painting rather than 
the movement of unfolding that he attributes to the sensory material. 
lt remains a description of a work that is the finished product of a 
complex, bodily engagement; it is not the bodily engagement itself. 

What he writes about is the artist's body, his doubt, his need to 
perpetually rework, to remain fleetingly certain, which evokes in.me 
the certainty of his painting, validated by the painter's struggle and 
hard work. C�zanne's individual and ceaseless struggle against one 
point of view is the. modernist aura of the painting as a manual fact.8 

The painting remains·certain as a painting that I can view from a dis
tance, hanging heavy on the wall. 1 empathize intellectually but not 
physically. This is not my doubt being worked through here. lt remains 
the painter's. The multi-layered complexity becomes again one view
point in the perspective of the gallery. In the certainty of the muse
um's context I understand rather than experience doubt. By contrast, 
through the spoken words of the broadcast the painting unfolds, 
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refolds, from me, as an audio work. 1 hear and participate in the proc

ess of layers, distances, time and separations. The painting emerges 

over time in my ears. This is not to say that the written text or the 

painted image really represent a simple and certain unity. But their 

already-there-ness, their existence before my viewing them and the 

certainty of their published context, allows my vision to observe rather 

than participate in the complexity of their unfolding. The physical dis

tance and autonomy of the work as image, as text, allows reading 

and shapes the interpretation of the read in its own image. This inter

pretation is the work in perception but this perception is spatial and 

brightly lit. By contrast, the dark serendipity of radio grants no room: 

its nearness and temporality is not that of my interpretation but that 

of its own unfolding, out of the dark into my ears, in the physical time 

of the broadcast. My ears perform the complexity of the work bodily 

and in some haste. The text as writing is the musical work, framed by 

convention; it allows entry to scrutinizing eyes that interpret it, while 

granting it the space for that interpretation. The issue here is not a 

distinction between music and sound art, but how both of them are 

listened to. This book includes the discussion of what conventionally 

could be termed musical works, but attempts to listen to them for 

the sound they make rather than their musical organization. Since, 

sound does not allow for an interpretation on top of its work-ness 

but is interpretation as all there is, temporal and contingent. lt is the 

'unseen' painting as it emerges from Merleau-Ponty's voice that reveals 

the complex intersubjectivity of its experience. The text as voice is 

the bodily fragment of its sound, and the painting unfolding in that 

voice takes that body to meet mine in a dark and transient conduit. 

Here the painting is experienced in all its complexity ratherthan appre

ciated as a firm fact: trembling and in doubt it is the motility of being. 

What I hear in Merleau-Ponty's Causeries is not the body of the 

text but the body of Merleau-Ponty, whose complex unity, contingent, 

fragmented and doubtful, meets me in my listening. When, in another 

broadcast in the series, Merleau-Ponty explains the complex unity of 

perception through the yellow sourness of a lemon and the liquid 
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stickiness of honey, it is from his voice, the bodily and transient sound 

of his appearance out of the darkness of the broadcast, that the 

lemon and honey get formed in my listening as uncertain and com

plex unities that reveal my own unsure intricacy. 

This is the case with the quality of being-honeyed. Honey is 

a slow-moving liquid; while it undoubtedly has a certain con

sistency and allows itself to be grasped, it soon creeps slyly 

from the fingers and returns to where it started from. lt comes 

apart as soon as it has been given a particular shape, and 

what is more, it reverses the roles, by grasping the hands of 

whoever would take hold of it.9 

Being honeyed expresses the reciprocity of his phenomenologi

cal intersubjectivity. The honey can only be feit through my stickiness. 

lt cannot be grasped as a remote object but comes to being in my 

honeyed-hands as a complex phenomenon of no certain shape but 

a demanding nature. While the text describes the process, the voice 

produces it. His voice becomes the honey that drips into my ears and 

engages me without taking certain shape; it remains a roving com

plexity that grasps me. 

