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ABSTRACT

Sound art has a fragmented scholarship struggling to find appropriate terminology to
understand and explain itself. In this context the practitioner’s perspective is often
marginalised. This thesis seeks to develop new perspectives on contemporary sound practice,
informed by a multi-disciplinary approach to auditory scholarship and interviews with
Australian sound practitioners. The model that emerges describes an ecology of contemporary
sound art where practitioners continually negotiate disciplinary and institutional boundaries
while articulating distinctive models of listening and conceptions of sound. This thesis
proposes a theoretical approach to sound art that recognises its interdisciplinarity as well as a
distinctive engagement with the embodied experience of sound and listening.

i

TABLE OF CONTENTS

VOLUME ONE

ABSTRACT

V

1

1

INTRODUCTION

CONTEXT: SOUND ART AS CONTESTED

2

MOTIVATION AND PERSPECTIVE

7

AIMS AND METHODS

8

OUTCOMES AND SIGNIFICANCE

9

THESIS SYNOPSIS
2

11

LOOKING AT SOUND AND LISTENING: A RESEARCH ACROSS
DISCIPLINES

15

HEARING: THE SECOND SENSE?

16

SCIENTIFIC THEORIES OF SOUND AND AUDITION

26

LISTENING AND SOUND INFORMED BY MUSIC, SCIENCE, RELIGION AND MAGIC

34

THE MODERN SCIENTIFIC DISCIPLINES OF SOUND AND LISTENING

40

MUSICAL SOUND AND LISTENING

47

SUMMARY

55

3

SOUND, LISTENING AND ARTISTIC PRACTICE IN THE TWENTIETH
CENTURY

57

LISTENING AND SOUND IN ARTISTIC PRACTICE OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

59

SOUND ART: AN ARTISTIC PRACTICE OF SOUND AND LISTENING?

75

THEORIES OF LISTENING AND SOUND IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

86

SUMMARY

103

v

4

CASE STUDY: SOUND ART AND SOUND PRACTICE

105

BACKGROUND AND AIM

106

METHODOLOGY

107

RESEARCH DESIGN

109

RESULTS

115

SUMMARY

145

5

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH DISCUSSION, LIMITATIONS AND
CONCLUSIONS

147

THE FIELD: SOUND ART

148

THE HABITUS: SOUND PRACTICE FROM THE INSIDE

165

RESEARCH DESIGN LIMITATIONS

176

CONCLUSION

179

6

181

UNDERSTANDING SOUND PRACTICE

METHODOLOGY: ACTOR NETWORK THEORY (ANT) AND VIBRANT MATTER

184

SOUND ART: THE ACTOR-WORLD, THE ACTOR-NETWORK

189

SOUND AND LISTENING

195

SOUND PRACTICE

200

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

216

7

219

CONCLUSION

THESIS SUMMARY

219

LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH

223

SUMMARY

225

APPENDIX A: TABLES FROM QUALITATIVE DATA

227

TABLE A: DISCIPLINARY BACKGROUNDS OF INTERVIEWEES

227

TABLE B: PARTICIPANT TITLES

228

TABLE C: PARTICIPANT TITLES (CONDENSED)

228

TABLE D: TITLE CORRELATED WITH DISCIPLINARY BACKGROUNDS

229
vi

TABLE E: CONTEXT: SOLO OR COLLABORATIVE PRACTICE

230

APPENDIX B: INTERVIEWS

231

LEAH BARCLAY

231

COLIN BLACK

236

PETER BLAMEY

240

JIM DENLEY

248

PAUL GOUGH

255

CAT HOPE

259

LUKE JAANISTE

261

TOM SMITH

278

VINCENT WOZNIAK-O’CONNER

287

APPENDIX C: PROCESS OF THEMATIC ANALYSIS

293

REFERENCES CITED

343

INDEX OF FIGURES
FIGURE 2-1: RENE DESCARTES LA DIOPTRIQUE 1637

18

FIGURE 2-2: ALBRETCH DÜRER, MAN DRAWING A LUTE, 1525

19

FIGURE 2-3: ALBRETCH DÜRER, THE PAINTER’S MANUAL, 1525

20

FIGURE 2-4: DIAGRAM OF MIDDLE AND INNER EAR, MARIEB, 1998

29

FIGURE 2-5: STRUCTURE OF THE HUMAN EAR, CAMPBELL ET AL., 1999

30

FIGURE 2-6: LINDSAY’S WHEEL OF ACOUSTICS, 1973

42

FIGURE 2-7: WILLIAM GAVER, WHAT IN THE WORLD DO WE HEAR? 1993

45

FIGURE 4-1: THEMATIC ORGANISATION OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH DATA

113

FIGURE 4-2: HIERARCHY OF THEMES IN IDENTITY AND TERMINOLOGY

114

FIGURE 4-3: HIERARCHY OF THEMES IN HISTORICAL AND DISCIPLINARY DIVIDES

114

FIGURE 4-4: HIERARCHY OF THEMES IN NEGOTIATION

114

FIGURE 6-1: RUPTURE RUPTURE PROGRAM, JUNE 2014

204

FIGURE 6-2: JENN BREWER, PETER BLAMEY RUPTURE RUPTURE, 2014, JUNE

206

FIGURE 6-3: THE SIGNAL FLOW OF BLAMEY’S SOUNDING ASSEMBLAGE

207

FIGURE 6-4: THE ECOLOGY OF PETER BLAMEY’S PRACTICE

207

INDEX OF FIGURES CONTINUED
vii

Chapter One: Introduction

I think sound art must be in the air. There have been major exhibitions in Berlin, in Vienna and in
Japan in recent years…Sound
seems to be a medium that people feel is very interesting and engaging
now
David Toop (2000)
Sound artists are on the march!
Michael Glover (2010)

One of the first major exhibitions of sound art in Great Britain, Sonic Boom, was curated by
David Toop in 2000 and held at The Haywood Gallery. It attracted much media attention,
most of which was negative (Brown 2000; Cain 2000; Martin 2000; Miles 2000). Critics were
generally underwhelmed by the exhibition, and focused on the curation of the event (Ibid).
Sounding works struggled to be contained in the acoustically reflective art gallery structure,
bouncing off walls and interrupting other works, resulting in a messy and confusing sounding
experience (Ibid). Ten years later when sound artist Suzan Philipsz won the always
controversial Turner Prize, criticism was again rife. Most problematic for art critic Michael
Glover was the fact that Philipsz’s work consisted of “nothing but what you can hear” (2010).
Because the work was not a three-dimensional object, it could not be “stolen or bought or, at
moments of heightened emotional response, destroyed” (Ibid). Three years later, in the United
States of America, the first major sound art exhibition took place at MoMA, entitled
Soundings: A Contemporary Score (2013), curated by Barbara London. Like Sonic Boom and
the 2010 Turner Prize in the UK, Soundings: A Contemporary Score (2013) was
simultaneously celebrated and criticized, though for very different reasons.
Central to the discussion of Soundings was art critic Blake Gopnik’s New York Times article
“Did You Hear That? It Was Art: Museums Embrace Works Made of Sound” (2013). Unlike
the earlier British journalism, Gopnik had a smattering of sound art scholars to refer to.
However, it was precisely his academic referencing, or perhaps mis-quoting, that resulted in a
heated discussion of sound art through blogs (Dayal 2013; Kelly 2013). Most sensitive was
the relationship between Modernist, Avant Garde and Experimental Music and contemporary
sound art practice. Gopnik labeled contemporary sound artists “honk-tweeters” or “dial
twiddlers” and used the writing of Caleb Kelly, Seth Kim-Cohen and Suzan Philipsz to
1

position artistic practice as “retreads of John Cage’s postwar innovations” which belong to
music not to visual arts, and thus have no place in the art gallery (Gopnik, 2013). Music
journalist and author Geeta Dayal disagreed, arguing that when writing about and exhibiting
sound art one is “contending with a fundamentally interdisciplinary field” (Dayal, 2013).
Such a field demands that the history of experimental music be referenced and acknowledged
(Ibid). Kelly responded to Dayal in his blog Sound Thoughts, maintaining that sound art is
and always will be distinctly within the visual arts, and that its musical influences are
unimportant to contemporary practice (Kelly, 2013). Discussion continued via comment
responses to their blogs (Dayal 2013; Kelly 2013; Gopnik 2013b; Riddoch 2013).
Criticism and discussion around these three episodes demonstrates several difficulties in
defining, criticising and conceptually engaging with sound art. These insights provide a way
into the field that this thesis will investigate. Much of the media around these events framed
sound art as something new to the gallery (Gopnik 2013, Glover 2010, Cain 2010). However,
it was not sound art’s novelty that generated controversy but its disciplinary location, its nonvisual nature, its breach of current disciplinary conventions and the consequent and continual
debate, and non-definition, of the term and practice of sound art. Sound art is a fragmented
and contested field of practice, where discussion tends to focus on definitional and
disciplinary questions, rather than developing meaningful analysis or critique of work. These
incidents and the debates they propose continue a long tradition, to be examined in this thesis,
of the disciplinary and institutional definition, location and rejection of sound art. The
following discussion outlines these debates; the context which this thesis sets off from.
Context: Sound Art as Contested
Whether sound art is an emerging discipline or old hat, there is no doubt that the ‘ theory of sound art’
is currently a cottage industry
Brian Kane (2013)

Sound art is a nascent field of scholarship with a contested multidisciplinary history. New
writing on sound art theory and histories have been appearing consistently since 2006 every
one to two years beginning with Douglas Kahn’s Noise Water Meat (1999) and Christoph
Cox and Daniel Warner’s Audio Culture (2004). Not an extensive amount of literature, it
amounts to a total of eight more texts (Labelle 2006, 2010; Hegarty 2007; Kim-Cohen 2009;
Voegelin 2010; Licht 2010; Kelly 2009, 2011; Migone 2012). As a consequence the term
sound art is used ambivalently and cautiously by scholars and practitioners alike. Some date
2

the term’s inception in the 1980s, when it was initially used to describe a sound practice that
occurred outside the concert hall (Licht 2007; Cox 2007; Goldsmith 2008). Disciplinary
demarcations, predominately between music and the visual arts, project conventional aesthetic
and epistemological frameworks to engage with sounding work, approaches which are
underpinned by visual paradigms. Scholars tend to position sound art as distinct from or
incompatible with music wholly with in the visual arts, occasionally in relation to music and
the visual arts or in the arts in general. Like noise which is relational and changes over time
with the perception of different generations (Haigne 2013 p. 8; Burnett and Fend et al. 1991
p. 1; Hegarty 2010 p. 3), sound art tends to be defined in terms of what it is not; not visual art,
or not music. Yet as much as scholars try to contain sound art within the visual arts or music,
there is always slippage. This is why sound art is such a contentious term, and a contentious
identity for artists and practice as they slip over and between (negated) disciplines.
Visual arts accounts of sound art emphasize the role and influence of The Futurists and the
early European Avant Garde. The Italian Futurists rejected imitation and focused on the
expansion of timbre. Futurists’ notions of the extramusical resonated with avant-garde artistic
practice of the early twentieth century, inspiring the central thrust of it, an exploration of “the
line between sound and musical sound” (Kahn, 1999, p. 69). Unhindered by disciplinary
concerns and curious about the potentialities new sounds technologies could provide, artists
experimented freely in the first half of the twentieth century (Dunn, 1992, p. 5). At this time
avant-garde practice was not primarily concerned with sound as such, nor did it exist in direct
opposition to music1 but was widely associated with political extremism of both the Left and
Right (Wood, 2002, p. 219). Despite their enthusiasm this sound practice, outside of music,
struggled to develop into a consistent field of practice and was forced into a hiatus by the
World Wars (Ibid). Both Kahn (1999, p. 11) and Larry Sitsky (2002, p. xv) believe that Avant
Garde sound practices’ lack of historical acknowledgement and development has much to do
with the dominance of music in sound scholarship. By the late 1970s sound practice inspired
by Experimental and Avant Garde music practitioners shifted into art spaces as it seemed to
provide a more flexible environment to explore sound, listening, sounding materials and
unique methodologies of practice (Kahn 2002).

1

Both Douglas Kahn and Michael Nyman note that prior to mid-century the term avant-garde music did not imply
subversion but a desire to invigorate music (Kahn 1999, p. 104; Nyman 1974, p. 41). Hegarty also clarifies, while avantgarde practice can incorporate noise and can be noisy in the political sense of the word, noise is not synonymous with the
avant-garde (2010, p. 10).

3

Musical accounts of sound art emphasize the significance of post-World War Two practice
often differentiated into American and European strands, referred to as American
Experimentalism and the European avant-garde (Nyman 1974; Sion 2007; Williams 1997;
Landy 1991). Emerging in the 1940s, the European avant-garde includes the work of Pierre
Schaeffer’s Musique Concrete, German practices of Electronische Music and the work of
Pierre Boulez and Karlheinz Stockhausen2 (Nyman, 1974, p. 2). Key American Experimental
practitioners include John Cage, Christian Wolff and Fluxus artists (Ibid). While Musique
Concrete pursued the conceptual repercussions of the sonore objet through the acousmatic,
Experimental Music explored sound outside of the constraints of time, harmony and
prescribed modes of gesture and performance (Nyman, 1974, p. 2). John Cage’s emancipation
of sound from intention through chance operations, indeterminacy and graphic notation is
highlighted as the point of fracture between European and American avant-garde (Sion 2007;
Landy 1999). Cage and Schaeffer were pivotal to the conceptual and practical development of
sound practice outside music in the second half of the twentieth century (Dyson, 2009, p. 55;
Kahn, 2006, pp. 5-6). They, through their unique practices, shifted focus from the harmonic,
the notated, and the prepared performance to the extramusical, noise, silence, indeterminate,
acousmatic sounds; challenging the traditional role of the artist as composer/author and
audience. Introducing new sounds and methods of composition, their practices developed and
demanded new types of listening.
From the 1960s there was a migration of sound practice out of music into the visual arts,
evidenced in the movements of Minimalism, Fluxus and Dada (Collins 2013 p. 1; LaBelle
2006 p. 143; Licht 2007; Kelly 2009 p. 91; Kahn 1993, 2006). This migration was more
significantly witnessed in the 1980s (Kahn, 2002, p. 5). Historian Douglas Kahn identifies
that practitioners moved out of music into the visual arts because it seemed to offer greater
flexibility in exploring and developing alternative sounding practices then music (2006, p. 5).
While scholarship has presented an increasing amount of historical and conceptual critique on
sound art markedly since the 1990s, it continues to be framed between, against or in relation
to music and visual arts. All the while contemporary practices continue to be inspired and
influenced by combination of practitioners from the visual art and music explored under
multiple different names. These include sonic art, sound art, electroacoustic music,
2

These practices were facilitated by the development and refinement of tape technology in Germany during World War Two.
By 1945 Germany had developed high-quality, tape recorder technology which was shared with the rest of Europe and the
United States. The USA subsequently took Germany’s patent on the technology as part of their war victory (Doornbusch,
2014).
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experimental music, avant-garde music, art music, computer music, laptop music, electronic
music and so on. Often practitioners do not belong to one category or discipline.
Contemporary scholarship on sound art tends to disciplinarily demarcate practice,
emphasizing the pre-history which best suits their disciplinary perspective giving little
attention to the voice of the practitioner.
A clear understandings of the term disciplinary is key to understanding the contested context
of sound art practice. A discipline is a demonstration of an idea of knowledge, “…It is a way
of defining an idea of the thinkable, an idea of what the objects of knowledge themselves can
think and know” (Rancière, 2006, p. 6). Focus is placed on the disciplines of music and visual
arts because many of the key scholarly texts on sound art come out of them. Rather than
reinforce a binary distinction between music and visual arts, this thesis seeks to demonstrate
that disciplinary rhetoric is limited in approaching an artistic practice that exists within,
without and between multiple disciplines. This is a consequence of the way that power
operates in disciplinary culture. As sociologist and linguist Ken Hayland explains in
Disciplinary Discourse (2000),
The persuasiveness of academic discourse…is the result of effective rhetorical practices, accepted by
community members. Texts are the actions of socially situated writers and are persuasive only when
they employ social and linguistic conventions that colleagues find convincing (Hyland, 2000, p. 8).

Furthermore, Charles Bazerman observes, that when communication between separate
disciplinary matrices occurs, there is almost always misunderstanding and conflict
(Bazerman, 1983). This is because “…there is no neutral terminology that will allow for
determination of mutually acceptable criteria of adjudication” (Ibid). This is demonstrated in
the discussion between the disciplines of music and visual arts over the term sound art. This
discussion becomes more complex when the sub-cultures of these disciplines, with conflicting
ideologies, are included in the conversation (Fuchsman, 2011). In this thesis, unless identified
in discussions, the terms music and visual arts are used to refer to dominant disciplinary
cultures in those fields. Discussions of the discipline of music, refer to the Western classical
music tradition. Divergent disciplinary perspectives are identified and referenced in more
detail in chapters two and three.
Defining sound art against, within or between music and visual art, contemporary sound art
scholarship tends towards one of two conceptual frameworks, phenomenological and poststructural. Central to this differentiation are the ways in which sound and listening are framed
5

and valued; specifically, whether or not sounds signify or process meaning (Demers, 2010, p.
4), and whether or not sounds are fixed and framed or continuous. Dependent on this is the
level of importance that is attributed to listening in the development of a theoretical
framework. Hearing and listening are often defined against each other, the former being a
passive, unconscious biological function (Barthes 1985; Hegarty 2007; Handel 1989) and the
latter as the active and conscious cognitive synthesis and reaction to audible phenomenon
(Barthes 1985; Handel 1989; Hegarty 2007). Traditionally the sense of hearing is posited as a
secondary quality in Western philosophy. Secondary qualities are considered subjective and
thus of less epistemological veracity. Unlike visual perception which allows for a clear
separation between the subject and object in a sounding event, sound resonates in and through
the listening body (Nancy, 2007, p. 9). As a consequence, the use of listening as a primary
method of conceptual engagement with sound art is limited by its apparent subjectivity.
Some sound art scholars accept and identify sound, unlike the visual, as a continuum, a flux,
which the human body taps into through the process of listening (Dyson 2009; Cox 2011;
Voegelin 2010; LaBelle 2006, 2009). Others persist in applying visual frameworks of analysis
to try and objectively account for the sonic experience (Kim-Cohen 2009). This account
attempts to individuate, freeze and at times remove sound from its context. Influenced by the
models of listening and sound offered by musicians Pierre Schaeffer and John Cage,
phenomenological approaches to sound art tend to emphasize the experiential qualities of
practice and the phenomenon of sound. (See for example Voegelin 2010). Such approaches
are fiercely rejected by Seth Kim-Cohen (2010), who argues that just like the conceptual turn
that resulted from Marcel Duchamp’s non-retinal art, sound art needs to take a non-cochlear
turn. This entails an emphasis on the structural semantic qualities of a work, reading the work
as if a text. Yet while the phenomenological approach is dismissed as too subjective, the poststructural approach ignores the experiential qualities of a sounding work leading some to
query “Is it possible to write about sound art without listening?” (Dayal, 2013). Both
approaches have been partially accepted and rejected (Grosberg 1984; Kassabian 2001, 2013;
Cusick 2006, 2008; Gilbert 2004; Goodman 2010; Cox 2011, 2013; Biddle and Thompson
2013). Increasingly there is a turn towards a sonic materialism, a theoretical approach to
sound art that accounts for and identifies both the experiential and structural elements of a
work (Cox 2011).
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Motivation and Perspective
This thesis is motivated by my experience as a sound practitioner and technician. My tertiary
education has taken place in media and communication schools, rather than the disciplines of
music or the visual arts. I also have training and experience as a sound engineer and audiovisual technician; my practice has included film, video, animation, installation and
performance in collaborative and solo projects. My roles have included sound recorder,
mixer, designer or performer, and these works have been exhibited in a variety of disciplinary
and institutional contexts, including dance, film, drawing, animation, time-based, electronic
arts festivals and conferences, corporate, commercial, private and illegal venues. Although I
am involved with a variety of disciplinary and institutional contexts I do not feel like I belong
to any in particular but do most feel most comfortable in a media production context. My
technical and conceptual training and experience, shapes and influences my practice and
research perspectives.
My subjective experience as a practitioner, considered in light of the scholarly field outlined
above, seemed at odds with the disciplinarity it insisted on and the emphasis on either the
experiential or material qualities of sound practice. In my practice I develop specific
conceptual, technical and practical frameworks and objects of investigation within, out of and
through practice. Practical investigations draw on multiple bodies of knowledge, and are
concerned with both the experiential and the material qualities of the work. Not particularly
tied to any specific sound practice community but working in a variety of contexts, capacities
and institutions I observed that my experience and methods of practice as a sound practitioner
were not unique to me. Rather, they seemed to be echoed and reiterated in the experiences and
practices of sound practitioners around me. An observation that was investigated and explored
in the qualitative research conducted with artists in this thesis. The aims of this thesis are
shaped in direct response to the disjuncture I observed between my own practice, the
experience of practitioners around me and sound art scholarship. As a consequence, this thesis
seeks to explore the possibility that rather than applying conceptual frameworks to practice,
perhaps they could emerge out of practice.

7

Aims and Methods
The aim of this thesis is not to define or propose a new term for sound art practice. The
primary aim of this thesis is to develop a practice-centric approach which attends to the
material and experiential specifics of sound practice while simultaneously accounting for and
acknowledging the disciplinary fractures it navigates and folds into itself. While contentious,
the terms sound art, and artistic sound practice are used throughout the thesis to refer to this
practice. The aim of this thesis is not to conjure up new names for artistic sound practice but
to identify why sound art is a contentious title and how this has affected and continues to
affect understandings of sound, listening and practice. The purpose of this thesis is not to
propose a new term, or enter into terminological debate. Disciplinary discourses that frame
critical discussions of sound practice are problematic, as they bring with them limiting and
limited assumptions to it. Instead, I argue in favour of a complex, open and fluid
understanding of practice. Examined in this way, the thesis aims to show how practice
involves embodied and materially-specific models of sound and listening, distinct to each
practitioner and each work. As the following chapters will argue, sound art scholarship
largely offers phenomenologically focused frameworks or semantically rigid analyses that
reflect disciplinarily demarcations. This thesis proposes an alternative approach to the
development of a theory of sound art which posits practice as primary not disciplinary or
theoretical ends.
To achieve these aims, the voice of the practitioner must be acknowledged and accounted for
in scholarship. The simple presence of practitioner/theorists in scholarship does not mean that
the practitioners’ voice is present in current discourse. Nor does it mean that a scholar, who is
also a practitioner, is not disciplinarily situated. To be able to able to participate successfully
in academic discourse requires that one adopt the appropriate conventions of their given
discipline. While these conventions “define and protect a coherent definition of reality and
group identity” they also restrict the way that knowledge can be produced (Hyland, 2000, p.
168). Power in an academic discipline affects the way that certain ideologies can come to
“influence and constrain individuals within the contexts of certain practices, social roles and
purposes” (ibid; Fushman 2011). Often, features of a disciplinarily are subconscious and can
only be understood by those who participate in it (Bazerman, 1983). Any artistic practice, like
scholarly writing, is often framed or situated in a specific disciplinary context. However, the
differing disciplinary locales and terminological understandings of sound art demonstrate that
8

sound art practice is multimodal and multidisciplinary. As such this thesis uses a combination
of research methods and methodologies. Traditional methods of critical reading are used to
develop an account of contemporary scholarship while empirical research gives voice to the
practitioner. The empirical research consisted of qualitative research; a series of semistructured interviews with nine Australian sound practitioners. They included Leah Barclay,
Peter Blamey, Colin Black, Cat Hope, Jim Denley, Paul Gough, Luke Jaaniste, Tom Smith
and Vincent Wozniak-O’Conner. While some had more established practices than others they
all worked across and between multiple disciplinary contexts, assumed many identities and
featured sound as a primary medium in their practice. The interviews focused on four topic
areas: sound art, identity, practice and listening. The first two sections revolved around how
they experienced, negotiated and perceived themselves and their practice in the field of sound
art. The last two sections got them to describe their methods of practice in detail, their
relationship to sound and how listening featured, if at all, in their practice. Together, the
theoretical and empirical research methods used enable a process of comparison between
theoretical models and concepts in practice. Thus allowing practice and practitioners to
contribute and shape theories of sound art scholarship rather than theoretical, and usually
disciplinary, frameworks being imposed on to it.
Outcomes and Significance
Consumed in its own conceptual and disciplinary hurricane of confusion and disagreement,
sound art scholarship has failed to look, or more importantly listen, to sound practitioners and
their methods of practice. At times this has resulted in crude assumptions about practice, most
notably the notion that sound scholarship is not conceptual because sound practice is not;
artists are called “honk-tweeters” and “dial twiddlers” who continue to focus on the
exploration of sonic phenomena alone (Gopnik 2013; Kim-Cohen 2010). These names were
invoked as a way to differentiate between practices exhibited in the visual arts gallery and
those that occur outside of it. They confirm the continued plight of sound art scholarship to
focus on disciplinarily demarcations, what sound art practice is and where it belongs. These
terms reflect attempts by scholarship to frame practice within theory rather than observing
and examining practice to discover the conceptual, technical and practical frameworks that
emerge from it. Neither scholars nor practitioners are comfortable with the term “sound art”.
This label does not define or describe a particular set of methods or characterise a specific
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practice, indicating that as a term it does not sufficiently account for or describe practice.
However these failings do not mean that there is not an artistic practice occurring.
The first key outcome of this research is the distinctly multidisciplinary, conceptual and
experiential portrait it depicts of sound practice. As the qualitative research demonstrates,
practitioners have developed conceptual methods of reflection and analysis within, through
and as a result of their work, each having distinctive approaches to sound and the practice of
listening. Often practical investigations incorporated several bodies of knowledge and
methods, simultaneously exploring technical, social, experiential, material and conceptual
concerns. Practitioners also described their relationship to disciplines, institutions, the term
and identity of sound art and sound artist. This data revealed that practitioners were acutely
aware of the disciplinary and institutional prejudices and demarcations of this field of
practice. To successfully navigate it they continuously negotiated their identities and the way
in which they framed their practice to ensure that their work was respected and funded. As
such, practitioners revealed that in spite of the disciplinarity of scholarship, sound practice is
multidisciplinary, conceptual and experiential. This outcome is significant because it can
prompt new critical / theoretical approaches to sound practice while highlighting the need for
a greater attentiveness to the detail of practice, without the “blinkers” of disciplinary debates.
The second key outcome of this research is the proposed approach to theorizing sound art
practice. While scholarship continues to develop and fine tune frameworks, looking at sound
art practice, the practitioner’s voice, their methods of practice, if they fall outside of
disciplinary confines, are largely mute. While theorists are often also practitioners, as already
explained, their texts are situated disciplinarily. By giving voice to sound practitioners, this
thesis prompts dialogue between theory and practice facilitating a conceptual theory of
practice which attends to the material and experiential specifics of it. Incorporating the critical
theoretical research of chapters two and three with the empirical data collated in chapters four
and five, chapter six unpacks sound art, sound and listening and sound practice to reveal an
ecology of practice. Using Bruno Latour’s Actor-Network Theory (2007;1993) and Jane
Bennett’s Vibrant Matter (2010), sound practice can be analyzed in such a way that both the
experiential and material aspects of practice can be accounted for. A significant outcome as it
demonstrates the potential of a practice-centric theoretical work.

10

Thesis Synopsis
Sound art practice is fundamentally different to many art practices that inform contemporary
art and music discourse. As such chapters two and three review a variety of disciplinary
sources and practices to demonstrate how disparate influences shape contemporary
understandings of sound, sound practice and listening. Chapter two draws on science and the
humanities to expound a convoluted narrative predicated upon different modes of listening,
articulation, perception and reception to demonstrate the multidisciplinary influences on
contemporary understandings of sound and listening. Chapter three opens exploring sound art
practice by drawing on a range of conceptual and theoretical models used by sound artists to
demonstrate the interdisciplinary, multi-modal and experiential nature of contemporary sound
practice. Identifying the conceptual gaps and challenges of current literature these chapters
position theoretical approaches to practice as visually and disciplinarily focused, informed by
traditional binary notions of objective/subjective relationships. While histories of sound
practice in the twentieth century have been written and theories proposed, they tend to look at
practice rather than listen to the practitioners. Inhibited by disciplinary rhetoric, dominant
approaches to sound art practice fail to account for the interdisciplinary, transdisciplinary and
multidisciplinary practice of sound art. This problem plays out over the very title of sound
practice as sound art. Rather than focusing on situating sound practice within specific
disciplinary demarcations, the thesis suggests that we attend to practitioners and how they
practice. In this way rather than trying to apply disciplinary frameworks to practice, an
organic, fluid approach to and understanding of practice can come out of a practice. A
multidisciplinary approach which can account for the interdisciplinary, multi-modal and
experiential nature of contemporary sound practice.
The aim of chapters four and five is to explore and show what the practitioner has to offer to
discourse. Chapter four details the qualitative research design, method and results for
collecting data on sound art, practitioners’ identities, artistic practice and listening. A series of
semi-structured interviews was conducted with nine Australian sound artists; Bourdieu’s Field
Theory (1993) was used to design the research instrument and synthesise the data collated.
This sociological methodology was used to examine how the field of sound practice is
constructed, and to identify the social relationships between practitioners, practice,
institutions and scholarship. This research focused on two key themes aligned with the aims
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of the project: to investigate what sound art was to practitioners, their identity within it and to
explore their methods of practice, their relationship to sound and practices of listening.
Chapter five discusses and analyses the resulting data, finding that there is disjuncture
between theory and practice: that the field of sound art practice is disciplinarily contentious
but that sound practice is multi-disciplinary. As a consequence practitioners are continually
negotiating titles, labels and identities to maintain economic and cultural capital. Also, in
discussing their practice, it became clear that sound artists have both experiential and
conceptual concerns. The qualitative research presented in chapters four and five develops a
portrait of practice that is multidisciplinary and rich in conceptual content. It provides a
contribution to the gap in knowledge identified in chapters two and three. However, field
theory does not provide a way to engage with the rich multidisciplinary practice it identifies.
Chapter six addresses this gap by proposing a theoretical approach.
The aim of chapter six is to show how the practitioners’ voice would feature in a critical
approach to sound art practice. Intent on bypassing an epistemology of binaries, chapter six
does not differentiate between object-subject or inanimate-animate. Challenging the notion
that sound is the object of human perception, this chapter draws on Jane Bennett’s notion of
vibrant matter and Latour’s Actor Network Theory to posit sound as an equal non-human
actant. In this way sound becomes an important part of an ecology of sound art. Listening, the
process through which human bodies tap into the sonic flux, is explored as a complex
embodied experience, a multisensory relational process of the perception of matter that cannot
be situated in subjective/objective, phenomenological/structural binaries. Attention is paid to
the specifics of sound and sounding in the network to develop an embodied-entangled,
objective-subjective, structural-experiential theory of sound art practice. It unpacks sound art,
sound practice, and sound to unravel an ecology of sounding practice in which practitioners’
distinctive models of listening and conceptions of sound are experientially and materially
accounted for. To demonstrate how this practice-centric theoretical approach can be applied, a
sound event at the Museum of Contemporary Art (Sydney, Australia), Rupture (2013), is
analyzed. This analysis recognises that sound practice is at once conceptual, multidisciplinary
and embodied. The concluding chapter recaps the core argument of the thesis, as well as
considering the limitations of this project and its implications for further research.
Sound art practice has multidisciplinary roots and is a multidisciplinary practice. This thesis
argues that scholarship to date has focused too much on disciplinary demarcation, failing to
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engage with artistic sound practice in the making. Instead of listening to practice, disciplinary
frameworks are applied to it. This does not reflect the multidisciplinary experience and nature
of sound art practice and the practitioner. To continue to approach it from the current
disciplinarily-entrenched demarcations perpetuates a limited and limiting critical engagement
with sound art practice. The aim of this thesis is twofold: to develop an understanding of
sound art practice that is multidisciplinary; and to approach sound art through a
multidisciplinary framework. This thesis, contextualized in the in the contested field of sound
art scholarship, seeks to listen to practice to find clarity in the haze of disciplinary agendas.
Motivated and positioned by my experience as a sound practitioner, the significance of this
thesis is found in its commitment to giving voice to sound practitioners to develop a practice
centric theory of sound art. This approach seeks to attend to the material, conceptual and
experiential specifics of practice as identified by practitioners, rather than impose or apply
readymade theoretical frameworks. For it is just as Henri Chopin said, “I had to visit the
artists themselves before I finally discovered the true art of the twentieth century” (1982).
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Chapter Two
Looking at Sound and Listening: A Research Across Disciplines
Literate culture is visual culture, structured by the dominance of visual epistemologies such as the split
between subject and object and the ability to externalize memory and institutional form through the
power of writing and eventually print. It allows for greater bureaucratic control and consolidation and
for highly orchestrated enterprises, such as science, that transcend time and space.
Jonathan Sterne, 2003, p. 208

Sound art practice is fundamentally different to many art practices that inform contemporary
art and music discourse. To understand current conceptions of sound art scholarship it is
necessary to excavate the concepts of sound and listening across and throughout the
development of Western knowledge. Thus it is necessary to draw on a number of disciplinary
sources and practices to demonstrate how disparate influences shape contemporary
understandings of sound, sound practice and listening. This chapter draws on science and the
humanities to expound a convoluted narrative predicated upon different modes of listening,
articulation, perception and reception to demonstrate the multidisciplinary influences on
contemporary understandings of sound and listening. The rationale for this chapter is to
elucidate how disciplinarity, underpinned by looking rather than listening, has framed
scholarly approaches to sonic art.
This chapter is broken up into four sections. The first establishes the eye and its relationship
to the construction of objective knowledge as dominant in Western epistemology. Positing
listening as a secondary and subjective sense, research into aurality is not as extensive as that
of the eye across disciplines. Furthermore, the conflation of knowing with seeing has resulted
in disciplinary aural research which has tended to look at sound. The second section outlines
the historical development of anatomical, mechanical and neurological scientific knowledge
of sound and listening to demonstrate that it is in its infancy. The third section demonstrates
the strong role that music, religion and mysticism played in the foundational development of
theories of sound and listening. Disciplinary demarcation from the late eighteenth century
saw the fields of science and music dominate research into the sonic. The final section
demonstrates how musical notions of sound and listening formed and have come to influence
and limit investigations of them.
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The varied and complex history of sound and listening reveals a troubling gap in sonic
research. The deepening differentiation between disciplines, perpetuating Cartesian notions
of objective and subjective knowledge, failed to listen to sound, continually developing
disciplinary methods and practices to look at it. This would eventually lead to the alienation
of research and practice that fell outside of demarcated fields of knowledge in the twentieth
century, which will be addressed in chapter three. By examining how we have come to
current understandings of listening within different disciplinary contexts we can come to a
more complex understanding of listening, moving towards a more dynamic multidisciplinary
definition.
Hearing: The Second Sense?
Seeing is believing, we say, but don’t believe everything you hear...Seeing Elvis in the flesh has an
evidential weight we do not grant to merely hearing him in the next room
Casey O’Callaghan, 2010, p. 6.

In Western culture and scholarship sound is commonly referred to as the second sense
(O’Callaghan and Nudds, 2009, p. 1). Many scholars cite the discipline of science (Attali,
1985; Berendt, 1985; Daston and Galison 1992, 2007; Schafer 1994, 1977), visual metaphors
of knowledge in Western languages (Leeuwen 1999; Midgley 2011; Tyler, 1984; Crary 1991;
Wilson 1999; Rorty 1979; Ihde and Selinger 2004; Jay 1993; Hacking 1975) and
comparisons of cultures with alternative sense epistemologies (Feld, 2003) to expose the
visual bias of Western culture (Pinch and Bijsterveld, 2012. p. 12). Research into auditory
perception and other sense modalities has largely been neglected across scholarship due the
epistemological importance placed on vision and the eye (Pinch and Bijsterveld 2012; Lycan
2000; Batty 2007; Smith 2002). The conflation of seeing, knowing and objectivity is based in
Cartesian Dualism, the separation of the subject and object. Binarism posits sound and its
entangled relationship with subjectivity as vision and objectivity’s opposite. However, not all
scholars agree. Documenting the “ensonicment” (Sterne, 2003) of Western culture some
scholars claim that visuallity dominates culture due to the continual fetishing of the eye by
historians and scholars (Myles, 2012, pp. 201-223; Earlmann 2012; Sterne 2003).
Acknowledging alternative scholarly positionings of aurality, this section demonstrates how
and why vision has maintained its legacy as the dominant sense and sound as subordinate. It
argues proposes that, throughout history, research into sound and listening has tended to look
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at aurality through disciplinary specific frameworks, rather than attending to the specifics of
sounding and listening. This in turn has hindered philosophical, scientific and aesthetic
understandings of aurality perpetuating its secondary status as subjective, tainted and thus of
less scholarly importance.
From the early modern era to the present philosophical thinking has focused on visual
perception (O’Callaghan, 2009) as “an object of knowledge, of observation” (Crary, 1991, p.
70), much to the neglect of all other perceptions (Nudds and O’Callaghan, 2009). Since
ancient Greece, sound has been posited as a secondary quality. Secondary qualities, defined
as properties that produce subjective sensations in observers, are not as credible and therefore
valuable as primary qualities which provide measureable facts of reality independent of an
observer. While notions of primary and secondary qualities circulated in ancient and
medieval times along with the conception of the “mind’s eye” as “…an inner arena with its
inner observer” (Rorty, 1979, pp. 50-51), it was not until the publication of John Locke’s
Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690) that they were formalized. Scholars
Catherine Wilson (1999), Jonathan Crary (1991) and Richard Rorty (1979) all locate the
emphasis of the visual over all the senses in “the ocular emphasis of seventeenth century
metaphysics…” (Wilson, p. 135). Wilson adds that it was around this time that “…a
multitude of compelling and misleading visual metaphors” (Ibid, p. 136) were developed.
The most influential of these was René Descartes’ camera eye metaphor presented in
Dioptrics (1637). Both Jonathan Crary (1991) and Richard Rorty (1979) hold Descartes
wholly responsible for the central role that epistemology and vision plays in Western
philosophy (Rorty, 1979, pp. 50-51). As Crary argues in Techniques of the Observer (1991),
from the 1500 to the 1700s “…the structure and optical principals of the camera obscura
coalesced into a dominant paradigm through which was described the status and possibilities
of the observer” (Crary, 1991, p. 27). Cartesian dualism and paradigm of objectivity it
perpetuates, has persisted into the twentieth century as a model for human vision and “…for
representing the relation of the perceiver and the position of a knowing subject to the external
world” (Ibid) since its inception in the seventeenth century.
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Figure 2-1: René Descartes, La Dioptrique, 1637
The positioning of vision as the objective sense has contributed to its dominance in Western
culture and knowledge. Descartes’s Dioptrics provides an account of how humans see based
on principals of geometric optics (Figure 2-1). Based on this Crary (1991), Rorty (1979) and
Jay (1993) accuse Descartes of conflating knowing with seeing. John Dewy, in The Quest for
Certainty (1960), explains how Descartes camera obscura is a metaphor of knowledge,
The theory of knowing is modeled after what was supposed to take place in the act of vision. The
object refracts light and is seen; it makes a difference to the eye and to the person having an optical
apparatus, but none to the thing seen. The real object is the object so fixed in its regal aloofness that it
is a king to any beholding mind that may gaze upon it. A spectator theory of knowledge is the
inevitable outcome (p. 23).