The paintings, sour lemons and sticky honey that Merleau-Ponty 

talks about in his radio broadcasts are imagined by the listeners, pro

duced in their imagination, invented and tasted through their ears. 

My cheeks pull together and my saliva starts flowing to the sound of 

yellow juicy lemon-ness. The image of a lemon sums it up, the sound 

adds up: adding. _ever more complex layers that are the object as 

auditory phenomenön, The adding never reaches a totality but only a 

contingent realization, which is never ideal but remains the fantasy of 

Adorno's interpretative process. 

While the modernist painter grapples with the multi-perspectuality 

of the world, in listening I imagine the world: it emerges between his 

words from my imagination in which I am located. This is not an act 

of interpretation as much as the fantasy of my audition: it is not the 
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modernist painting nor the golden honey but his voice, his body in his 

mouth meeting mine in my ears, that shapes the perceived in the 

sensory-motor action of my perception. 

Merleau-Ponty talks about his world of perception in visual terms. 

The sensibility of his perception however is not that of vision. lt is 

not vision that painting and philosophy has liberated from representa

tion; it is sonic perception, which is free of the visual stranglehold on 

knowledge and experience. Sound does not describe but produces 

the object/phenomenon under consideration. lt shares nothing of the 

totalizing ability of the visual. lt does not deny visual reality but prac

tises its own fleeting actuality, augmenting the seen through the heard. 

The sonic reality is intersubjective in that it does not exist without my 

being in it and I in turn only exist in my complicity with it; and it is 

generative in that it is the sensory-motor process of listening: pres

ently producing one's honeyed-ness from one's position of listening 

centrifugally into the world. 10 

The listening subject invents, he practises an innovative listening 

that produces the world for him in a phenomenological sensory-motor 

action towards the heard, and his auditory seif is part of the heard in 

reciprocal intersubjectivity. Listening as a critical motility practises 

Merleau-Ponty's phenomenology as a process of doubt: the critical 

listener himself is full of doubt about the heard, and doubtful in his 

complicity he needs to hear and hear again, to know himself as an 

intersubjective being in a sonic life-world.11 The difficulty arises when 

this experiential, subjective world is measured and communicated 

in written language that pretends the objectivity and knowledge of 

the visual exchange. The transcript of the radio broadcasts gives me 

a description of the complexity of honey and lemons, the sounds of 

Merleau-Ponty's voice binds me to honey's sugary stickiness and the 

lemon's sour flesh. This difference in my perceptual engagement 

highlights an aesthetic difference. 

One intention of Listening is to unpack and articulate this distinc

tion through listening to sound work and the everyday acoustic envi

ronment, to bring to light the consequences of a sonic perception and 
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subjectivity as a philosophical experience. Another is to bring sounds' 

particularity to bear on our notion of communication, language and 

shared meaning, and to celebrate experiential non-sense, Merleau

Ponty's phenomenological sense that comes out of sensation rather 

than rationality and transgresses the collective through individual 

sense-making. 

To Listen 

Sounds constantly enter my ears, bounding around in there, declar

ing their interest even if I am not listening. As I walk through a busy 

urban street I try to ignore the incessant hum of thick traffic, the noisy 

commotion and vocal drone of people around me. However, the fact 

that I do not listen to them consciously or willingly does not mean 

that these sounds do not shape the reality as it presents itself to me. 

Sound renders the crowd massive and pervasive, becoming ever 

denser and more intimidating, encroaching on my physical space. 

Their stomping feet reverberate off the hard and shiny architecture. 

A stampede: emerging from behind my back and stretching ahead 

of me beyond my visual horizon. They are everywhere, coming closer 

and closer, engulfing me in their physical presence. 