Based on the relationship between the eye and perceived objects, Cartesian dualism separated
the mind and body, subject and object to construct the notion of objective knowledge3. Don
Ihde and Evan Selinger (2004) argue that Descartes’ camera obscura eye metaphor became
an ‘epistemology engine’ (Ihde and Selinger, 2004, p. 363). That is, a technology, or an
assemblage of technologies, that “…become explicit models for describing how knowledge is
produced’ (Ibid), converting a metaphor “…into theoretical force” (ibid). Descartes’
metaphor, used to explain human vision, became a model for describing how knowledge is

3

A flawed construction as the eye is not separate from the body but positioned in the individual (Rorty, 1979).
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produced, developing into ‘Cartesian perspectivalism’ (Jay, 1993, p. 69)4. Both scientific and
artistic practice in the sixteenth and seventeenth century evidence an epistemological shift
towards vision, perspective, geometry and measurement. Scientific methodological practice,
moving away from hearing to vision, was significantly influenced by the invention of new
tools and instruments such as the telescope (1609) and spring balance watch (1660) (Gouk
2012; Ong 1970). This significantly changed scientific process as studies could now be better
measured and verified leading to subsequent advancements in the fields of mathematical
physics and natural science (Gouk, 2012, p. 6). The interplay of science, engineering and
artistic practice and study was not restricted by notions of disciplinary demarcation at this
time allowing scientific concepts to be easily integrated into art and music and vice versa
(Santillana, 1962, pp. 33-65) (Hui, Kursell and Jackson, 2013, pp. 1-14).

Figure 2-2: Albrecht Dürer, Man Drawing a Lute (1525).
According to Giorgio de Santilla there is no doubt that the development of geometrical
perspective in the late sixteenth century and the early seventeenth century affected pictorial
perspective in theory and practice (1962, p. 237). The artistic and theoretical works of

4

Margret Atherton in How to Write the History of Vision: Understanding the relationship between Berkley and Decartes
(1999) is concerned with how Jonathan Crary, Richard Rorty and Martin Jay present Descartes. She believes that through the
writings of these individuals that “Descartes takes on a larger-than-life role…in which his views are made to stand for the
thought of an age” (Atherton, 1999, p. 139). Atherton believes that is order to properly write a history of vision you need to
acknowledge and consider George Berkley’s contribution, she make particular reference to his work An Essay towards a
New Theory of Vision (1709).

19

Albrecht Dürer5 were particularly influential. Evidenced in Figure 2-2, Dürer’s woodcut from
his book ThePainter’sManual
(1525), illustrates both the principals of perspective in use at
the time as well as the beginnings of a perspective machine prior to the existence of the
camera obscura. Another of his woodcuts (1525), Figure 2-3, demonstrates the practice of
placing a grid over the framed subject. The same grid is then drawn on a sheet of paper in
front of the artist. To ensure the same viewpoint throughout the sitting, the artist aligns his
eye with a vertical stick erected near the frame. This artist in this image frames the subject
from a fixed viewpoint outside the space he is depicting. The viewer, like the artist, is also in
a fixed position separate from the space. This separation lends itself to the idea of a
disembodied objective viewer, it encourages what Donna Haraway calls a “…sensory system
that has been used to signify a leap out of the marked body and into a conquering eye from
nowhere” (Haraway, 2002, p. 677).

Figure 2-3: Albrecht Dürer, ThePainter’sManual
(1525).
While research across disciplines from the Renaissance increasingly invoked visuocentric
approaches, the development of science as a discrete method of enquiry and knowledge
significantly, and increasingly, influenced scholarly approaches from the eighteen hundreds.
With the popularization of the science laboratory in universities by Justus Von Leibig in the
early nineteenth century, coupled with the invention of microscope and photography,
scientific practice became institutionalized and disciplinary (Rorty 1979; de Certeau 1984;
Daston and Galison 2007). This in turn led to epistemological saturation of the scientific eye
(Daston and Galison, 2007, p. 368) and the conflation of objectivity with science, truth and
certainty (Daston and Galison 2007; de Certeau 1984). New technologies led to the
Giorgio de Santillana (1962, pp. 33-65) makes specific reference to Dutch artist Pieter Saenredam’s work as
“…exceptionally painstaking process of perspectival painting” (p. 237).
5
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development of different observation techniques in the laboratory. This shift in scientific
practice, a focus on and demand for objectivity, is illustrated through the introduction and
preference for the photograph over the hand-illustrated specimen. The illustrated image was
tainted by the human touch and therefore with subjectivity, the photograph on the other hand
was “impressed by nature” (p. 131). This was perpetuated by works of the time such as
William Henry Fox Talbot’s The Pencil of Nature (1844 – 1846) in which he asserts that the
photographic image is illustrated “by optical and chemical means alone” or as Joseph
(Nicephore) Niepce defines it “spontaneous reproduction, by the action of light” (Niepce in
Marien, 2006, p. 23). Both Talbot and Niepce played down any evidence of human agency in
the taking of a photograph. As Daston and Galison propose in Objectivity (2007) the
scientific eye had come to demand “…an ethos and a way of seeing” (Daston and Galison,
2007, p. 367) and so these “ways of seeing become ways of knowing” (Ibid, p. 368) leading
to the construction of the objective scientific eye.
Similar to Daston and Galison, Holger Schulze, in his paper “The Body of Sound: Sound
Effects” (2012), observes how the laboratory encouraged “a closed system of experimental
research” (p. 201), with an emphasis on data collection and observable and measurable
research that could be successfully replicated, “…that abandons individual, empirical
everyday life experiences” (Ibid). To illustrate this shift he cites the work of Hermann von
Helmholtz The Sensations of Tone (1863) as an example. Schulze notes how Helmholtz
narrates his aural experience of ocean and waves in terms of their dynamics, movement and
physicality (Schultze, 2012, p. 199) but, a couple of pages later Helmholtz (1863, p. 389)
excludes his personal account reducing “it to observational data, to mathematical descriptions
of those data and to visual models that can be described in mathematical formulae” (Ibid, p.
200). Schulze believes that Helmholtz’s decision to exclude his personal experience of
phenomena in 21deali of mathematical measurable data was due to, and “… in accordance
with the dominant scientific paradigm of the time” (Ibid, p. 200). This paradigm was closed
to corporeal perception and bodily experiences wholly based on “a closed system of
experimental research in the laboratory” (Ibid, p. 201). Trevor Pinch and Karin Bijsterveld
(2003, pp. 536-59) concur with Schulze’s observation noting that “many sciences depend on
the use of mathematics and logistics that rely less on sensory skills” (Ibid, p. 13). Citing
Daston and Galison’s notion of ‘mechanical objectivity’ (Daston and Galison; 1992, 2007)
through the elimination of the self (2007, p. 197),
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…the moral of mechanical objectivity in science gradually gained significance, reaching its zenith in
the 1920s. This moral dismissed the human mind and body as trustworthy witnesses of natural
phenomena in favour of the registration of such phenomena by machines (Pinch and Bijsterveld, 2003,
p. 13).

New technologies specific to the enhancement of visual observation and data collection
allowed for this, a distancing of the subjective human observer and the collation and
documentation of data with the use of the objective, distanced, machine (Hacking 1986,
1999; Rheinberger 2010). As Stephen A. Tyler observes, science and common sense has been
so successful in sustaining “the metaphysical hegemony of the visual” (Tyler, 1984, p. 24)
that it has denigrated “the veracity of other senses, especially the verbal/auditory” (Ibid, p.
28).
By the twentieth century, the scientific method had become synonymous with objectivity.
Thus, based on the visual epistemological engine of the Renaissance, the construction of
objectivity, came to influence the generation of knowledge across the arts (Jay 1993, Crary
1992). Specifically, the favouring of the eye, the objective sense, over all other senses. As
such it is unsurprising that scholarship across the arts in the 1990s identified sound as
undervalued, underused and treated as an optional extra in analysis and research (Van
Leeuwen, 1999, p. 197) (Chion 1994; Altman 1992; Kahn 1999). This is best displayed by
prominent cultural theorist Jean Baudrillard commenting in an interview with Caroline
Bayard and Graham Knight regarding the theoretical implications of sound that
…the sphere of sound, the acoustic sphere, audio, is really more alien to me than the visual, or rather
the image and the concept itself, whereas sound is less familiar to me. I have less perception, less
analytic perception, of this aspect (Baudrillard in Bayard and Knight, 1995).

Some visual arts scholars propose that visuality is so ingrained in institutionalized artistic
practice and scholarship that it is reflected in the architectural design of art galleries (Conner
2003; Hegarty 2010; Kim-Cohen 2009). As a consequence scholars Stephen Connor (2003)
and Paul Hegarty (2009, pp. 169-177) both contend that the presence of sound in the gallery
is a contradictory concept. They reason, that unlike the visual object which can be framed,
contained and captured,
The world of the unsighted is a world without firmament, without permanent fixtures and fittings, walls
or rooms. It is a world rather of events, which are both continuously about-to-be, for one cannot listen
away as one can look away, cannot ever stop hearing, and also, so to speak, continuously intermittent
(Connor, 2003).

22

Similarly in film scholarship Michel Chion observes that while the viewer can always see the
edge of the visual image and the image is always wholly contained in the frame, sound in
cinema has no “auditory container” (Chion, 1994, p. 68). As a consequence image has been
focused on to the neglect of sound in film studies (Altman 1992; Chion 1994). Chion’s
comments are echoed by David Toop, in Sinister Resonance (2010), who proposes that the
problem with sound is that unlike vision which demands a distanced observer, a distanced
objective eye, “sound is tactless” (p. 106). Salome Voegelin concurs with Toop in Ethics of
Listening (2012), contending that sound “perverts the preconception of the object and the
prejudgment of the subject as a stable identity”. Linguist Theo Van Leeuwen also agrees
observing that “our will is less effectively imposed on hearing” as one resonates with it
failing to remain a detached observer (Van Leeuwen, 1999, p. 196). Such observations
further reiterate the notion of the visual as objective and the aural as subjective. Unlike the
disembodied eye of vision, when listening, the body cannot remain objective, clean and
distanced. The tactlessness of sound, its inherent ‘subjectivity’, is posited as the primary
cause for vision’s dominance in practice and theory.
In response to cultural dominance of the eye, contemporary scholarship has seen a number of
scholars encouraging a multisensory approach to knowledge. Philosophers Casey
O’Callaghan (2007) and Mathew Nudds (2009) propose that perception be addressed more
holistically, considering perception as it is experienced. As O’Callaghan puts it,
A broadened understanding of perceptual modalities opens new doors in developing the theory of
perception. It draws attention to unrecognized features of perceptual experience and provides
persuasive lessons against otherwise favoured accounts. It compels us to acknowledge differences in
the roles of the perceptual modalities and the significance of the relationships among them
(O’Callaghan, 2007, p. VI).

At the same time increased attention has been given to other non-visual modalities such as
tactility, proprioception, kinaesthesia, olfaction and taste, proposing that they have significant
contributions to make to knowledge (O’Shaughnessy 1989; Martin 1992; Scott 2001;
Gallagher 2005; Lycan 2000; Batty 2007; B. Smith 2007). While most of the sense
modalities are still scarce in scholarly exploration, increasingly, significant attention has been
given to sounds and audition6. This is evident across disciplines in science and the arts.
Scholars such as Douglas Kahn and Gregory Whitehead (1992; 2004) recognised that while
6

There are two standout philosophical scholars who made an early contribution to the investigation of sound and audition;
Strawson (1959), in his work Individuals, explored the conceptual consequences of pure auditory experience and Evans
(1980), Things without the mind – ACommentaryuponChapterTwoofStrawson’sIndividuals
, who reflected on the
requirements for objective experience in response to Strawson’s work (Nudds and O’Callaghan, 2009, p. 2).
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few arts are mute, literature on sound in the arts “…is scant at all levels, from basic historical
research to theoretical modellings” (Kahn, 1992, p. 1). Philosophers (Macpherson 2011;
O’Callaghan and Nudds 2009; O’Callaghan 2010, 2008; Nudds 2001; Scott 2001;
O’Shaughnessy 1989) and cultural theorists (Pinch and Bijsterveld 2013; Hui, Kursell and
Jackson 2013) are still calling for philosophical approaches and cultural histories of sound
that attend to sound as sound. As Alexandra Hui, Julia Kursell and Myles Jackson observe,
…while our libraries are filled with the important studies relevant to the visual elucidation of science,
the importance of listening and hearing to the scientific enterprise has until recently, been ignored (Hui,
Kursell and Jackson, 2013, p. 2).

Similarly, Trevor Pinch and Karin Bijsterveld, clearly state in the introduction to The Oxford
Handbook of Sound Studies (2012) that the key aim of the book is to show that listening skills
and the skills required to use tools for listening are required and useful for the production of
knowledge (Pinch and Bijsterveld, 2012, p. 11). However while aurality increasingly enjoys
attention across contemporary scholarship, not all scholars agree it is indeed the second sense
or in fact that vision is dominant.
Veit Erlmann and Jonathan Sterne propose that vision is not and never was the dominant
sense. Erlmann suggests that this idea of hearing as the second sense is a myth. Charting the
relationship between the concepts of resonance, hearing, being and the disciplines of physics
and philosophy (Erlman, 2012, p. 12), Erlmann argues that the ear played a central role in
modern culture and rationality. He accounts for this by examining the development of
scientific and medical knowledge of the structure and function of the ear, which in turn led to
the understanding of resonance and how the ear comes to hear sound. As such, he argues that
resonance, and the process of hearing, made complex the relationship of subject/object, truth
and perception to the point that it became central to ontological and philosophical discussions
(Ibid, p. 11). In a similar vein Sterne proposes that “just as there was an enlightenment, so too
was there an ‘Ensonicment’” (Sterne, 2003, p. 2). Sterne proposes that history needs to be relistened to but not in such a way that it sets up an opposition between vision and sound. To
do so, Sterne argues, perpetuates cultural idealisation of sound which he suggests has its
origins in Christian traditions, aligning voice with the spirit7. He proposes an alternative “to
the pervasive narrative that says in becoming modern, Western culture moved away from a
culture of hearing to a culture of seeing” (Ibid, p. 3). Sterne points out that whilst research on

6 This

concept will be addressed later in the chapter under the title, Listening; An interdisciplinary Approach.
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sound within the fields of science and engineering is unified there is a vast amount of
literature on the history and philosophy of sound that remains conceptually fragmented in
social and cultural disciplines (Ibid, pp. 3-5). Trevor Pinch and Frank Trocco agree with
Sterne and Erlmann’s rejection of vision as the dominant sense. They highlight the fact that
listening and sound did feature in scientific methods and practices contributing to the
development of sonic tools and in turn scientific knowledge (Pinch and Trocco, 2002, p. 15).
Myles Jackson and Martin Jay contend that the dominance of vision across scholarship is a
construction of scholars. Jackson accuses scholars of science and technology of “…fetishing
the visual at the expense of the aural” (Jackson, 2012, p. 201) while Jay acknowledging the
dependence of Western philosophy on “occluded visual metaphors” (Jay, 1993, p. 2) believes
that an anti-visual discourse has pervaded philosophical thought in the twentieth century.
Precipitated by a crisis in late nineteenth century, a result of changes in visual arts, literature,
philosophy and the work of Henri Bergson, Jay believes that scholarship has posited vision as
suspicious and hegemonic (Ibid, p. 14). As a consequence, the persistent proliferation of
“…anti-ocularcentric discourse … tacitly encourages” the dominance of vision. Historian
Daniel R. Woolf agrees with Jay arguing that “the trend toward ‘visualization’ in the
Renaissance has been overstated by historians” (Woolfe, 2004, p. 128). Rather, Medieval and
Renaissance periods strove to maintain a balance between sense knowledge, favoring oral
transmission of knowledge over the visual written text. However, the proliferation of the
press changed this and published knowledge, the written word came to replace oral histories.
As Douglas Kahn warns, since “visuality is so embedded” in Western ways of theorising,
writing and speaking it is necessary “…to keep an eye on how at any specific moment in the
culture of visuality impinges upon the realms of sound and hearing we speak about them”
(Kahn, 992, p. 4). Thus focusing on the dominance of the visual perpetuates its status as such.
Acknowledging this, scholarship since the 1990s, spanning a variety of disciplines including
literature, painting and film, has shifted. As shown in the work and writings of Douglas Kahn
(1999), David Toop (1995), Rick Altman (1992), Michel Chion (1994), Jonathan Sterne
(2003) and Michael Bull (2007) scholars have endeavored to listen to history, developing
frameworks through which culture can be considered aurally.
While some scholars disagree over the dominance of vision, scholarship in general agrees
that research across disciplines has tended to look rather than listen. Positing vision as a
primary quality and sound, and other senses, as secondary, vision’s legacy as the dominant
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sense was born. The Renaissance, specifically the writings of Descartes, saw the camera
obscura used as a metaphor to explain the mechanics of human vision. This quickly
developed into a metaphor of knowing. Conflating seeing with knowing the metaphor
evolved into an “epistemology engine” (Ihde and Selinger, 2004, p. 363) which permeated
and underpinned the generation of Western knowledge. This is reflected in the increasing
emphasis placed on visual data in scientific practice and the creation of realistic artistic works
based on rules and tools of geometry from the sixteenth century. The institutionalization of
scientific practice from the nineteenth century placed further emphasis on the eye on
perpetuated by the notion that visually verifiable data was objective. New tools of objectivity
facilitated and solidified the conflation of seeing with knowing and objectivity. The precise
mechanical instrument came to be favoured over tainted, subjective, human observation. As a
consequence, research into other sense perceptions has been limited and visually framed
across disciplines. The framed, contained, separated object in art and science underpins the
way in which knowledge about it is objectively generated. Whether or not sound is indeed the
second sense is a debate that distracts from the fact that scholarship on sound and aural
perception is less known, and less developed. Even with the emergence of audio and sound
scholarship since the 1990s disciplinary investigations into knowledge continue to be
predominately underpinned by the Cartesian binaries of object and subject, mind and body,
based on the metaphor of seeing, a visual paradigm.
Scientific Theories of Sound and Audition
Acknowledging the role that scientific method played in the construction of objectivity and
thus western knowledge it is necessary to map the historical development of scientific
knowledge of sound and audition. In doing so the contemporary assumptions about
scholarship has about sound and listening will be elucidated. Scientific hypotheses of how
sound and listening work have been circulating since ancient Greek times. The sixteenth
century saw the confirmation that sound traveled as a wave, further refined by modern
acoustics. Modern anatomical and mechanical detail of the ear began to emerge by the late
seventeenth century. However, it was not until the eighteenth century a distinct theory of
listening emerged. While contemporary scientific research knows the anatomical and
mechanical function of the ear, the neurological auditory processes are still being researched.
Consequently there are two competing theories of listening: resonance theory and frequency
theory. This section will outline the development of scientific theories of sound, audition, and
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the anatomy of the ear, to demonstrate the slowly developing and largely hypothetical state of
scientific knowledge on aurality. The development sonic knowledge is caught up in the
development of disciplinary knowledge itself as research prior to the enlightenment was not
demarcated as it is today. As such, scientific knowledge on sound and listening is
accumulated through a variety of different sources to trace its development.
From Ancient Greek times, philosophers speculated that sound moved as a wave based on
observations of water waves. Chrysippus (c. 240 BC), Vetruvius (c. 25 BC), Boethius (480524 AD) and Aristotle (384-322 BC) all emphasized the idea that sound propagates through
air as a wave in the ocean (Pierce, 1989)8. Leonardo Da Vinci suggested in the 1500s that
human hearing was the result of sounds traveling in waves to the ear. However it was natural
philosopher Marin Mersenne (1588-1648)9 and mathematician Galileo Galilei (1564-1642)10
who confirmed this. Using Pythagoras’ apparatus and observations of vibrating strings (c.
550 BC) Mersenne and Galilei demonstrated that air motion generated by a vibrating body
sounding a single harmonic is also vibratory and of the same frequency as that body (Pierce,
1989). Pierre Gassendi, a contemporary of Mersenne, Galileo and Descartes, challenged this
wave theory, proposing that sound is a particle, moving through space like light, a stream of
atoms emitted by a sounding body (Pierce 1989; Fisher 2013). However, wave theory
prevailed based on Newtown’s (1642-1727) mathematical theory of wave propagation. Wave
theory was further explored and confirmed in the eighteenth century by Euler (1707-1783),
Lagrange (1736-1813) and d’Alembert. The invention of the tuning fork (1711) by John
Shore, further advanced the study of sound in the research of Christian Doppler11 (1803-53),
Herman Von Helmholtz12, Lord Rayleigh13, Georg von Bekesy14 amongst many others.
Today sound is specifically defined in scientific research as “a vibration in an elastic medium
at a frequency and intensity that is capable of being heard by the human ear (20–20 000 Hz)”
(Dictionary of Physics Oxford University Press, 2009). Vibrations that occur below 20 Hz are
As Aristotle states in De Anima, “Sound is a certain motion in the air…thrusting forward in like manner the adjoining air,
to that the sound travels unaltered in quality as far as the disturbance of the air manages to reach” (translated R. D. Hicks,
1976). Boethius (500 A. D.) compared the conduction of sound through the air to waves produced by dropping a pebble into
calm water proposing that there was a connection between the two types of waves.
9 His investigations into the oscillations of a stretched string resulted in Mersenne’s Laws.
10 Galilei, 1638, Mathematical Discourses Concerning Two New Sciences.
11 Famous for identifying and quantifying the Doppler Effect (1842); that is, the change in pitch of a sound source as it
moves towards/away from a stationary observer.
12 Used in his research into resonance.
13 Referred to as the father of acoustics, for more background refer to the opening section of this chapter, the history of
hearing in scientific research.
14 Biophysists known for his research into human hearing through investigations of hearing loss with the aid of the tuning
fork. His work is referenced in the opening section of this chapter, the history of hearing in scientific research.
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called infrasounds and those that occur above 20 kHz are called ultrasounds (Ibid). While
there is evidence within science of animal studies examining ultrasound15 and infrasound16,
as well as contemporary technologies capable of capturing frequencies 2-4 time above human
hearing and fMRI brain studies that show neural responses to frequency in this range17
(Specht and Reul 2003, Maeder, Meuli et al. 2001, Warren, Zielinski et al. 2002, Pavani,
Macaluso et al. 2002), scientific research specifies that sound is specific to the human range
of hearing and the perception of sound by the ear. That is if not perceived by the human
subject, or more recently caught and visualized on machinery18, sound does not exist.
Scientific research into audition up until the late seventeenth century tended to concentrate
“on the anatomy and mechanics of hearing, up to the point where the auditory nerves receive
the impressions of sound” (Gouk and Sykes, 2011, p. 525), specifically the middle ear.
Present day terminology for parts of the outer ear and inner ear are inherited from Roman
times. Anatomist Rufus of Ephesus (1 AD) gave the names pinna, lobe, helix and concha to
features of the external ear (Hawkins, 1976, p. 5). Galen (130-200 AD), a figure who
dominated medical thought and practice until the Renaissance, introduced the term labyrinth
in reference to the section of the ear called the inner ear (Hawkins, 1976, p. 5). However, it
was during the Renaissance that contemporary Western understandings of the physiology of
the ear started to form. By the close of the sixteenth century an accurate anatomical image of
the ear had emerged as depicted in Figure 2-4. Beginning with Andreas Vesalius’s accurate
illustration of the middle ear, including the malleus and incus (anvil) in relation to the
tympanic membrane, in De humani corporis fabrica (1543), the stapes was added by
Giovanni Filippo Ingrassia19 in 1546 and Gabriel Fallopio di Moderna completed the
Some examples of infrasound studies include: Kastelein, R.A., Bunskoek, P. et al. “Audiogram of a harbor porpoise
(Phocoena phocoena) measured with narrow-band frequency modulated signals”, The Journal of the Acoustical Society of
America 112.1 (2002):334-344. Print. Mann DA; Higgs, Dennis M. et al. “Ultrasound detection by clupeiform fishes”,
Journal of Acoustical Research America 109.6 (2001): 3048-3054. Print. Richard R. and Art, P. Eds. “Hearing by Bats”,
Handbook of Auditory Research. 1995, Springer, New York. Print. Whitlow W. L.The Sonar of Dolphins, Springer, New
York, 1993. Print.
15

Some examples of Infrasonic research include: Larom, D. Garstang, M. et al. “The Influence of Surface atmospheric
conditions on the range and area reached by animal vocalizations” The Journal of Experimental Biology, 200.3 (1997): 421431. Barklow, W. “Low Frequency Sounds and Amphibious communication in Hippopotamus amphibious”, Journal of the
Acoustical Society of America, 115.5 (2004): 2555-2555. Payne, K. Langbauer, W. and Thomas, E. “Infrasonic calls of
Asian Elephant”, Behavioral Ecology and Sociobiology, 18.4 (1986): 297-301.
17 Physiological effects of sound on the body above and below this range have been examined in scientific research but they
are not defined as hearing since they take place outside of the perceptible frequency range of the ear.
18 Some examples of scientific tools of sound measurement include fathometer, harmonometer, opeidoscope, phonautograph,
phonendoscope/stethoscope, sonograph, cymometer, decibel metre, multibeam and side-scan sonar systems. All, except for
the phonendoscope/stethoscope, visualize audio data to use as credible scientific data. The phonendoscope/stethoscope is
used to amplify sound so that it can be heard by a human.
19 Bartolomeo Eustachio, an anatomist from the same period, notes in his Treatise Opuscula anatomica, Venet (1563) that he
discovered the Stapes before Ingrassia (Hachmeister, 2003, pp. 81-86).
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anatomical image with the addition of the cochlea and semicircular canals in Observationes
anatomicae (1561) (Finger, 1994, p. 110). Bartolomeo Eustachio contributed to the study of
the semicircular canals and the cochlea, naming the Eustachian. However, “without the aid of
microscopy” little anatomical knowledge “could be gained in the next two centuries”
(Hachmeister, 2003, p. 83).
Early seventeenth century research recognized the clinical significance of bone conduction in
the process of hearing through the work and experiments of Girolamo Capivaccio (1589).
Developing a technique to diagnose the cause of individual’s deafness as either a disorder of
the drum membrane (conductive deafness) or a disorder of the labyrinth (sensorineural
deafness) he indirectly discovered that bones conduct sound. His technique required the
patient to clench a rod between their teeth that was connected to the strings of a zither. When
struck, and the zither’s strings vibrated, if the patient heard it then they had conductive
deafness, if they did not they had sensorineural deafness (Finger, 2001, p. 111). In 1625 Felix
Platter verified that bones conduct sound in 1625; however, it was Gunther Christoph
Schelhammer who proved it to be correct in 1684. Until the seventeenth century it was
thought that the outer ear was ornamental but this discovery led to consensus that it must play
a functional role in the process of hearing (ibid, p. 109).

Figure 2-4: Diagram of middle and inner ear (Marieb, 1998, p. 564).
The late seventeenth century saw the beginnings of scientific investigation into perception of
“musical sound as a process from the initial propagation of sound, to its reception and
interpretation by the brain” (Gouk and Sykes, 2011, p. 522). Thomas Willis (1622-1675), in
29

De Cerebri anatomae (London, 1664) and De anima brutorum (London, 1672)20 suggests
that different tones are perceived and distributed along the cochlea. Joseph Duverney21
(1648-1730) extending on the work of Willis, developed resonance theory to explain the
transduction of sound in the ear (Gitter, 1990). Noting that the width of the cochlea gradually
narrows from the apex, Duverney surmised that tones of low pitch are received at the basal
end of the cochlea and those of high pitch are at the apical end. Although he got the facts
backwards22 it was the beginning of a better understanding of how the ear functioned.

Figure 2-5: Structure of the human ear (Campbell et al., 1999, p. 1003).
While anatomical knowledge of the ear was complete, scientific knowledge on the process of
hearing, how the ear functioned, was still based on the implanted air theory of the ancient

It is from his research that concepts such as ‘musical ears’ came from Musical ears is “an aptitude or faculty for
memorizing music that had its basis in the physiology of the brain” (Gouk and Sykes, 2011, p. 522).
21 Duverney’s other major contribution to knowledge of listening and the ear assumed the implanted air theory suggesting
that “sound is transmitted by the ossicular chain to the oval window, not by conduction to the round window” where it
encounters the implanted air in the vestibule (Hawkins, 1988, p. 11).
22 Low pitches are received at apex and highs at the basal.
20
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Greek philosophers. Based on ideas circulated by Empedocles23 and later Plato24, Aristotle is
credited (and blamed) with implanted air theory (Hawkins, 1988, p. 3). In De Animea
Aristotle proposed that air inside the ear “…is lodged fast within walls to make it immovable,
in order that it may perceive exactly all the varieties of auditory movement” (Aristotle,
translated R. D. Hicks, 1976). Assuming that like is perceived by like (Hawkins, 1988, p. 4),
implanted air theory contends that from conception, air that is purer than other air (aer
implantatus), is implanted in the ear and remains there, uncontaminated, for one’s life.
Accordingly, aer implantatus allows one to hear because sound travels in air (Finger, 1994,
p. 108). It was not until the eighteenth century, with the research of Domenico Cotugno
(1736–1822) and Antonio Scarpa (1747-1832) that implanted air theory was challenged and
discredited. Examining cadavers, Domenico Cotugno discovered that the cochlea is not filled
with air but with fluids (Finger, 2001, p. 114). Paralleling Cotugno’s discovery, Antonio
Scarpa, in Disquisitiones anatomicae de auditu et olfactu (1789), presents his discovery of
the membranous labyrinth filled with watery fluid. Yet despite the discoveries of both
Cotugno and Scarpa, implanted air theory persisted within medical research throughout the
1800s (Gouk and Sykes, 2011) largely because it “was believed that liquids could not
transmit sound waves” (Finger, 2001, p. 113).
The nineteenth century saw advancements in technology and changes in scientific practice
that would lead to a more detailed knowledge of the anatomy and mechanics of the ear and
research on acoustics and theories of hearing. The research of Marchese Alfonso Corti,
Ernest Reissner and Otto Friedrich Deiters, through improvements to the compound
microscope, enabled a more detailed knowledge of how the inner ear worked, specifically a
histology of the organ of hearing (Hachmeister, 2003, p. 83). Corti provided the first
illustrations of the existence of outer and inner hair cells and the tectorial membrane,
Reissner’s wrote detailed descriptions of Reissner’s membrane and Deiter discovered that
each outer hair of the organ of corti is supported by Deiter’s cell, which holds the base of the
hair cell in a cup-shaped depression (Figure 2-5). Deiter’s discovery led to the realization that
nerve endings on the hair cells25 terminate at the basilar membrane and thus the conclusion
that the hair cells must therefore be receptors for hearing (Gitter and Preyer, 1991). It was at

Empedocles (490 – 430 BC) best known for his classification of the four elements, it is because of this that he is often
called a founding father of chemistry (Finger, 1994).
24 “In Timaeus Plato characterizes sound as the shaking of air, which is transmitted by way of the ears and the brain to the
liver, the seat of the soul.” (Hawkins, 1988, p. 3)
25 Professor V. Hensen discovered that the hair cells in the cochlear had nerve endings in 1863 (Gitter and Preyer, 1991)
23

31

this time that Hermann Von Helmholtz (1821-1894), a major influence on contemporary
understandings of the inner ear and its mechanical workings, developed a resonance informed
theory of hearing26. Published in his seminal work The Sensations of Tone (1863), Helmholtz
proposed that sound analysis took place in the inner ear via a variety of large resonators tuned
low to high, which looked and acted like strings on harp. These were arranged along the
basilar membrane (Figure 2-5), the low tuned resonators at the apical end and the high at the
basal end. Specific tones activate synchronous nerve impulses and the rate of these
determines the pitch heard. Helmholtz’s theory of resonance accounts for the ability of the
ear to discriminate tones sounding simultaneously (Plomp, 1968, p. 323). It proposes that
one’s perception of sound depends on where each component frequency of a sound wave
produces vibrations along the basilar membrane (Hasanbegović, 2013, p. 52).
Helmholtz’s theory of resonance was universally accepted for the next twenty years until it
fell from favour when two key doubts arose: 1. How could there be strings in our ears, like an
instrument, when it was so small, and 2. If all the strings were vibrating simultaneously how
would the ear be able to differentiate between the cacophony of sound, “…a hopeless blur
like a piano played with the sustain pedal always down” (Bell, 2004, p. 96). Alternative
theories likening the cochlea to a vibrating diaphragm emerged. The most prominent was that
proposed by William Rutherford in 1886 called the frequency theory. This theory, opposed to
resonance/place theory, proposed that frequency analysis did not occur in the inner ear but
that “a time domain representation is transmitted to the brain and the frequency analysis is
carried out in the brain” (Mannell, 2008). This theory assumes that the auditory nerve can fire
at rates of 20 to 20,000 times per second27 to be able to respond to the full spectrum of
frequencies available to the human ear. This theory fell apart when in the second quarter of
the twentieth century it became clear that individual nerve fibres could only fire at rates of
between 300 to 500 times per second (Mannell, 2008).
From 1928 Georg Von Bekesy28 began developing traveling wave theory, a resonance theory
of audition. Traveling wave theory contends that sound travels “along the basilar membrane
like a wave in a flicked rope” and, as in the frequency theory, that very little frequency
analysis occurs in the inner ear. He observed this first by building a model of a cochlea and

26

Although a theory of resonance had been proposed by Bauhin in 1605, it was Helmholtz who developed and published it.
This is firing rate is based on the frequency spectrum of human hearing, 20Hz to 20 kHz.
28 Moving wave theories have been present since the end of the nineteenth century, however it was Bekesy who actually
observed what the theory hypothesised (Mannell, 2008).
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later by developing methods of preserving and examining human and animal cochleae.
Bekesy’s work “confirmed the essential aspects of von Helmholtz’s ‘place theory’” (Moore,
2000, p. 407) but found that different frequencies resulted in the peak of the wave
systematically shifting from the base of the cochlea to its apex (Bell, 2004, p. 96). Bekesy’s
model of hearing is passive, “resting on the premise that the basilar membrane acts like a
series of linked resonators” like a set of tuning forks (Purves, Augstine, Fitzpatrick, Katz,
LaMantia, McNamara and Williams, 2001, p. 281). In 1946 Thomas Gold challenged
Bekesy’s theory, questioning the strain it placed on the neural system. Gold proposed that the
inner ear had to play some role in frequency spectrum analysis (Bell, 2004, p. 97). Contrary
to Bekesy he suggested that the ear was active behaving like a ‘regenerative receiver’ that
could distinguish specific frequencies (Bell, 2004, p. 97). Gold’s theory was dismissed and
Bekesy’s theory favoured until David Kemp proved otherwise in the 1970s. Published in
“Stimulated acoustic emissions from within the human auditory system” (Kemp, 1978),
Kemp demonstrated that the cochlear was active by placing a microphone in the human ear
and recording it. The role that these emissions play in auditory perception, if any, is still
unconfirmed.
In summary, auditory science offers two main theories of listening: resonance theory (Place
theory); and Frequency Theory (telephone theory). Both are theories of pitch perception, with
divergent views on how the ear perceives pitch (Bekesy, 1962). At different times through
history one theory has been favoured over the other. The workings of the cochlea and how
the human auditory system functions are still unconfirmed; contemporary neuroscientists
prefer one of the two theories (Babbs C. 2011; Bell 2004, 2012; Jääskeläinen and Ahveninen
2014; Shera, C. Tubis, A. and Talmadge, L. 2004). It is generally agreed that human hearing
incorporates elements from both Helmholtz’s and Berkesy’s theories of resonance (Bell 2004
p. 100; Shera, C. Tubis, A. and Talmadge, L. 2004). Thus while an accurate anatomy of the
ear had been developed and illustrated, the mechanical function of the ear had been clarified
and implanted air theory disproved, scientific theories of hearing remain unconfirmed.
Medical research and technologies used to investigate hearing and other senses in the cerebral
cortex are still developing (Kauramaki et al., 2010) “and, while we have broad ideas of how
the cochlea works, there is still a long way to go” (Bell, 2004, p. 95). This is largely due to
the delicate structure of the cochlea and its inaccessibility, making it difficult to examine
(Ibid; Bell 2012). As such, models of neural functions continue to be phenomenological,
consisting of descriptions of the nature of the immediately experienced, not neurological,
33

consisting of quantitative data accumulated by examining the transduction of signals from the
ear to the brain at a sub-cellular level (Tonndorf 1981; Dibyendu, N and Jezekiel, B. 2001;
Schnupp, Nelken and King 2011, p. viii). Consequently, auditory science has relied on theory
from other disciplines such as “anatomy, psychoacoustics and sometimes the inconclusive
direct probing of animals” (Bell, 2004, p. 95). These offer a “…a multitude of theories” but
“…progress has been often been slow” (Ibid).
Listening and Sound informed by Music, Science, Religion and Magic
Music entered deeply into the making of modern science because it was already a central element of
ancient philosophy
Peter Pesic, 2014, p. 9

Investigations into hearing and sound prior to the seventeenth century were intertwined with
music, religion, magic, science and natural philosophy (Gouk 1999; Burnett, Fend and Gouk
1991; Pinch and Bijsterveld 2012; Kursell 2013). Rather than the demarcated disciplines of
study expected modern writers (Gouk, 2004, p. 136), research drew on a variety of methods,
practices and sources of knowledge (Hui, Kursell and Jackson 2013; Erlmann 2010; Gouk
2004; Woolf 2004; Sterne 2003). Examining research into sound and listening from the
Renaissance until now illuminates the status, assumptions and myths that have come to
underlie contemporary understandings. With the emergence of discrete fields of research and
knowledge, the disciplinary approaches of the classical music tradition and science came to
dominate research into listening and sound. At different times throughout history music or
science has wielded more influence over the development of sonic and auditory knowledge.
As such, sound and audition need to be examined in the context of a “…ongoing reciprocal
relationship between scientific investigation, on the one hand, and music and sound on the
other” (Hui, Kursell and Jackson 2013, p. 1; Pinch and Bijsterveld 2012). This section will
trace the historical development of knowledge on sound and listening from myth and
mysticism to the subject of demarcated fields of study. It will demonstrate how music and
science have distinctly shaped contemporary understandings of and scholarly approaches to
sound and listening.
According to myth29 Pythagoras of Ancient Greece is credited with discovering the

“Unfortunately, the stories of Pythagoras' discovery of these relationships are clearly false, since none of the techniques
for the discovery ascribed to him would, in fact, work…” (Huffman, 2011). See also, Burkert, W., Lore and Science in
Ancient Pythagoreanism. Trans. E. Minar, 1972a, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press.
29
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fundamental basis of Western musical theory, a harmonic relationship between notes (Pierce,
1989), while walking past a blacksmith’s shop, listening to the harmonious toiling of their
hammers and anvils. Further investigation revealed that the harmonious notes occurred at
equal ratios. Pythagoras, a cosmologist and mathematician30, sought to define the world
through numbers, believing that the planets were numbers and their relationships were ratios;
ratios that musical harmonics adhered to31. As Paolo Gozza states in Number to Sound: The
Musical Way to the Scientific Revolution (2000),
Within this conceptual structure the monochord is both a scientific-didactic instrument and a scheme of
the cosmos, the diagram that shows the mathematical and musical order of the universe (Gozza, 2000,
p. 4).