Switch off the drone of hammering footsteps and the aural hub

bub of human activity, the crowd shrinks immediately, the frightful 

beast is tamed. All I see now are people bumbling along, minding 

their own businesses, nothing to do with me. However, such a visual 

autonomy dbes not exist. 12 Listening produces a sonic life-world that 

we inhabit, with o� against our will, generating its complex unity. Sound 

involves me closely·in what I see; it pulls the seen towards me as it 

grasps me by my ears. Sound renders the object dynamic. lt makes 

it 'tremble with life' and gives it a sense of process rather than a mute 

stability. Stability is mute, not silent but mute. Silence still involves 

listening and hearing as a generative action of perception. Muteness 

by contrast numbs the auditory engagement. lt applies a local anaes

thetic and disables the hearing process. Stability in this sense is the 
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object minus the action of perception, a state that does not exist but 

is assumed and pretended by a visual ideology. Sound by contrast 

negates stability through the force of sensory experience. Listening's 

focus on the dynamic nature of things renders the perceptual object 

unstable, fluid and ephemeral: unsettling what is through a world of 

sonic phenomena and audible spirits. Sounds are like ghosts. They 

slink around the visual object, moving in on it from all directions, form

ing its contours and content in a formless breeze. The spectre of 

sound unsettles the idea of visual stability and involves us as listeners 

in the production of an invisible world. This sonic life-world might be 

silent but forceful, grasping us as we hear it, pulling us into an audi

tory imagination even if we mistake if for the thing seen. 

Listening in the library draws me into the minutia of human sounds. 

Every hum, cough, whisper, every footstep, sneeze, paper turn, rasp 

and throat clearing is amplified. In sound the library becomes an awk

ward space of fraught physicality: full of bodies, rigid and tense, trying 

to be silent. Ever so often the restraint cracks under the expectation: 

a mobile phone goes off, a voice misses the whispering register. 

In response a reproaching chorus of sounds ensues that leads the 

offending noise back into the approved sphere. In its rising and falling 

the sounds of the library invite the imagination of a boundary-less 

mass of human flesh, heaving in its own rhythm, oozing sighs and 

whispers and grasping me in its breath: a fleshly monster of which 

1 am part, enveloped, swallowed in its hush as in a faintly murmuring 

beast. As I lock up, 1 know the people are sitting at a distance, heads 

in books; their purpose firmly roots them in their own visual world. But 

in sound they come closer. They become the people of my auditory 

imagination. They start to breath down my neck and if I do not stop 

listening I will only be able to hear them. 

Listening as an aesthetic practice challenges how we see and how 

we participate in the production of the visual world. Listening allows 

fantasy to reassemble the visual fixtures and fittings, and repositions 

us as designers of our own environment. lt challenges, augments 

and expands what we see, without presenting a negative illusion, by 

producing the reality of lived experience. Through this generative 
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experience listening revisits those philosophical tenets that are bound 

to the sovereignty of the visual. Listening, in this sense, is an aesthetic 

activity that challenges the philosophical tradition of the West, which, 

according to film theorist Christian Metz, is based on a hierarchy 

between the senses which positions sound in the attributal location, 

sublimated to the visual and its linguistic structure. 13 In that position 

sound is left to describe and enhance but never to do and become. 

lt is a small adjective to the mighty visual neun, furnishing its objects 

and enhancing its perspective without being acknowledged in that 

position. 

When we start to listen as a critical motility this position becomes 

untenable. Listening emancipated from the expectation to enhance 

does something eise. lt produces, it invents, it generates. lt demands 

that the heard be more than a ghost of the visual, a flimsy figment of 

the imagination, soon dispelled. However, instead of denying the 

ephemeral quality of its object, it is the preference for the assumed 

substance of visuality that needs to be reassessed by focusing on the 

ephemeral exactly. 