The significance of the number relationship between musical harmonics and the universe
accredited to Pythagoras influenced Ancient Greek thought. It resurfaced in the Renaissance
to support and perpetuate the notion that sound and audition, specifically music, was mystical
(Gozza 2000; Gouk and Sykes 2011; Heller 2013). This ultimately led to the philosophical
concept of musica universali, music of spheres. This is the belief that the proportions and
rations of celestial bodies (planets, sun and moon) are in perfect mathematical harmony,
musica. This inaudible musica reflected divinity in nature through musical ratios of
harmony32. According to Paolo Gozza the Renaissance inherited the idea of “…the
conceptual structure of music as an encyclopedia, the image of the universe created according
to mathematical-musical archetypes…” (Gozza, 2000, p. 10) from Ancient Roman
philosopher Boethius (480-525/26); “…the most prolific and the most influential scholar in
the Platonic tradition of the early Middle Ages” (Bower, 2002, p. 141).
Boethius presented a classification of music in his work De Institutione Musica arranging
music into three categories; music of the spheres/world; harmony of body and soul; and
instrumental music (Ammann, 1967, pp. 146 – 198). Boethius believed that music was
30

Current historical investigations have cast doubt on whether or not Pythagoras was more a cosmologist or a mathematician
(Huffman, 2011). “Pythagoras wrote nothing, nor were there any detailed accounts of his thought written by contemporaries.
By the first centuries BCE, moreover, it became fashionable to present Pythagoras in a largely unhistorical fashion as a
semi-divine figure, who originated all that was true in the Greek philosophical tradition, including many of Plato's and
Aristotle's mature ideas. A number of treatises were forged in the name of Pythagoras and other Pythagoreans in order to
support this view.” (Huffman, 2011).
31 “The tetraktys, literally “the four,” refers to the first four numbers, which when added together equal the number ten,
which was regarded as the perfect number in fifth-century Pythagoreanism…The tetraktys can be connected to the music
which the Sirens sing in that all of the ratios that correspond to the basic concords in music (octave, fifth and fourth) can be
expressed as whole number ratios of the first four numbers” (Huffman, 2011).
32 This is epitomised in Robert Fludd’s publication of De Musica Mundana (1618). Through Musica Mundana, the notion
the universe could be explained through musica, Fludd proposed “…a reformation of the science of music…” (Ammann,
1967, p. 198), so that “…man may recognize himself and thus finally attain a mystical knowledge of God…” (Fludd in
Ammann, 1967, p. 199).

35

unique in the study of mathematics, the most sensual of the arts, and able to influence
behaviour and determine character. He developed a quantitative theory of sound based on
“…consonant essences found in the species of quantity expressed in beautiful ratios and
proportions” (Ibid, p. 142). Boethius’s model proposed a way in which the mind could
transcend inferior sensory experience; through the study of nature and the cosmos,
specifically the learning of musica, the mind could come to a higher rational knowledge of
being (Gozza, 2000, p. 11; Bower, 2002, p. 147)33. Boethius’s model echoed Pythagorean
and Neo-Platonist perspectives34; these ‘revealed truths’, the essences of music, could not be
known by sensual experience, but rather came to be known only through the study and
cultivation of rational, quantifiable methods (Bower, 2002, p. 147). Some historians argue
that Platonist theories, such as Boethius’s, focused on abstracting values and principles from
sound to attain pure reason, are to blame for the absence of descriptive and analytical
structures to engage with sound (Bower, 2002, p. 147). By creating a rational model of
interpretation of sound, scholarship lost the embodied sonorous experience which had
initially inspired and influenced it.
Religion played a significant role in transmitting ancient musical thought in the later Middle
Ages (Bower, 2002; Sears, 1991). This was strongly influenced by Christian intellectuals’35
exchange of pagan myth for Biblical narratives in music. This integration of music and
scripture marked the beginnings of the significant role and relationship that music has with
the Church and Christian liturgy (2002, pp. 148-149)36. The link between music, sound and
religion that this forged distinctly shaped medieval theories of sound and hearing as they
became increasingly focused on the material and spiritual effects of sound on the human
body and soul (Burnett, 2004, p. 70). The study of sound, limited to the elements of music
(Ibid), and linked to religion, became consumed with the teleology of hearing and the
consequences of this involved a moralising of aurality.
God and morality continued to play a significant role in knowledge and research up to the
eighteenth century (Ammann, 1967, p. 200). Throughout the Renaissance, knowledge on

This sentiment is reflected in Charles de Bovelles’ Liber de sensibus (1510); this Renaissance mathematician posits
sound/hearing as the most important sense, the most noble and therefore the faculty best suited for acquiring knowledge
(Frangenberg, 1991, pp. 71-89).
34 Aristotle discounted the music of the spheres in De Caelo because it discounted sensual experience (Burnett, 2004, p. 71).
35 He focuses on the writings of Cassiodorus (c. 486-580) and Isidore (c. 570-636)
33

36

Elizabeth Sears similarly observes the intertwining of philosophy and scientific discussion into the interpretation of the
function of hearing in the Psalms (Ibid, pp. 19-42).
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sound and listening was influenced by and associated with music, science and religion. In the
seventeenth century, music was a moral activity believed to play a role in “…shaping
individuals and society for good or ill” (Gouk, 1999, p. 4). The relationship between
morality, God, sound and audition is reflected in various publications on the subject in the
eighteenth century. For example William Derham, in Physico-Theology: Or, A
Demonstration of the Being and Attributions of God and His Works of Creation (1713),
claims that music, “the Creator’s ‘admirable work’”, has the ability to allay the spirits and
quieten “…perturbations of the mind” (1713, p. 192). Nicholas Robinson (1729), Francis
Hutchinson (1725) and Joseph Louis Roger (1758) link music with good health and morality.
The practical implications of these propositions are reflected in proposed cures of the time.
For example the cure for tarantula bites prescribed that music be played to the tarantati37 as
they danced until total exhaustion (Menthéour and College, 2009, p. 35), exhaustion being
considered proof of cure38. Music was more than just harmonic sounds, it was a link to God,
and a healer of both the spiritual and physical.
Prior to the emergence of demarcated fields of study music, science and magic worked
together to explore sonic phenomena (Hui, Kursell and Jackson 2013; Gouk 1999; Tambiah
1990; Lloyd 1979; Malinowski 1974; Rossi 1970). Prominent seventeenth century scholar
Marin Mersenne writes that “…it is impossible to do anything properly in the study of music,
or to understand or discuss it, unless physical and medical principals are combined with
mechanical reasoning” (1623, p. 1696). Contrary to contemporary notions of disciplinarity,
music was defined as both an art and science drawing on mathematics and natural philosophy
(Gouk, 1999, p. 65). Science was referred to as experimental philosophy (Ibid, p. 20) and
magic was an art which caused particular effects on things and people by means of the occult
(Gouk, 1999, p. 11). Music was the cornerstone of Renaissance research into sonic
phenomena. It featured in scientific investigations (Burnett, Fend and Gouk, 1991, p. 1-2)
and was utilized by religion, magic and medicine to heal both spiritual and physical
ailments39. However, from the mid-seventeenth century the role of religion and magic in
research was increasingly questioned40 (Gouk and Sykes 2011; Ammann 1967). Once
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The person bitten by a tarantula.
Since the bite of the tarantula is not deadly to humans, it has been suggested that the symptoms generally resembled
melancholy and this was in fact the ‘ailment’ individuals were suffering from (Menthéour and College, 2009, p. 35).
39 Although Magic was formally condemned by the Catholic Church, as a source of power beyond, clergy of the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries became seriously involved in its practice (see for example Kircher 1650; Wilkins 1641, 1648).
40 Especially in writings and research of scholars like Marin Mersenne, Quaestiones in Genesim (1623) who was particularly
critical of Fludd’s panpsychism (Ammann, 1967); “Panpsychism is the doctrine that mind is a fundamental feature of the
world which exists throughout the universe” (Seager, 2013).
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considered inseparable, God and man were separated out from nature (Ammann, 1967, p.
200). Music ceased to be a mathematical science taking its place unequivocally amongst the
arts (Palisca, 1985, p. 333). Science, once considered as propaedeutic studies for higher
professional faculties of medicine, law or theology, came to question the dogmatic
knowledge bases of these faculties.
Penelope Gouk and Ingrid Sykes attribute this shift to the changing social, political and
cultural contexts from the mid-1700s to the nineteenth century (Gouk 1999; Gouk and Sykes
2011). Simultaneously the transition from interdisciplinary research to disciplinary
differentiated research was taking place. As sociologist Rudolf Stichweh explains the genesis
and stability of the disciplinary structure of modern science was not the result of “a singular
event” but emerged out of a number of “cumulative and unforeseeable… innovations and
changes” (1992, p. 4). Stichweh places particular importance on the nationwide publication
of specific scientific journals which signal the construction of disciplinary research
communities. Publications on chemistry, physics and mineralogy began appearing after 1780
in France, Germany and England (Stichweh, 1992, p. 11). Universities changed distinctly
with Germany pioneering disciplinary differentiation at the University of Gottingen in the
eighteenth century (Stichweh, 1992, p. 9), followed by France (Ibid) and finally by England
(Gouk, 1999). The implications of these shifts on sonic research were marked in England and
France as the ear came to be viewed as “as a site of sonic possibilities” (Gouk and Sykes,
2011, p. 515). As modern disciplines emerged research on the ear changed distinctly, paving
the way for the development of a unified discipline of hearing science.
While the role of God, religion, music and cosmology was beginning to be challenged, such
notions continued to linger and inform hearing science into the eighteenth century (Gouk
2004; Gouk and Sykes 2011). Popular publications at this time drew on physico- theology in
England and music and vitalism in France. Physico-theology in England was determined
“…to demonstrate the role of God in the workings of nature…a project designed to refute
charges of atheism against followers of the new philosophy, but also to criticize Descartes”
(Ibid, p. 518). While in France, examining acoustical phenomena and neurology, medicine
turned to music for answers, studying “…music as sound, and music as craft” (Ibid).
Musically informed medical research coupled with a strong move towards vitalism resulted
in a new politicized form of musical thinking that persisted into the nineteenth century (Ibid,
p. 527). However, such perspectives became increasingly unfashionable as modern scientific
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practice dismissed mystical harmonies and the occult, arguing that they were unscientific and
the “antithesis of scientific practice” (Gouk, 1999, p. 265). Though no longer publically
acceptable natural magic was still practiced in pockets of Enlightenment society (Ibid) 41.

Emphasizing the notion of knowledge through scientific method, the eighteenth century
distinctively valued reason over tradition. This shift was reflected in the changing roles that
that music, magic, religion and science played in elite society from the mid sixteenth century
to the twentieth century (Gouk, 1999). Musical performance, once part of a gentleman’s
leisured recreation in the sixteenth century, ceased to be after the Restoration. Instead, by the
seventeenth century, attention was placed on listening to and studying music rather than
playing it (Gouk, 1999, p. 65). However, by the eighteenth century, magic, along with music
became unfashionable, something to be practiced and indulged in private, but not for the
public domain. Musicians ceased to be patronized by the Church or royalty and were not
figures with whom polite society would be seen to associate with (Gouk, 1999, p. 265). The
changing role of music significantly affected the role and identity of the musician as well. In
turn these changes had a marked effect on performance norms and expectations of musicians
from the seventeenth century to contemporary times (Gouk, 1999, p. 65; Small, 1998). While
musical performance of the seventeenth century encouraged improvisation and amateurism,
the eighteenth century founded the contemporary disciplined orchestra comprising of
professional musicians (Small, 1998, pp. 68-71). Cultural practices regarding the role and
esteem attributed to music from the 1600s to the 1800s changed significantly. In this period
the public, social, elite amateur musician (Small, 1998, p. 71) was escorted out and the
private, hobbyist, female musician of the eighteenth century was ushered in (Gouk, 1999, p.
65).
Cultural attitudes towards music, sound and listening changed as modern scientific
methodologies developed along with new technologies and tools allowing for controlled and
measured outcomes. Music remained a privileged “object of acoustic investigation” in the
eighteenth century (Christensen 1993; Hui, Kursell and Jackson 2013; Gouk 1999; Pesic
Two towering scholars of the period who indulged in alchemy and mysticism were Isaac Newton (1642 – 1727) and Jean
Phillip Rameau (1683 – 1764). Perhaps less familiar then Newton, Rameau, “the Newton of the arts”, organized musical
practice into a concise scientific system (Christensen, 1993) in his Treatise on Harmony (1722). Contrary to Newton,
Rameau, in his old age, publically expressed an interest and scholarly affinity to mysticism and the occult. As a result his
authority and previous scientific work par excellence, was increasingly questioned (Christensen, 1993). Newton, kept his
interests in the Occult and alchemy private, with papers of his documenting his experiments and thoughts on the topic not
surfacing until after World War Two (Manuel, 1990). The differing legacies of these two Enlightenment figures reflects the
social unacceptance of non-scientific modes of research.
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2014). However, scientists and engineers did broaden the scope of their scientific
investigation beyond music, to include sound (Hui, Kursell and Jackson, 2013, p. 1; Pinch
and Bijsterveld 2012 p. 15). Developing scientific tools that generated sounds such as the
siren, resonator and later the electronic sinusoidal wave generator, scientific practice could
now generate its own sounds which conformed “to physico-mathematical definitions and the
conditions of physiological experimentation” (Ibid, p. 5). Some scholars argue that scientific
instruments and methodology of the nineteenth century came to influence and shape music
composition, instrumentation and aesthetics resulting in the standardization of music
(Jackson, 2013, pp. 201-231; Hiebert, 2013, pp. 232-253; Kursell, 2013, p. 191). They
contest that scientific tools incorporated into music became musical instruments, introducing
new sounds to music and changing definitions of music and sound in the twentieth century
(Hui, Kursell and Jackson, 2013, p. 5). Eventually these more experimental approaches to
sound production, inherited methodologies and instruments from science, would result in the
emergence of experimental music practices of the twentieth century (Kahn, 1991). Unlike
pre-Enlightenment times when music shaped scientific practice, science came to shape music
(Hui, Kursell and Jackson 2013 p. 5; Pinch and Bijsterveld 2012 p. 15). However, elements
of mysticism continue, in contemporary cultural consciousness, to be linked with music and
sound (Gouk. 2004).
The Modern Scientific Disciplines of Sound and Listening
Disciplinary differentiation, particularly in the sciences, became more pronounced in the
nineteenth and twentieth century (Stichweh 1992 p. 9; Hui, Kursell and Jackson 2013 p. 6).A
consequence of the changing methods, tools and cultural shifts in the eighteenth century. Of
significant importance to research on sound and listening was the birth of the modern era of
acoustics42 in the nineteenth century (Heilbron, J. 2003, p. 553) marked by the publication of
English physicist Lord Rayleigh’s Theory of Sound43 (1877) (Rieger 2001; Lindsay 1965).
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Often the history of acoustics is divided simply into the Classical and Modern era of acoustics; the Classical era refers to
research conducted prior to modern conceptions of disciplinary research and included magic, natural philosophy and
emerged in the seventeenth century (Burnett, Fend and Gouk, 1991, p. 2). Two exemplars of pre-Modern acoustic research,
often referred to as fathers of acoustics, are Marin Mersenne (1588-1648) and Ernst Chaldni (1756-1827). Their work,
particularly Mersenne’s, exhibits the move towards contemporary notions of scientific methods, discounting magic and
moving towards measurable, repeatable and observable data.
43 The first book to identify the field of acoustics was Gaspar Schott’s Magia Universalis Naturae et Artis (1657-9), Pars 2
'Acustica'.
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While significant researchers of modern acoustics include Herman von Helmholtz44 (18211894), Wilhelm Wundt (1832-1920) and Carl Stumpf (1848-1936), Rayleigh’s Theory of
Sound brought together scattered writings across learned society journals and greatly
influenced the development of the analytical aspects of acoustics (Lindsay 1965, p. 641;
Heilbron 2003, p. 533) consolidating Helmholtz’s work (Heilbron, J. 2003, p. 553) and
therefore consolidating it as a disciplinary field of enquiry. The consolidation of acoustics
into a discrete disciplinary field of research facilitated further specialization throughout the
twentieth century such as architectural acoustics, developed by physicist Wallace Sabine, and
ecological psychology, developed by J. J. Gibson (Ibid). Modern acoustics, through the new
tools and methodologies it developed and created, investigated “questions about harmony and
about consonance and dissonance” evaluating them “acoustically rather than by reference to
canonics” (Green and Butler, 2002, p. 246).
Twentieth century scholars define acoustics as a crossroads subject (Lindsay 1973; Hunt
1978). Bruce Lindsay, in Acoustics: History and philosophical Development (1973),
illustrates acoustics as a multi-disciplinary field of research, that investigates ways of
“looking at and manipulating human experience” functioning as “a science, a technology and
an art” (1973, p. 1). Figure 2-6, Lindsays’ Wheel of Acoustics (1973), shows four parent
disciplines of Art, Earth Sciences, Life Sciences and Engineering. It illustrates the
chronological shift in research from interdisciplinary to increasingly disciplinary specific
research. While there is evidence of cross over in some instances, for example room and
theatre acoustics are mapped as crossing over music, visual arts and architecture, this is not
the norm. As Fredrick Hunt notes in Origins of Acoustics (1978) dialogue between subjects is
not characteristic of acoustics, but adds “…it bears its richest fruits when regarded as a
synthesis of other classical disciplines rather than when pursued in textual isolation…” (Hunt,
1978, p. xiii-xiv). Historians Burnett, Fend and Gouk in the 1990s observe that research into
the psychology of hearing is separate from the study of physiology of the ear and music is
studied without attention to the ear (1991, p. 1). They go on to pine for the Classical era of
acoustics, prior to the modern era, where there “…was no clear boundary between physiology
and psychology” (Burnett, Fend and Gouk, 1991, p. 1).
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Although Herman von Helmholtz and his publication The Sensations of Tone (1863) is commonly thought of as the
creator of modern acoustics, it was Rayleigh’s publication that marked the first “…substantial and authoritative treatise on
the whole field of acoustics” (Lindsay, 1965, p. 641).
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Figure 2-6: Lindsay’s Wheel of Acoustics (1973)

While disciplinary demarcation led to more specialised research into sound and audition, it
has also resulted in little dialogue between disciplines, making it difficult to integrate
research specific to sound in the laboratory or musical sound (Gaver, 1993, p. 3). As scholar
Robert Scott recognizes, “interdisciplinarity presupposes disciplinarity” (1979, p. 326).
Problematically however, within disciplines there can be conceptual and methodological
splits which become ideological (Mayr, 1997, p. 103), making it impossible for consensus
within disciplines, let alone between them (Ibid). As R.C. Lewonton (1991, p. 41) and Ernst
Mayr (1997, p. 103) contend, disciplinary methods, ideologies, are more difficult to question
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and replace than erroneous theories within science. More than just bias, prejudice or
conviction, ideology can over extend its point of view by failing to recognize either the limits
of its outlook or the legitimacy of differing paradigms (Fuchsman, 2011). Kenneth Fuchsman
believes that when “evaluating research the data, paradigms, perspectives and ideologies that
organize the information” need to be examined, “…For frequently facts are understood
within explanatory frameworks, and there is often more than one framework utilized” (Ibid).
In the case of sound and listening the two dominant ideologies or disciplinary perspectives
are science and music. Some believe that sound studies is already well on track as “…a
vibrant new interdisciplinary field with many different, yet often overlapping strands” (Pinch
and Bijsterveld, 2012, p. 7) drawing on ecology, sound design, urban studies, cultural
geography, media and communications, cultural studies, history and anthropology of the
senses, history and sociology of music and literary studies (Ibid, p. 10).
Two key scientific methods of research which did emerge out of interdisciplinary acoustic
research are ecological psychology and auditory scene analysis. Ecological psychology’s
theory of perception is significantly different to the more traditional cognitivist approach.
Emerging in 1960s, pioneered by J.J. Gibson, ecological psychology proposed that perception
is not sensation based but information based, based on direct perception, and is contingent
upon the system, environment or context in which it takes place: what Gibson terms
affordances (Gibson 1966; 1977; 1979). Perception is direct because “a perceiver is said to
perceive its environment” (Michaels and Carello, 1981, p. 2). This was radically different
from cognitivist approaches which assumed that perception was sense based, indirect or
mediated, and therefore unreliable (Imhof, 2010, pp. 97-127). Cognitivist psychology is
premised on the notion that in order to explain what is happening externally, the internal
happenings of the brain need to be accounted for. As such, listening for the cognitvist is
primarily an act of information processing (Cutler and Clifton, 1999). Put simply, perception
for the ecological psychologist is “a process in an animal- environment system” but for the
cognitivist it is a process that takes place in the animal (Michaels and Carello, 1981, p. 3).
Importantly, perception is an active process for Gibson, not passive (Gibson, 1979, pp. 5657).
Cognitivists discriminate between hearing and listening defining hearing as an automatically
sensory stimulated precursor to listening, and listening as “… an intentional and controlled
process” (Imhof, 2004, p. 98). Assumed in the cognitivist approach is the notion of
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impoverished input. That is, one cannot come to know sound (listen) based on hearing
because it does not provide “accurate or complete information about objects and events”
(Michaels and Carello, 1981, p. 2). Raw sensory data is imprecise, impoverished and
meaningless (Ibid, p. 7). Therefore sensory data needs to be complemented by internal and
external sources including “prior knowledge, context information, situational variables, body
language, and non-verbal paralinguistic messages” (Imhof, 2004). Linked to the notion of
impoverished input is the idea that “a stimulus must exist only in that discrete and fleeting
moment called ‘now’” and thus “...for the present to be meaningful or unambiguous, it must
be viewed within the context of the past” (Michaels and Carello, 1981, p. 7). Listening is the
result of processed sensory data. As such, perceptual knowledge for the cognivist is an
internal mental process, based on mental representations that allow the individual to know
what has been perceived. Finally, cognitivist investigations predominately take place in a
controlled laboratory environment. Thus the sounds and listening experiences that they
configure tend to low in variability.
Ecological psychology, a move away from representational theory and Cartesian metaphysics
within contemporary Cognitivism, is not accepted within mainstream science but is framed as
experimental psychology (Costello, 1984, p. 114). Unlike Cognitivism, ecological
psychology maintains that perception is direct, “…organised into naturally occurring events
of varying duration” (Michaels and Carello, 1981, p. 9) and takes its investigations outside of
the laboratory. Direct perception contends that perceptual stimulation is rich and therefore
contains all specifics of one’s environment, therefore no more explanation or processing is
required (Ibid). As a consequence “perception is of events—not of objects isolated in time or
space” (Ibid, p. 10). An example of a sound specific ecological psychology of listening was
led by William Gaver in the 1990s (1993a, 1993b). Recognising the significant influence that
musical notions of sound and listening have had on scientific research, Gaver developed an
ecological model of sound and listening outside of the laboratory in the everyday (Gaver,
1993, p. 1). Gaver maps the experience of sound as “the continuum of world to experience”
(Gaver, 1993, p. 6). Using the example of a human perceiving a car he illustrates the
simultaneous elements of the event which shape it (Figure 2-8). There is the car, sound, the
place/time, the human and the human’ auditory system which includes their perception and
experience/mind/memory.
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Using Figure 2-8 Gaver demonstrates how sound provides information about interaction of
materials at a location in a particular environment (Gaver, 1993, p. 6). The three key features
of auditory perception that Gaver proposes here are that sound is the world continuum, the
notion that sound perception is not the exclusive property of the ear and finally that sound is
not static but continous. The first feature, sound is the world continuum, demonstrates that
sound is not contingent upon human perception. Rather, as illustrated in Figure 2-8, sound
modifies and is modified by the environment, its architecture and the objects it can resonate
in, through and about of. The second feature, sound is not the exclusive property of the ear.
Figure 2-8 depicts the human subject facing away from the car. However, based on previous
knowledge, experience and sense perceptions he recognizes the sound as a car. This shows
that sound perception is not the exclusive property of the ear but just one part of auditory
experience, an experience that essentially involves more than one sense. The third feature,
sound is not static, central to ecological psychology approaches, is depicted in in Figure 2-8
by the implied movement continuous movement of the sound waves.

Figure 2-7: William Gaver, 1993, What in the world do we hear? An ecological
approach to auditory event perception, p. 6
Another more recent model of listening draws on cognitive science, experimental and Gestalt
psychology. Developed by Albert Bregman in the 1990s Auditory Scene Analysis moves
beyond the simple acknowledgement of stimuli. Bregman, like Gaver, observes that
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“…acoustic events are multifold” (Bregman, 1999, p. 10). Therefore, to have a holistic
understanding of auditory perception the entire auditory scene needs to examined, to simply
identify the sound source is not enough. As he explains, “…only by being aware of how the
sound is created and shaped in the world can we know how to use it to derive the properties
of the sound – producing events around us” (Bregman, 1999, p. 1). Developing his own
terminology, Bregman refers to the perception of sound as a stream of perceptual
representation that is generated by an acoustic event, the physical cause of the stream
(Bregman, 1999, p. 10). He also differentiates between the type of sounds heard, as integrated
or segregated. Integrated sounds are sounds heard as a whole, for example a piece of music.
Segregated sounds are particular sounds heard in a whole, for example; just the vocalist in a
piece of music. This differentiation is important to the sequential analysis of the auditory
stream, for the basic reason that if it gets muddled we will incorrectly perceive the sound
event. The auditory stream, from this point, forms a primitive stream and schema stream. The
primitive stream includes unlearned primitive representations and responses such as the fight
or flight response. The schema based stream segregation relates to learned representations
and responses to sound. The alternative perspectives that Gibson, Gaver and Bregman
propose situate sound as not contingent upon human perception but affected and affecting the
experience of sound which is different in every particular instance.
In comparison to studies on light and vision (Burnett, Fend and Gouk, 1991, p. 2), however,
acoustics is a nascent discipline that only realized in the twentieth century “…that musical
objects and the listener are inextricably bound” (Hui, Kursell and Jackson, 2013, p. 9). Sound
outside of the laboratory, sound that cannot be standardized and controlled, continues to be
ignored in mainstream scientific research, only featuring in ecological psychology which
emerged in the mid twentieth century (Gibson 1979; Gaver 1993). Moreover, the scientific
methods and tools used in acoustic investigation are based on visual recordable modes of
observation underpinned by “…the metaphor of vision” perpetuating “…conceptions of
science – to see is to know –” (Gouk, 1999, p. 275). This epistemological engine of
knowledge, the equation of seeing with knowing, perpetuates sound and hearing’s
“ambiguous relationship with music” implying that sound’s “effects lie beyond words”
because they “cannot be seen” (Gouk, 1999, p. 275). Alternatively, scholars Trevor Pinch and
Karen Bijsterveld propose that scientific modes of listening, specifically in medicine and
engineering, emerged as a result of new technologies identifying three modes of scientific
listening, 1) monitory listening: to determine if something is wrong, 2) diagnostic listening;
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to determine what is wrong and 3) synthetic listening: to understanding patterns of sound and
sonification data (Pinch and Bijsterveld, 2012, p. 14). They believe that techniques of
visualization and recording in acoustics were pivotal in conferring “…status upon the sense
of hearing in science” as it allowed “audible data” as evidence (Ibid), leading to the
development of further specialized “empirical sciences that firmly integrated experimentation
into their methodology” such as sensory physiology and psychology of music and listening
(Hui, Kursell and Jackson, 2013, p. 3). Acoustics remains influenced by the visual model of
knowledge that characterizes mainstream science but it also offers some alternative models
that question these modes of knowledge.
The historical development of sonic knowledge reveals a complex body of knowledge that
drew on a variety of methods and practices including magic, religion, natural philosophy,
medicine, cosmology, music, mysticism, mathematics and science. From Ancient Greece,
post the Renaissance and to contemporary times, scholarship on sound and listening has been
influenced by a variety of different myths, research approaches and perspectives. The
emergence of modern disciplinary demarcations from the seventeenth century, solidified by
the nineteenth century, distinctly changed scholarly research into aurality. The result of social
and political change and the advent of new technologies, the disciplines of music and science
emerged as two dominant fields associated with the development of contemporary
understandings of listening and sound. Influencing each other, one has dominated the other at
different times. As disciplinary demarcation has become increasingly entrenched and
specialized, notions of sound and listening have become recognizably discipline-specific.
Anointed as the disciplines of sound and listening, music and science have strongly shaped
our approaches to aurality.

Musical Sound and Listening
The major thrust of disciplines concerned with non-speech audio has been to use musical sounds and
to understand musical listening
William Gaver, 1993, p. 2

Linked with notions of spirituality, religion, magic, mathematics, morality, health and truth,
music’s legacy as the art of sound is complex. While music dominated sonic research from
Pythagoras to the seventeenth century (Burnett, Fend and Gouk, 1991; Hui, Kursell and
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Jackson, 2013; Pinch and Bijsterveld 2012) this changed with the emergence of modern
disciplines. Influenced by changing social and political landscapes, scientific methodologies,
technologies and technique, science came to influence musical investigations into sound
(Hui, Kursell and Jackson, 2013; Pinch and Bijsterveld 2012; Gouk and Sykes 2011;
Stichweh 1992). This shift led to the specialization and separation of disciplines in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries (Hui, Kursell and Jackson 2013; Stichweh 1992).
Disciplinarity carried with it Cartesian notions of objectivity and truth, laying the foundations
for Western disciplinary knowledge, based on a visual epistemological engine. Disciplinarity
fostered and encouraged academic conventions specific to research communities to create,
acquire and sustain ideology acting as “an interface between collective group interests and
individual social practices” (van Dijk, 1997, p. 27). While academic disciplines do have
divergent perspectives, concepts, ideas and ideologies, there tends to be a general or
dominant disciplinary perspective (Fuchsman, 2011). In the case of music the dominant
disciplinary perspective tends to come out of the classical tradition. While this section
focuses on this dominant disciplinary perspective on sound, music and listening it needs to be
noted that not all sub-musical cultures or disciplines hold the same perspectives, concepts or
ideologies. Some of these alternative musical cultures of the twentieth century will be
discussed and referenced but analysis will focus on the primary classical music tradition.
While music retained the status and mystical qualities associated with it from ancient to
Renaissance times (Sterne 2003; Dyson 2009; Gouk 1999), the development and
solidification of musical sound and listening laid its foundations in the eighteenth century.
The score, the composer, and the canon came to define musical sound, listening and
aesthetics. Classical music discriminates between sounds, specifically between musical and
everyday or extra-musical sounds, and prescribes specific practices of listening and aesthetic
interpretation. While research across disciplines into sound and listening continues to turn to
music for answers, its contribution is limited inhibited by disciplinary concerns. By revealing
the construction of musical sound, listening and aesthetics through the discipline of Music,
specifically the classical music tradition, this section will demonstrate how scientific and
aesthetic approaches to sound and listening have been restrained by musical concepts.
Notation, one of the central features of the Western tradition, allowed for music to
documented, transmitted and made more complex in rhythm and melody as it was no longer
reliant on human memory for transmission. Invented in 1030s, it was not until the eighteenth
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century that the score came to be seen as the edifice of Western music (Gelbert 2007; Cutler
2000; Small 1998). The score, according to Chris Cutler (2000) and Christopher Small
(1998), simultaneously “…constructs a composer that is constitutionally bound to it” (Cutler,
2000, p. 89). Industrialization and the emergence of disciplinarily promoted the composer to
the status of genius45, musical genius, significantly changing the way that music would be
performed, analyzed and valued (Gelbart 2007; Kivy 2011; Small 1998; DeNora 1995). The
Golden Age of music, beginning in the eighteenth century, by the nineteenth century saw the
rise of canonical repertories, the development of concert life and large-scale music publishing
(Heartz and Brown 2012; Gelbart 2007; Burkholder, Grout and Palisca, 2005). The musical
canon was based heavily on the First Viennese School, characterized by the work of Mozart,
Hayden and Beethoven46, and consolidated the institution of music. It came to represent
“…the bourgeoisies’ dream of harmony better than and prior to the whole of the nineteenth
century political theory” (Attali, 2006, pp. 5-6). Systems of patronage changed concurrently;
musicians and composers were supported by the Church and private patrons up until the late
eighteenth-century; by the nineteenth century they operated on a freelance basis composing
for the wider public. This was facilitated by the boom in the circulation of all printed material
in this period, doubling that of seventeenth century output (Buringh and Zanden, 2009)47.
Tia DeNora (1995) examines this period of ‘great’, high art, focusing on the first Viennese
Classical School and the three “superstar” composers synonymous with it, Beethoven,
Hayden and Mozart (1995, p. 35). Concentrating on Beethoven she analyses the influence of
aristocrat Baron van Swieten on the development of ‘serious music ideology’ and the
construction of musical genius (DeNora, 1995, p. 27) arguing that the two concepts
developed simultaneously. Acknowledging Beethoven’s conflicted legacy48, she documents
concert going statistics and retrospective accounts of his work (Ibid, p. 5). She discovers that
Beethoven was in fact unpopular with the masses, and considered by his contemporaries as
connoisseurs’ music (Ibid, p. 19). DeNora proposes that Baron van Swieten, patron of all
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It was in Germany around the 1770s that the idea of creative genius began to circulate in response to the works of
Shakespeare (Wellek 1955, I: 176, Murray 1989) and at the same time, the ‘organist metaphor’ began to be applied to
creative works (DeNora, 1995, p. 23).
46 Beethoven is often coupled with Hyden and Mozart even though his work is later then there’s and often thought of as
belonging to the Romantic period of music following the Classical period. It is largely due to his huge reputation that in
hindsight he has been placed alongside Hyden and Mozart (DeNora, 1995) and (Weber, 2003).
47 William Weber notes in Consequences of Cannon: The Institutionalization of Enimity between Contemporary and
Classical Music (2003) that due to cheaper and more colourful ways of printing sheet music made it more available to
amateur musicians to perform (Weber, 2003, p. 86).
48 Sometimes described as a composer of the people, unappreciated during his time, popular during his time and a
revolutionary (DeNora, 1995, p. 2-3).
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three ‘superstars’, strongly believed in and cultivated the idea of “musical ‘greatness and
truth’” from 1777 in Vienna (Ibid, p. 26). Considered the “‘high priest’ of musical taste” in
the 1790s (Olleson, 1963, p. 73), Swieten’s influence is reflected in cultural conventions
associated with audience behavior in musical halls, specifically the enforcing of silence in
musical performances and publicly embarrassing and removing whispering or undisciplined
audience members (DeNora, 1995, p. 27)49.
Peter Kivy (2011, pp. 238-254), while strongly disagreeing with DeNora’s definition of
genius as a political construct, concedes that aesthetic categories are inherently socio-political
instruments (2007, p. 5). He supports DeNora’s assertion that great composers are cultural
constructs that grew out of the changing social landscape, the emergence of the middle class,
through industrialization. Mathew Gelbart argues that the foundations established in the
nineteenth century categories of music which continue to linger “…at the root of our musical
divisions” today (2007, p. 9): notions of high and low, folk, art and popular music. Prior to
the eighteenth century categorization of this type would have been alien as “…musical
categories were based…almost exclusively on the functions of music” (Ibid). Folk, initially
considered a high form along with art music, came by the 1850s to be associated with
national identity, industrialisation and thus the middle class resulting in its relegation to low
art along with popular music. Art music on the other hand, made by musical geniuses
“…demanded that their audiences meet them on their terms” (Gelbart, 2007, p. 258) and
therefore be educated and thus aristocratic. William Weber (2003) agrees with Gelbart
proposing that the canon set a standard, a “new principal of homogeneity” which encouraged
“a sense of purity and…cultural pretense” (Ibid, p. 88) resulting in the binary of popular50
and classical music.