[ ... ]
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microscopic trips (2006) 

Stini Arn's microscopic trips take time to construct the places she 

is passing through. Between Los Angeles and Zürich, any place is 

imaginable. Snippets of conversation at the airport, Tannoy 

announcements, traffic in the road; incidental encounters meet the 

sonic infrastructure of place. The focus is on structure rather 

than content however. She uses sound to narrate not the story itself 

but the structure of the plot on which the individual narrations of the 

listeners are to be built. She makes the journey the parameter of the 

listening time and both are potentially endless. 

The events on her journeys are odd enough and ordinary enough 

to make me hear my own trip. 1 know she had to have been there as 

her firm presence is the werk, but I do not necessarily know where 

she is. lt all seems rather incidental, the personal overheard, and I 

am not quite sure I am supposed to hear it. But its temporal 

insistence, playing on for hours and hours, persuades me that it is 

okay to listen on. 
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The werk is durational; in fact it is potentially infinite. For all l know 

it might still go on, unheard but nevertheless recording. This produces 

not a sense of listening to, but of listening in. Listening in to the goings 

on elsewhere that mingle with the goings on over-here, and build 

the basis of my own journey. Over time it realizes Adorno's demand 

for experience: The microphone stops being a distant reporter but 

becomes the present sound and makes itself available to my genera

tive experience. lf I refuse to listen the werk becomes an archive 

rather than a sonic piece of werk, catalogued and taken note of, but 

rarely heard. lts sounds never realized it remains mute and inanimate; 

its space gone, its thing-ness undone. As such a mute archive it 

meets language easily: chatting about its concepts and processes, its 

form and structure, but never about listening to it. When committing 

to its time however a personal sounding emerges that has a more dif

ficult relationship to its own description and critical analysis. 

Arn records real places and her- trajectories through them, and 

1 produce a sound walk in a space of my imagination, preserving the 

sounds of my own memory in my present listening: thin lines loosely 

coming together to produce sheer figments of a composition. No 

sooner have they arrived they dissipate. 1 can linger on some inciden

tal stories, ignore others, and forge a relationship with other sounds 

heard in my own acoustic environment. There are highlights, staged 

moments, accidents embraced, as well as incidents where she with

draws and hurriedly switches off the microphone. But on the whole 

moments .go by without recourse to the 'exceptional' , and after a 

while her soundtrack is my formless sphere of listening. 1 do not think 

about Arn's sources anymore as I am moving along her microscopic 

trips: the places passed are constructed in my imagination, and the 

duration of this journey is mine rather than hers. 

This formless duration evokes the 'endless mobility' of Julia 

Kristeva's fourth signifying practice and directs my enquiry towards 

her notion of the 'text', through which she implodes the stability of 

signification. In the Revolution of Poetic Language written in 1974, 

Kristeva outlines our engagement with the world through four related 

[ ... ]
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but distinct signifying practices: 'narrative', 'metalanguage' , 'contem

plation' and 'text'. While the first three work on the basis of a collec

tively shareable experience, the fourth proposes a more complex, 

temporal and individual engagement. 31 The text includes a considera

tion of the autonomy of the subject, working beyond the intention of 

the author and any stable registration of the artwork, producing the 

work continually in its perceptual moment. 

This signifying practice 'involves combination: fitting together 

detaching, including, and building up "parts" into some kind of "tota

lity'" .32 Crucially, however, this totality is not a communicative totality, 

not an objective totality.33 'This practice has no addressee; no subject 

( ... ) can understand it.'34 Signifying is a solitary practice, which does 

not function communicatively. lnstead, between 'detaching, including, 

and building up "parts'" an arrangement is proposed which is realized 

in the composition of the listener working on the arrangement of the 

author. The 'fragments' that are being taken apart and rearranged are 

invested in this process. This heterogeneous formation is a continu

ous passing beyond systemic limits, assuming an infinity of process, 

which does not seek to overcome sensorial complexity in a higher 

order resolution of the work as synthetic unit nor does it try to reduce 

the work to language. lnstead, the focus is on the practice of the frag

ment rather than on a sublimation of the fragments in totality. 