Comparing the concert programs of the late eighteenth, nineteenth and early twentieth century
Weber (2003) and Christopher Small (1998) demonstrate the waning of new music, avantgarde or traditional, from concert programs between these times. Weber accounts for this
change by examining critics’ reviews of performances and how ideas on aesthetics in music
shifted between these times with specific focus on Germany and Britain. He found that between
the 1750s and 1840s concert programs were dominated by works that celebrated current events,
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Prior to this the musical performance was a very noisy and rambunctious experience (Ross, 2009).
The term popular initially a positive term to describe music came to be negative describing entertainment music, nonserious listening music. Interestingly, in the 1880s it was common to refer to Mozart concerts as popular but by 1920 the
term popular came to refer to entertainment music not classical music, serious listening music (Weber, 2003, p. 94).
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which were composed by contemporaries of the time, making old works inappropriate (2003,
p. 81)51. However, by 1910, concert repertory was dominated by non-living composers’ works
with the most reputable symphonies playing no more than one work by a living composer (Ibid,
p. 87). Weber, like Small (1998), believes that this change is a direct consequence of the
musical canon that subsequently led to ‘musical idealism’, “a moral code…for taste in music”
(Weber, 2003, p. 86) “…and within it new composers had begun to negotiate a limited status
for their works” (Ibid, p. 87). As Small argues “no musician who is alive today…has the hold
that dead composers have on the imagination of either listeners or performers in concert halls”
(1998, p. 87). New music became a subculture (1900s) supported by musicians and interest
groups catering to a much narrower audience. Increasingly, there was a general suspicion of
new music post 1900 with listeners and critics uneasy about the standards for accepting new
music as canonical (Ibid, p. 92-95) resulting in a “…severe alienation between classical and
creative areas of high art” (Weber 2003 p. 99).
Christopher Small in Musicking (1998) argues that for music the action of art, creation,
performance and response, is no longer valued as much as the art object itself: the score (Ibid,
p. 4). He explains, as composers moved beyond secular history, constructed as divine and
belonging to myth they exist in that past “…in our minds outside of historical time, which is
populated by heroes and their adversaries” (Small, 1998, p. 89). As myths, composers and
their work functions “…to provide present day people with models and paradigms for values
and behaviours – for relationships” (Ibid). Placing value on the work of the composer via the
score, concert musicians, submerge their skills into the collective performance, under the will
of the conductor with strict observance and fidelity to the original score (Ibid, pp. 66-67). The
repercussions of this are noted by twentieth century composer Harold Schönberg in a 1969
article. In “Music Schools Turning out Robots?” Schönberg observes how the focus of
conservatories in the mid twentieth century is to churn out students who can play ‘the
classics’ with technical precision but with very little feeling or understanding of the piece,
resulting in a “sewing machine Bach” (1969).
Small’s statements concur with Schönberg’s referring to performers as presenters of a score,
remarking that “It is rare indeed to find the act of musical performance thought of as
processing, much less creating, meaning in its own right” (Small, 1998, p. 4). Rather, the role
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The only works, which were performed over long spans of time 1750 - 1840, were mainly those of the church and they
were not hailed as canonical or classical works (Weber, 2003, p. 81).
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of the classical musician is to “…make themselves transparent and so they could go through
their entire careers “without ever making a musical gesture they can call their own” (Ibid, p.
110-11). Musical sound was to be engaged with via the score, the genius of the composer,
learnt, less interpreted, by the musician. Music institutionalized the status of the composer,
composition and the primacy of the score over performance. Sounding was strictly bound to
musical codifications and the increasing disciplinary demarcation of music. This in turn led
to and was bound up with specific musical listenings such as structural listening.
Structural listening, used by Rose Subotnik (1996), describes the practice within music, of
focusing “attention primarily on the formal relationships established over the course of a
single composition” (Subotnik, 1996, p. 148). Subotnik analyses and critiques the specific
approach of listening to music established through the writings of Arnold Schönberg52 and
Theodor Adorno53. According to Subotnik structural listening is a process which “imagines
both composition and listening to be governed by a quasi-Kantian structure of reason”
becoming ideologically neutral, epistemologically transparent and scientifically objective
(Ibid, p. 157). It ignores the developmental unfolding of a piece in which one listens, and
replaces this experience with a static score, at which one looks. Akin to Western scientific
notions of objectivity and knowledge, Subotnik believes that structural listening is limited
and sympathetic towards certain types of music. Subotnik’s two major concerns regarding
structural listening are, 1) the idea that the structure of piece is fixed and complete, based
solely on the score and 2) the absence of listening outside of the score, including experiential
elements of listening. As a consequence perceptual and analytical concerns in music became
dependent on the score and intrinsic to it (Subotnik, 1996). The score becomes fixed,
objective, self-determining, not existing in any context. Listening to music became more
about looking at the score, making “more use of the eyes then of the ears” (Subotnik, 1996, p.
161). Thus musical, structural listening echoes the visual epistemological engine proposed in
the first section of this chapter (Daston and Galison 2007).
Tamara Levitz (2004), Andrew Dell’Antonio (2004) and Chris Small (1998) agree with
Subotnik arguing that the underlying aim of structural listening is the desire to transcend
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Arnold Schoenberg (1874lly a positive term to describe music came to be negative dred the leader of the second Viennese
school. Schoenberg was well known Serialism, and more specifically twelve tone technique – an approach/technique to
composition.
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Theodore Adorno was prominent sociologist, musicologist, philosopher and strong sympathizer of structural
listening. Refer to his paper On the Problem of Musical Analysis (1982) and his book Introduction to the
Sociology of Music (1988).
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subjective physical manifestations and experiences of sound. In this way structural listening
assumes that the score not only has more integrity then the physical performance of a musical
piece but is also more indicative of the creative process of the composer (Dell’Antonio, 2004,
p. 3). However this notion places strong limitations on what is listened to and how it is
listened to. Rather than engaging with sound and a performance structural listening demands
that the listener renounces any “…premises, organizational principals, purposes, values, and
meanings derived from outside a musical structure” (Small, 1998, p. 159). Thus musical
listening and sound has very little to do with an embodied experience of listening
(Dell’Antonio, 2004, p. 8-9). Julian Knowles in “Sound Ideologies?” (2002) suggests that
Western classical music has become an inflexible ideology, so rigid in its understandings that
it excludes other more experimental forms of music and sound practice. Structural listening is
restrictive and exclusive, Knowles argues. It gives “scant critical attention given to the
function of timbre (or space) within a musical work” and “confines itself to discussions of
music in terms of its pitch (and to a lesser extent it’s rhythmic/durational) syntax” (Knowles,
2002). This form of listening has changed musical performance, valuing loyalty to the score
over the demonstration of musical virtuosity (Small, 1998). As Chris Small quips, “…maybe
it is possible to do too much study of scores and not enough listening…” (Small, 1998, p.
171).
Structural listening has not gone unchallenged however. Just as technology and
industrialization changed scientific research, it also brought new sounds, instruments and
methods into musical practice (Kahn 1999, 1991; Hui, Kursell and Jackson, 2013). The
phonograph, accidentally invented by Thomas Edison in 1877, was initially intended for
recording speech but the commercial possibilities of recording music soon began to be
exploited. It was popular music which was first recorded; serious classical music, suspicious
of the technology, believed recording to be a cheapening of high art. Eventually Classical
music succumbed, as the recording of their music encouraged the possibility of a bigger
audience and therefore fame and fortune54. Douglas Kahn (1999), Peter Blamey (2008), Veit
Erlmann (2010), Jonathan Sterne (2003) and Michael Nyman (1974), believe that the
phonograph encouraged a re-birth of hearing that “…redressed the balance of utterance and
audition but also introduced a new weighting in the balancing of the ear and the eye” (Kahn,
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Some suggest that recordings of music place unrealistic expectations on the performance of music, placing
emphasis on perfect performance, audiences demanding fidelity to the recording, the old and familiar, over new
and contemporary interpretations (Moylan 2007 p. 272; Jorgensen 2008 p. 130-133).
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1999, p, 8).
Modernism allowed for more sounds, not just musical sounds, and listening to sounds, all
sounds, in different ways (Kahn, 1999, p, 9). Pivotal in the “reappraisal of music making”,
new technologies challenged conventions of composition, aided by “the new representations
of musical sound provided through the influence of acoustics” enabling “sound and tonality
within Western art music” to break free of the restraints of music (Blamey, 2008, p. 80).
However, Michael Nyman (1977) argues, that while both Avant Garde and Experimental
music practices challenge Musical notions of composition, performance and listening their
distinguishing features are purely dependent on musical considerations (p. 2). Douglas Kahn
(1999) and Joanna Demers (2010) seem to support Nyman as they both observe that while
Experimental and Avant Garde works offer a different approach to sound, they are
“…repeatedly recuperated into musical sound” (Kahn, 1999, p. 17). Simultaneously, there is
a historical unwillingness of music “…to allow certain characteristics of sound into
compositional practice that contradicted the transgressive rhetoric of noise and the
emancipatory claims of an openness to the work of sound...” (Ibid). While creative practices,
sounds and listening were changing, musical notions of sound and listening were maintained,
if not intensified, leaving sounds and listenings outside of the score largely unaccounted for
and dismissed.

Rooted in emergence of music as a demarcated field from the eighteenth century, musical
notions of sound and listening are strongly tied to the score and the composer. While not
exclusively visual in its account of sound and listening, the classical music tradition tends to
place much aesthetic and academic importance on the visual aspects of sound and listening.
The musical canon prescribed musical timbre, pitch and rhythm, casting everything outside
of these parameters as extramusical or noise. The score and the composer’s relationship to it
embodied the ideals of objective knowledge perpetuated by the Enlightenment, the favoring
of reason over all else, taking on mythical qualities, much like the musical spheres of
harmony. The visual score became the foundation of institutionalized music, relegating
everyday listening as tangential. Music developed a listening, structural listening, strictly tied
to the score making listening experiences outside of the score, or presented by the musically
untrained individual, as subsidiary and of less credibility and value. While the science of
acoustics has made contributions to knowledge on sound and listening, for the most part,
musical listening continues to frame cultural consciousness, dominating scientific and artistic
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approaches to it. Non-musical sounds struggle to be recognized as significant or valuable,
falling outside of disciplinary conventions and norms. Consequently sound outside of the
score, outside of music is often excluded from scientific and artistic research and practice.
Music has traditionally informed scientific and artistic research into sound and listening.
Notions of musical sound and listening have conceptually restrained sonic research,
perpetuating ‘musical idealism’ (Weber, 2003, p. 86) and the aesthetic concerns embedded in
it.
Summary
Sound art practice is fundamentally different to many art practices that inform contemporary
art and music discourse. This chapter explored, discussed and contextualized the disparate
multidisciplinary influences that shape contemporary understandings of sound, sound
practice and listening. Posited as the second sense, historically, research into sound and
listening has not been granted as much scholarly attention as vision. René Descartes’ camera
metaphor came to conflate vision, objectivity, knowledge and truth. In the related set of
binaries, the mind and body are separate, objectivity and subjectivity distinct, and all other
sense perceptions, secondary qualities, were subjective and tainted. In this way aural
knowledge has been historically undervalued and therefore neglected, along with other sense
perceptions, in comparison to vision. Dualism, enlightenment rationality and Western
epistemology are all linked perpetuating a visual emphasis that marginalizes sound.
Preferencing reason over tradition, from the eighteenth century distinct disciplines emerged.
Simultaneously the notion of scientific objectivity, underpinned by visual epistemological
engines of knowledge, was engrained.
Only emerging in its modern form in the nineteenth century auditory science has been
relatively slow to develop and remains a contested field of research. Scientific knowledge on
the anatomy of the ear, its function and the propagation of sound has been slow to develop. It
was not until the late seventeenth century that an accurate anatomical image of the ear had
emerged. Hypotheses of sound and listening presented by ancient Greek philosophers, such
as implanted air theory, went unchallenged until the seventeenth century. While it was proven
that sound traveled as a wave by sixteenth century, theories of listening, countering implanted
air theory, did not emerge until the nineteenth century with the birth of modern acoustics.
While this presented progress, these theories of hearing are still unconfirmed theories. Detail
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on how sonic information is decoded by the cochlea and transmitted to the brain is still
developing.
Research prior to the eighteenth century was not demarcated. Investigation into sound and
listening drew on a variety of methods and practices including music, religion, mysticism and
science. It is argued that some of the methods, beliefs and myths associated with sound and
listening at this time continue to influence research and the mainstream consciousness of
notions of aurality. Most notably, the modern discipline of music plays a significant role in
the development of sonic knowledge, especially scientific knowledge. The emergence of
disciplinary research from the eighteenth century intensified the focus and valuing of
objectivity and the eye over subjectivity and the other senses. The disciplines of music and
science have framed most research into aurality: both focus on looking at sound, and both
link sound and its existence to human perception of it. While scientific research broadened its
field of investigation into sound beyond musical sound, seeing the development of acoustics,
and the ability to measure and visualize sound, investigations remained specific to the
laboratory. Limiting investigations to the score, the laboratory and disciplinary canons,
research has valued visually recordable data of the sonic. As a consequence models of
listening and theories of listening are largely limited to the controlled environments of the
laboratory, standardized sounding instrumentation and tools. Predominately looked at rather
than listened to, contingent upon the human subject, aestheticized and controlled, knowledge
of sound and listening are hindered by the very fields of knowledge that are supposed to
investigate them.
This chapter demonstrated how the concepts of sound and listening throughout the
development of Western knowledge have come to be underpinned by a visual
epistemological engine. Furthermore, since the Enlightenment, understandings of sound and
listening have become increasingly defined through the disciplinary specific lenses of music
and science. This excavation contributes to a better understanding as to how and why
contemporary sound art practice has come to be to be looked at and defined against, between
and within specific disciplinary boundaries. The following chapter will detail the historical
development of sound practice in the twentieth century, the approaches to sound and listening
that they proposed and examine how contemporary philosophy and sound art scholarship
frames sound and listening.
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Chapter Three

Sound, Listening and Artistic Practice in the Twentieth Century

Old art music paradigms and new technology are simply not able to fit together
Chris Cutler, 2000, Plunderphonia, p. 89

The aim of this chapter is to provide an account of changing conceptions of sound and
listening in both art theory and practice in the 20th century. It will demonstrate how changing
technology, social and political landscapes facilitated new sounding artistic practices. These
in turn challenged conventional philosophical definitions of sound as a secondary quality
contingent upon human perception. Key artistic figures, both within and outside of musical
practice, challenged discipline-specific ontologies of sound and listening by incorporating
extra-musical, noise, silence and non-standardized musical sound, technologies and methods
into their creative practices. Originally referred to as experimental and avant-garde musical
and artistic practices, by the 1980s a new term emerged: sound art. A contentious title, sound
art was applied to sounding artistic practice out of an institutional concern to define it.
Scholarship specific to sound art is a relatively young area of study inhibited by continual
attempts to try and locate itself with disciplinary demarcations, most profoundly into either
music or visual arts.
Conceptual approaches to sound art, disciplinarily framed, tend to emphasise either its
structural or phenomenological aspects. Structural approaches tend to neglect the experiential
specifics of practice while phenomenological approaches tend to overlook its contextual,
political and social implications. As philosophical ontologies of sound develop within sound
culture scholarship, there has been a growing push towards sonic materialism, an approach
which could account for both the structural and experiential specifics of sound and listening
in artistic sound practice. However, scholarship’s continual attempts to frame sound art
within disciplinary demarcations, applying critical frameworks onto practice, fails to
acknowledge those that are already present within and emerging from practice. The role of
this chapter in the context of this thesis is to develop a historical and critical account of
scholarship on sound practice, with the aim of developing a practice-centric approach. It
foreshadows and demonstrates the key proposition of this thesis; the need for an approach to
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sound practice that is open and not demarcated. An approach which pays attention to the
experiential and structural elements of both the organic and inorganic actants of this
multidisciplinary ecology of practice.
This chapter is divided into three parts, (1) sound and listening through artistic practice, (2)
defining sound art and (3) sound and listening scholarship of the twentieth century. The first
section will focus on the changing relationship that sound practitioners had to sound informed
by the technical processes and tools, their artistic practice and their listening practice. It will
pay specific attention to the work of John Cage and Pierre Schaeffer; their practices were key
to the development of non-musical approaches to sound and listening inspired by scientific,
acoustic and psychoacoustic research into sound and listening and, most importantly,
listening practice that came out of artistic practice. It will also consider adjunct practices
inspired by Cage and Schaeffer to show how their approaches to sound and listening were
adopted and adapted. It will look specifically at the work of Pauline Oliveros, Onyko, La
Monte Young, Electroacoustic music and R. M. Schaeffer’s acoustic ecology. The purpose of
documenting a range of conceptual and theoretical models used and developed by sound
artists is to demonstrate the interdisciplinary, multi-modal and experiential influences on
early sound art practice.
The second section, Defining Sound Art, will outline the historical development of the term
and its relationship to practice and theory detailed in sections one and three. Borne out of
institutional rather than creative concerns, the contentiousness of the term sound art reflects
the challenges sound practice generates. While much focus is placed on the tension between
and contribution of music and visual art to sound art, they are not the only disciplines that
have shaped and influence it. Other fields of significance include but are not limited to film,
performance, installation and information technology. However, it is out of the scope of this
thesis to address all these influences. This discussion focuses on music and visual art, with
reference made to other disciplinary influences.
The final section will examine how understandings and approaches to sound and aural
perception have developed through philosophy, influenced by changes in technology and
scientific practice, in the twentieth century. It will collate and critique sound art and culture
scholarship to demonstrate that it is inhibited by binary notions of knowledge and experience.
Divided into experientially and structurally-focused frameworks there is a growing push
towards the dissolution of these demarcations. In tracing the development of artistic
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practices, sound art cultural theories and the concurrent development of scientific and
philosophical research into sound and listening, contemporary critical and aesthetic
interpretations of sound practices will be positioned as disciplinary, in contrast to practice
which as the following chapters will argue, is complex and interdisciplinary.
Listening and Sound in Artistic Practice of the Twentieth Century
The invention of and experimentation with new sounding technologies, beginning with the
phonograph in 1877, significantly changed impacted ontologies of sound and listening
practices of the twentieth century (Demers 2010; Bull 2004; Kahn 1992, 1999; Kim-Cohen
2009; Traux 1984; Warner and Cox 2004). The Futurists heard and celebrated sound outside
of music. As stated in their manifesto (1913), they drew on the banal, atonal, untempered
sounds of the world to create works. The European early avant-garde, inspired by the
Futurists, made noise the central ideological thrust of their work. A force that “…both
marshals and mutes the noise of the”other" (Kahn, 1999, p. 28) Brutalism and Dada used
noise, and extramusical dissonant sounds, to incite revolution, resist power and challenge
bourgeois cultural norms (Nyman, 1974, p. 34). Rumblings of change were not only coming
from outside of musical practice (Ibid, p. 39). New methodological approaches to
composition, categorized as Modernist music1, presented a “break away from the limiting
structure of the prevailing Germanic tradition” (Ibid, p. 27), challenging traditional notions of
musical sound (Campbell, 2010). Concurrently, sounds of the new world, colonies and nonWestern cultures heard in the Paris exhibition of 1889 (Nyman, 1974, p. 39) were
incorporated into compositions (Ibid, p. 34). There was a “growing awareness of sound as an
acoustic phenomenon” (Nyman, 1974, p. 34) within music, inspired by the research of
Helmholtz in the nineteenth century, affecting the way in which composers thought about
sound, composition and performance. This facilitated a shift in thinking within music: sound
began to be considered acoustically rather than compositionally (Ibid, p. 33).
Listening and sound in artistic practice from the mid twentieth century was shaped by two
distinct approaches based on the avant-garde and experimental music practice divide
(Nyman, 1974). Based on musicologist Michael Nyman’s differentiation of post-World War
II practices, avant-garde music is associated with European practices while experimental
music is associated more American practices (1974). These approaches are considered here