Arn's recordings and the fact that they go on for hours enable 

such an innovative arranging of the heard. lt is my signifying listening 

that uses and transgresses her artistic intentions and generates what 

1 hear on her time line; practising her auditory fragments I produce my 

sense for me. My listening practice activates her trips in my ears and 

makes me walk, when otherwise all that would be heard are souvenirs 

of places passed and moments lived. 

This signifying practice of listening, instead of referring to the art 

historical context of the work, involves the contingent context of the 

listener. Listening is contextual but its context is fleeting. The time and 

space of my listening is permanently displaced by the sound heard. 

1 cannot freeze sound, there is no room for contemplation, narration 
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of meta-position, there is only the small sliver of now which is a 

powerful influence but hard to trace. 

Listening to Arn's work I am Kristeva's 'subject in process/on 

trial': her notion of a generative subject whose sense and identity is 

produced in the continual trial of articulation that is the signifying 

practice of the text. In the signifying process the work and the subject 

are on trial: neither of them is pre-given, or in a meta-position, and 

both are produced in a 'trial of meaning', a 'trial of sense'. 1 am on 

trial and so is the material Arn records and by listening our journey is 

generated intersubjectively. 35 

On the ephemeral map of Arn's journey, listening is practised as a 

continuous process of what Kristeva calls 'appending territories': an 

extensional process working the heard according to the listener's 

'rhythm' into his field of experience.36 As such a textual practice my lis

tening is an extensional process. lt appends the recorded world of Am's 

journey, centrifugally into the journey of my auditory imagination, which 

expands me. The signifying practice of listening appends the material 

into a generative meaning, which is the process of its expansion, and in 

turn the listener too is propelled into the process of his own expansion, 

appending his sense of seif. The listener activates the sounds in his trial 

of his sense of them, giving them his own rhythm and expanding his 

listening territory, understood as his natural attitude or habit. 

This notion of 'appending territories', valid for any sonic work, 

becomes particularly coherent in relation to soundscape composi

tion, whose conservationist intentions practise a more direct relation

ship to listening habits and attitudes. Soundscape compositions work 

to make the listerte.r aware of his acoustic environment, to extend 

auditory awareness, and stretch the processes of the listener's own 

sonic engagement. 

Listening to the Soundscape Recorded 

In many ways Arn's piece is an acoustic ecology, an environment heard. 

1 can hear it in the context of work by the soundscape composer 
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Hildegard Westerkamp, whose compositions since the mid-1970s 
have focused on environmental sound, and who uses location sound 
to produce places that encourage a focused listening while enticing 
the production of a new place. Such compositions are torn between 
preservation and invention. 

The issue between the two artists' work is intention and the notion 
of the Real and what it is in relation to the environment recorded. 
Where is a soundscape produced, composing a fictional place between 
the intentions of the artist and the perception of the listener, and 
where is the emphasis on an authentic sense of place, for the purpose 
of preserving endangered sounds and fostering acoustic awareness? 
The latter producing a more didactic composing at the listener, to 
make him hear. 

Soundscape composition evokes a listening somewhere in
between the aesthetic fantasy proposed by Arn and Lane's work, and 
the aesthetico-political demand of sound lobbying for a world heard.37 

The project of acoustic ecology pursues the subject directly, willing 
us to listen and to engage. Soundscape compositions are sonic works 
that pursue an investigative, research-driven tone, where to listen is 
a request rather than an ambiguous invitation. 

Max Bruinsman in his Notes of a Listener from 1985 complains 
about the audience who does not want to listen ... and needs to be 
made to. 

Kits Beach (1989) 

Westerkamp's guiding voice teils us how the soundscape looks: 
inviting us to jein her on a beach just outside Vancouver through its 
sounds. The coastline is constructed and scrutinized by her voice. 
The fragility and ephemerality of its sounds are at first explained rather 
than heard. She composes the perceptual aspect of the seashore's 
sounds as she narrates them: she delves into the detail and directs my 
attention to the tiny sounds of seaweed and barnacles, and expands 
the work from there. From soundscape research into soundscape 
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composition she starts with a phonographic earnestness and goes 
on to play with the recordings to make us hear their manipulation, 
while continually explaining these processes. This sonic shift through 
registers of reality brings to consciousness the organization of the 
real, hinting at systems and ideologies rather than facts and truths. 

The material slowly unfolds away from her voice and develops 
the recorded reality into a composition. The werk meanders from the 
apparently real into the real of my personal invention. Following the 
narrations of her dreams the listener is invited to develop. his own 
fantasies. Now her voice does not guide but becomes itself part of 
the soundtrack: not narrating it but being it, heard in the same register 
as the manipulated natural rhythms, clicks and whistles, succulent 
and bouncy, like the crickety water tinkling that she merges with and 
makes of both rhythms rhymes. 

Her reference to a composition by lannis Xenakis takes the werk 
out of soundscape composition into an arrangement of another kind: 
juxtaposing her landscape teased out of its sounds to a 'landscape' 
composed from granular synthesis. From the vast stretch of the shore
line to the smallest grain of its being and back again, she explores the 
intensity of the space heard in its all-embracing unfolding. However, 
Kits Beach remains very composed, very intentional. There is no room 
for the unplanned or coincidental overheard. lt is a direct and directing 
guide of audiel material, that invites a fantastic engagement momen
tarily only to guide us back to the composed reality of the landscape's 
sounds: the sheer force of the nearby city in all its sonic monstrosity, 
big, thundery, and brutal, overriding the little sounds of her dreams in 
a roaring wave. 

By comparisofr, Arn's construction of place is not a soundscape 
composition, lacking the poetic intention and educational drive. lt is 
a far more incidental document, somewhat like a sonic diary: a sound 
walk bieg. Oozing with the authenticity of the personal overheard, and 
the sense of real-time. What makes it sound authentic is its bareness, 
its lack of focus. Arn's work makes a lot of room for the incidental 
and only builds a frame of place. The sounds always remain fleeting, 
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ephemeral and endangered by their very nature rather than in relation 

to an ecological idea. microscopic trips simply is what enters the 

microphone. There is no general undulation between poetry and 

reality; when the two occasionally converge, it is incidental and expe

rienced only by the individual listener rather than composed inten

tionally by the author. This sense of the authentic, the trust it inspires, 

is heightened by the duration of the work. Westerkamp's pieces are 

short, poem-sized and to a point. Arn's work is potentially endless, 

unordered and lived. 

Eyes work weil as an ordering-tool: segregating according to 

differences and aligning references to build meaning within the field 

of vision. Even in motion the visual focuses on relationships and dif

ferences and derives its meaning from them. Images are dialectical, 

expressing themselves against each other. They are a chain of differ

ences however mobile. 

The ear, when it operates not in the service of such a visual organi

zation, does not order things but produces its own ephemeral order. 

Sound can give an indication of left or right, high or low, etc. but this 

is not the orientation of objects and places but of itself. Sonic listen

ing is not dialectical, it works not on differences and similarities but 

hears cumulatively: it builds from what ever comes at it in a hap

hazard way shaky buildings whose design is that of sound rather than 

of its source. lt stacks things against each other indiscriminately, 

hearing whatever is at hand, and it can do so because it operates in 

the dark, unseen. 

Pierre Schaeffer's acousmatic project goes some way to practis

ing such an invisible design: releasing the sounds from their visual 

association through their reduction to a sonic core.38 Comparable to 

Edmund Husserl's phenomenological reduction, Schaeffer's compos

ing and listening performs an epoche, a reduction to the core of [sonic] 

experience. 39 He brackets the sounds off from their visual context to 

hear them in all their sonicness as 'objets sonores', and to compose 

from these 'sonorous objects' acousmatic works. 
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A visual epoche is a stripping back to the core of visuality, a sonic 

epoche in Schaeffer's terms, is a stripping away from the sonic anything 

that ties it down to visuality. However this is not reducing but freeing 

it and opening it up to a multitude of audible possibilities. Phenome

nological listening as an intersubjective sensory-motor engagement 

is a reduction in order to get to the essence of the perceived, to criti

cally experience and expand that essence; not to reduce the heard 

but to get to the wealth of the heard through a bracketed listening. 

The problem of the acousmatic project is the actual reductio.n after 

the fact: The re-organization, the structural ordering of the sounds 

thus heard. Schaeffer analyses the reduced concrete sound objects 

and illustrates them through a new set of visual symbols that do not 

relate to the source or to a traditional score but to the sounds heard. 

However, this visualizing of the auditory object nevertheless brings 

the bracketed sound back into a structural context. Schaeffer's 'objets 

sonores' are referenced as signs and symbols of his own devising, 

yet they are visual and by necessity reduce the heard to their design. 

Listening as an effort of epoche, in the sense of focusing rather than 

reducing, without the desire to bring its experience back into the con

text of language as a structural means of ordering, expands and gen

erates the object as a sonic phenomenon; speechless but eternally 

resounding. 

Westerkamp's work invites focused listening of a kind: a particu

lar microphonic bracketing of the Vancouver shoreline. However, .she 

takes away to make us hear the absent. She posits as lost but rein

states through her intention, and in this way allows the semiotic to 

enter the work and take over the more fragile sense of it as it is expe

rienced in a discrete audition. In the ideological realm of soundscape 

research there is meaning that is bigger than the non-sense of the 

experienced work. There is an educational endeavour of induction 

and conservation that overrides the dream and leaves us with its aim. 

Arn's sonic world expands in my listening from the fleeting con

text of the heard through my innovative listening, centrifugally into the 
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world, which I am passing. lt appends territories. 1 travel with her and 

beyond. 1 jump over the visual referent into an endlessly mobile jour

ney of my imagination. The emphasis is on the experience of the 

work rather than its class ification in an extra-sonic catalogue. This is 

a phenomenological journey, but one whose essence might remain 

forever unspeakable hinted at only in the outline of its sonic concept. 

The phenomenological when it hits the semiotic project, at least in 

sound, bounces off into the signifying solitariness of the unspeakable.40 

Focused listening produces this unspeakable, solitary signifying 

that concentrates as weil as expands the material and the subject in 

a dual but not paradoxical move: it pursues a phenomenological 

epoche but instead of closing down what it found in a return to the 

semiotic it continues the endless mobility of listening in the practice 

of signifying. Sound arts criticism that comes out of such a focused 

listening confronts the futility of writing its sensorial practice into the 

text. That does not mean one ought not try though, as it is in the proc

ess of writing, as a quasi process of speaking, that sound will find 

a place when read back aloud, if we can only abandon the quest for 

a naive substantiality and accept the read as passing reflections, 

fleeting and ephemeral, like the material it speaks of. On the face of 

it such sound arts' discourse, given that it avoids certain meaning, 

might not have much critical value. But it does. When the solitary 

subjectivity is understood as part of the aesthetic sensibility produced 

through sound, and when, conversely, this subjectivity is appreciated 

in its emancipated and powerful generative autonomy, then we will 

come to understand the radical value of sound to shift not the mean

ing of things and subjects, but the process of meaning making and 

the status of any meaning thus made. 

Focused listening is radical as it makes us 'see' a different world. 

The aesthetic materiality of sound insists on complicity and intersub

jectivity and challenges not only the reality of the material object itself, 

but also the position of the subject involved in its generative produc

tion. The subject in sound shares the fluidity of its object. Sound is 

the world as dynamic, as process , rather than as outline of existence. 

The sonic subject belongs in this temporal flow. 
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