1

Most notably the Serialism of Arnold Schoenberg, Berg and Webern (Nyman, 1974, p. 28).
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through Pierre Schaeffer’s avant-garde practice of Musique Concrete and John Cage
experimental practices governed by the maxim of letting sounds be themselves, and, R.
Murray Schafer’s acoustic ecology. The notions of non-intentionality (Cage), acousmatic
listening (Schaeffer) and clairaudience (Schafer) that these practitioners introduce are central
to changing conceptions of sound and listening in the twentieth century (Dyson, 2009, p. 55).
Outlining the approaches to sound and listening that they facilitated, this section will then
illustrate how they have inspired sound practitioners since to develop their own models and
practices. Examples include the post-Schaefferian practice of electroacoustic music and the
Cage-inspired practices of La Monte Young, Pauline Oliveros and Onkyo. The purpose of
this section is to demonstrate the sophisticated approaches to sound and listening which have
come out of, and continue to emerge from, sound practice; these approaches draw on a
variety of histories, practices, methods and bodies of research to inform their sound practices.
Pierre Schaeffer and Musique Concrete
Pierre Schaeffer, a composer, broadcaster, engineer, musicologist and acoustician, was one of
the first sound practitioners to theorize sound in relation to sounding technology (Dyson,
2009, p. 55). An engineer at the Office de Radiodiffusion-Télévision Française (ORTF) he
began to experiment with phonograph discs trying to develop a way to liberate sound from
music, specifially "the music of the Vienna school" (Schaeffer, 1987), to create a “hybrid
discipline grounding both acoustics and musical practice” (Demers, 2010, p. 25). Progressing
to magnetic tape Schaeffer began to manipulate its playback, playing it backwards, splicing it
and reassembling it (Kim-Cohen 2009, p. 9; Dyson 2009; Maridet 2006; Palombini 1993).
Schaeffer’s three key concepts emerges from this practice: Musique Concrete (concrete
music), l’objet sonore (the sonic object)’and l'écoute réduite (reduced listening) (Schaeffer,
1966, pp. 270-2). His practice is significant because it was an early form of sonic art
deliberately outside of music.
Coined by Schaeffer in 1948, Musique Concrete describes a practice of sound production that
exists in recorded form and is designed for loudspeaker listening (Emmerson and Smalley,
2014). It is perceived without visual knowledge of the source or cause of sounds, thus
rupturing traditional notions of music reception (Emmerson and Smalley, 2014). For
example: Schaeffer’s first Musique Concrete piece, entitled “Etude aux Chemins de Fer”
(Railroad Study) produced in 1948, consisted of a variety of sounds produced by trains that
had been recorded, manipulated and arranged into a new composition. By creating a changing
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the way that recorded sounds sounded and were arranged, Schaeffer proposed that Musique
Concrete could facilitate acousmatic listening (Schaeffer, 1966). A term used to name pupils
of Pythagoras, akusmatikoi, who listened to his teachings behind a curtain in order to better
concentrate on his teachings; Schaeffer compares the tape recorder used in Musique Concrete
to Pythagoras’s screen, enabling a focus on the sound itself. Acousmatic listening is “not just
a situation” but also “a procedure” (Chion, 1983, p. 19) intrinsically tied to the technical
processes of Musique Concrete.
Schaeffer defines l’objet
sonore in Treatise on Musical Objects (Schaeffer, 1966) as a
recorded sound which has been spliced, manipulated and reassembled, so that its origin is no
longer identifiable (Chion, 1983, p. 33). It is not a physical object (Maridet, 2006, p. 5) but an
“encounter of an acoustic event and a particular listening intention aimed at narrowing down
the focus on the perception of the sound” (Palombini, 1993, p. 46). The sonic object is
revealed in the process of perception, specifically in the practice’ of l'écoute réduite
(Palombini, 1993, pp. 48-52). Schaeffer’s sound object was informed by Husserl’s
phenomenology (Maridet, 2006, p. 5), Gestalt theory (Schaeffer, 1966, p. 273) and linguistics
(Palombini, 1993, p. 46) (Schaeffer, 1966, p. 262). Based on Edmund Husserl’s concept of
transcendental-phenomenological reduction, epoché, Schaeffer proposed that by bracketing
out knowledge about the external world to focus on the process of perception (Schaeffer,
1966, pp. 263-265), one could clarify a sound’s morphology and typology (Kim-Cohen 2010;
Dyson 2009). Reduced listening involved a two-step process of first removing all visual cues
and secondly the intentional disregard of the sources of sounds (Kane 2007; Demers 2010).
Schaeffer believed this necessary, as the usual listening that one participates in is referential,
based on indices and signs (Schaeffer, 1966, p. 270). Thus “…hearing can no longer be
characterized as a subjective deformation in relation to external things” (1966, p. 92) because
reduced listening facilitates a method through which listening and sound can be investigated
on its own terms, according to its own logic, structure and objectivity (Kane, 2007, p. 3).
Accordingly, for Schaeffer the ideal or pure sound object is the sound whose origin a listener
could not identity (Schaeffer, 1959, 1977, p. 95); a sound that allows for an acousmatic or
reduced listening experience that “encouraged a better appreciation of the detailed attributes
of sounds” (Emmerson and Smalley, 2014).
Criticisms of Schaeffer’s theorization of sound and listening revolve around two main issues:
the difficulty of doing reduced listening (Windsor 2000; Whitelaw 2003; Kane 2007; Demers
61

2006; Field 2000; Clarke 2005; Emmerson 2000; Carpenter 1967; Abbate 1998) and his
appropriation of phenomenological reduction (Kane 2007; Kim 2010). Critiques based on the
first issue tend to emphasise the problematic notion of disembodied listening and the
difficulty or artificiality of separating oneself out contextually and historically. Critiques
based on the second issue point to the incorrect or limited application of Edmund Husserl’s
phenomenological epoché (bracketing out ideas) by Schaeffer. Schaeffer’s sound object and
reduced listening offered an alternative to the dominant musical paradigms of sound and
listening, a way to engage with sound which paid specific attention to its morphology and
typology. However, it was limited by demanding the exclusion of history and context it is
premised on a “…mythical thinking, where history is wholly absent” (Kane, 2007, p. 8),
reducing music to language (Dyson, 2009, p. 55).
Post-Schaefferian Practice
Musique Concrete has morphed in practice, name and technology since the1940s (Emmerson
and Smalley 2014; Demers 2010; Holmes 2012). While there was a brief technological
differentiation between elektronische music, a specifically German practice of generating
tones by electronic means, and Musique Concrete, from the late 1940s, by 1955 electronic
music was used to refer to both practices (Holmes 2012; McCartney 2000). Concurrently, in
the USA, Edgard Varèse, referring to his practice, coined the term ‘organized sound’ but by
the 1960s ‘electronic music’, like in Europe, came to be used commonly to describe any
sound production that involved electronic technology (Holmes 2012; McCartney 2000)2.
With the proliferation of synthesizers in the 1970s electronic music production was
simplified and terminology was “…decoupled from the technical means used for producing
the music” (Ibid). As such, electronic and electroacoustic came to refer to a style of music
rather than a reference to the instruments used make it (Ibid). However, since 1985, the term
computer music came into use with the development of digital instruments and the use of
computers in the production of sounds (Holms, 2012). The terms Musique Concrete,
Electronic Music, Electroacoustic Music, sonic art (Wishart 2007) and computer music all
persist as terms used amongst post-Schaefferian practitioners (Schrader, 1982, p. 3).
Much of the contemporary practice and literature that is informed by Schaeffer’s Musique
Concrete comes out of Electroacoustic music and computer music. Post-Schaefferian
2

The BBC of the UK referred these practices as radiophonic opening up the radiophonic laboratory in 1958 – 1998.
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practitioners consider musique concrete a historical term, and selectively adopt Schaeffer’s
theories of sound and listening. Contrary to Schaeffer, contemporary practitioners of this
field tend to regard listening as a process determined by the listener, not the composer, which
reveals “a relationship between sound and a concept external to it” (Demers, 2010, p. 22).
They tend to describe listening as “as an embodied, intentional activity” rather than a
reflective discipline as imagined by Schaeffer (Ibid, p. 30). Like Schaeffer’s original
conception, however, Post-Schaefferian listening is intertwined with the concept of sound as
sign (Smalley 1997; Emmerson 1986, 2006; Wishart 1986). For Electroacoustic music
discourse the notion of sound as signifier is extended to explore “…whether electronic music
can and should be heard as music, as aestheticized sound, or something else as yet undefined”
(Demers, 2010, p. 23). Positioning themselves as academics or scientists rather than artists or
entertainers, post-Schaeffereian practice tends to come out of universities or governmentsubsidized centres (Demers, 2010, p. 25). Schaeffer’s original desire was for Musique
Concrete to extend the traditional practices of music making and as such most postSchaeffereian practitioners continue to refer to their practice as music (Ibid).
While post-Schaefferian practice tends to position itself within music, as this is a
multidisciplinary survey of sound practice in the twentieth century, its vexed relationship
with music is reflective of their differing notions of sound and listening. As Joanna Demers
summarizes,
At its heart, this discourse is concerned with the signifying properties of sound: whether sounds can be
heard separately from any social, cultural, natural, or historical associations. Electroacoustic music
discourse is also concerned with whether electronic music can and should be heard as music, as
aestheticized sound, or something else as yet undefined (Demers, 2010, p. 23).

The major issue with electronic music’s acceptance within music revolves around its
inclusion of non-musical sounds and developing an acoustic syntax accounting for nontraditional instrumentation and complex harmonics that cannot be expressed through
traditional notation (Ibid, p. 39; Emmerson, 1986, p. 18). As such electroacoustic
practitioners and scholars have endeavored to develop frameworks through which both the
semantic and acoustic qualities of a sound can be accounted for. Denis Smalley (1997, 1986),
for example, proposes an approach to sound that gives a descriptive spectromorphological
analysis of sound; attending to the transformations of a sound over time and introducing a
vocabulary for describing sounds independent of the outside world. Unlike Schaeffer’s
removal of sound from its context, Smalley separates musical meaning out as intrinsic,
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internally referent, and extrinsic, externally referent. Smalley’s technique is used as a
heuristic device to reveal elements of sounds that may be overshadowed by their referents. As
he explains, “Music is a cultural construct, and an extrinsic foundation in culture is necessary
so that the intrinsic can have meaning. The intrinsic and extrinsic are interactive” (1997, p.
110). Simon Emmerson (1986, 2000), like Smalley, divides musical meaning into two
categories, aural for a sound that has abstract meaning or is self-referential, and mimetic for a
sound that has a representational meaning and is therefore externally referent.
Simultaneously, by challenging musical practice, notions of sound and listening, Smalley and
Emmerson also facilitate a re-assessment of the sound/music/noise divide (Emmerson and
Smalley, 2014). The research of Leigh Landy (2007) and Luke Windsor (1997) demonstrates
this. Borrowing from ecological psychology, they incorporate more empirical, holistic
approaches to sound and aural perception. Leigh Landy, as a part of the Intention/Reception
project, surveys audiences after listening to a work. Initial responses are given purely on
listeners’ experiences, a second set of responses are collected after listeners are informed of
the composer’s intentions. In this way listener’s experiences are described and not prescribed.
Windsor draws on ecological psychologist William Gaver’s work to explain and explore the
link between listening, context and sound over time. While situating itself in music,
electroacoustic scholarship looks outside of its disciplinary demarcations to explain and
describe their practice. Musicologist Joanne Demers suggests that attraction of contemporary
electroacoustic scholarship towards clinical and psychoacoustic research is encouraged by the
presumption that empirical data is more legitimate and authoritative than philosophical
classifications of hearing (2010, p. 36). This indicates electroacoustic music’s desire to be
taken more seriously as an academic field of practice, particularly by the discipline of music
(Kahn, 1992 p. 17; Demers 2010, p. 36).
Another influential framework, hailing from the Manchester Post-Punk scene outside of
electroacoustic music, is Trevor Wishart’s On Sonic Art (1986). Based on his own practice of
“organising sound events in time” Wishart argues that “sound does not have a finite set of
possibilities” (1986, pp. 4-7) but is “multi-dimensional, non-metric and complex” (Ibid, p.
78). Contrary to most electroacoustic scholarship, Wishart supports Schaeffer’s notion that
the composer can control the listener’s experience of a work. However, he rejects reduced
listening, asserting that a composer can only direct and control listening through contextual
knowledge of specific sounds (1986, p. p. 55). For Wishart sounds are inextricably linked to
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their context, and so he suggests a morphological approach to sound, a shift away from
notation towards a lattice based approach, which allows for pitch-free sounds to be
structurally organised and “anecdotal aspects of sound material” to be “organised coherently
not through association but through landscape and gesture” (Wishart, p. 7, 17, 78). Theorists
since Wishart, such as Simon Atkinson (2007) and Young (1996), have called for a taxonomy
of sounds, believing that all sounds function as signs and can therefore be interpreted
semantically. While many Post-Schaefferians (Field 2000; Atkinson 2007; Young 1996)
warmed to Wishart’s approach to sound and listening some disagree with the amount of
control that he places in the hands of the composer (Smalley 1997, 1986; Emmerson 1986,
2000). Wishart strongly believes that the continuum of sound, although extensive and
complex, is distinguishable to human intellect and can be controlled to shape the listener’s
experience (Wishart, p. 92). While, Smalley and Emmerson, for example, put more emphasis
on the ability of listeners and contend that composers are not wholly in control of perceptual
and semantic consequences of the sounds they compose.
Listening and sound is extensively theorized in Electroacoustic music traditions. Most
theorists are practitioners, and most have music degrees or backgrounds. Most PostSchaefferian practitioners reject or do not practice reduced listening, the sonic object or
musique concrete, as Pierre Schaeffer imagined it. Rather, inspired by Schaeffer, they
propose prescriptive models of how to make sense of listening and sound in their practice and
in electroacoustic music as a whole. Post-Schaefferian scholarship and practice is
increasingly looking outside of music to account for sound and listening. This reflects the
tense relationship that such practice has with music and the difficulty of developing models
of sound and listening that fall outside of traditional notions musical sound, method and
listening.
John Cage: Sound and Listening
Much has been written on the role and influence that John Cage has had on the development
of sound practice outside of Western art music (Kahn 1999; Dyson 2009; Nyman 1974). His
ideas on sound are often cited as the “most influential among the postwar arts” (Kahn, 1999,
p. 162); his work and writings at the forefront of “sound theory and sound art” (Dyson, 2009,
p. 59). Cage was “unimpressed with the traditional language of music” which was “organised
around pitch and harmony” (Nyman, p. 27). While he acknowledged that Modernist
composers challenged these conventions by providing alternative methodologies, such as
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Schönberg’s serialism, they failed to provide any structural means to create alternative
musics (Cage in Nyman, 1974, pp. 27-28). His ideal music did not distinguish between life
and art (Nyman 1974; Kahn 1999), preferred rhythm over harmony (Kahn, 1999, p. 231) and
did not define silence against sound. It strove to let sounds be themselves and encouraged a
relinquishing of the composer’s self-expression through chance operations and indeterminacy
(Ibid, pp. 163-164). Determined to focus attention away from method towards the ear his
practice challenged musical notions of composition, performance, sound and listening
(Nyman 1974; Kahn 1999; Dyson 2009). Cage’s philosophy and practice of sound and
listening simultaneously opened out musical practice and forced it to look back in on itself, as
he adopted ideas from various bodies of knowledge and cultures and folded them back into
music (Kahn 1999; Dyson 2009). However, Cage’s influence extends beyond his dictum of
letting sounds be themselves, as Frances Dyson says “His unique, at the time, radical,
methods of composition, together with his equally radical philosophy of sound, opened the
musical establishment to sound while at the same time interrogating the very notion of music
itself” (2009, p. 59).
Imaginary Landscape No.1 (1939) introduced electronic sounds and equipment into Cage’s
compositions redefining the concept of musical sound to include amplification and
transmission (Dyson, 2009, p. 60). Cage replaced pitch with rhythmic articulation, “using
silence to ‘separate one section from another’” (Dyson, 2009, p. 59). Silence, therefore,
became a compositional device dissolving differentiation between the concepts of music and
sound (Dyson, 2009, p. 59). Silence came to serve as “Cage’s emblem” (Kahn, 1999, p. 163)
(Pritchett and Kuhn, 2013) from the 1950s, exemplified by both the anecdote of his visit to an
anechoic chamber (1951) and his work 4’33” (1952)3. A rejection of the importance of
musical sound (Kahn, 1999, p. 158), 4’33

” also signaled the incorporation of all sounds,

whether from inside or outside the performance, the concert hall or traditional
instrumentation, into Cage’s work (Dyson, 2009, p. 60). It was around this time that Cage
also began to explore the relationship between composition and intentionality through I
Ching. Developing chance operations and indeterminacy, Cage freed sounds from a fixed
score and the intentions of the composer (Nyman, 1974, p. 5), and opened out traditional
ideas of performance. Challenges to composition concurrently affected the performance of
his work. Cage forced the composer, musician and audience, to take a more active role in the
3

Although composed in 1952, it was conceived in the 1940s and was first played by David Tudor August 22 nd, 1952,
Woodstock, New York.
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compositional process, giving them tasks, introducing unpredictable difficulties unfolding
through the composition, presenting them with rules that were open to subjective
interpretation (Nyman, 1974, p. 51). Cage’s processes of composition and performance, his
relationship to and definition of sound and silence, noise and music, simultaneously
challenged traditional notions of composer as auteur, the composition as fixed and the
passivity of audience and performer. Cage transformed composition into process and the
composer, audience and musician into active listeners.
Cage blurred the line between music and life through listening, “…an experience of
multiplicity fully wed to social life” (Labelle, 2012) “…a mode of being in the world” that
“ushered noise into music, the hearing of noise of the world as music” (Kahn, 1999, p. 161).
However, Douglas Kahn believes that while Cage encouraged all sounds, his musicalization
of all sound muted social, ecological and proximal noises (Kahn, 1999, p. 161). Placing all
value on sound-in-itself (Kim-Cohen, 2010, p. xvii) Cage’s philosophy of sound and listening
is characterised by Kahn and Seth Kim-Cohen (2010) as an exercise in reduction (Kahn,
1999, p. 163). Kahn explains, as Cage hears music everywhere, other sounds go unheard.
Similarly, as he celebrates noise or speaks of silence, he also promotes noise abatement and
silencing (Kahn, 1999, p. 163). While Cage’s influence on the development of sound and
listening outside of music is profound, it is not without criticism. It has been appropriated
into other listening practices such as Pauline Oliveros’ Deep Listening, the geographically
specific Japanese listening practice of Onkyo, strongly linked to practices of improvisation,
and various Fluxus artists’ practices such as La Monte Young’s desire to get inside sound
(Kahn 1992; Blamey 2008). These practices will be described and explained in chronological
proximity to Cage and his legacy of listening beginning with Fluxus, moving to Deep
Listening and ending with Onkyo.
Post Cagean Practice: Fluxus, Minimalism and La Monte Young
Fluxus actively explored and experimented with sound and sound technologies (Kahn, 1999).
Many Fluxus artists were taught by John Cage at the New School for Social Research in New
York4 and the Black Mountain College of North Carolina5 (Hunter, 2001). Students were not
required to have any musical training, and Cage’s lessons facilitated a non-disciplinary space
for artistic practice. Inspired by Cage and his approach to practice, Fluxus of the 1950s and
4
5

Students attracted to this school included George Brecht, Allan Kaprow and Al Hansen (Hunter, 2001).
Cage taught at this school with Merce Cunningham, Robert Motherwell and Robert Rauschenberg (Hunter, 2001).
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60s moved beyond simply “…listening to sounds in themselves” to “listening inside sounds
by radically isolating them” (Kahn, 1999, p. 226). The focus of this practice was on the
immediate and the proximate (LaBelle, 2012, p. 472). Fluxus introduced questions of
“phenomenology and presence alongside social and political concerns” often forcing the
audiences to complete events or performances in their minds (LaBelle, 2012, p. 472) by
employing techniques that linked sounds to objects, tasks, performance or concepts inviting
“…a range of corporeal, cultural, and political factors” which were often “anathematic to
Cage” (Kahn, 1999, p. 226). La Monte Young, a key figure in the development of
Minimalism (Blamey 2008; Flügge 2012), came into contact with Cage’s music and ideas in
1959 (Nyman 1974 p. 69; Blamey 2008) as he became actively involved with Fluxus. Young
was influenced by Cage’s performance of non-musical events in classical concert hall
settings (Young, in Nyman, 1974, p. 69) and Webern’s serialism, specifically his “tendency
to repeat pitches at the same octave positions throughout a section of a movement” (Nyman,
1974, p. 119). His practice was retrospectively and prospectively radical, influenced by
practitioners within music but also by methods and practices outside of it (Nicholls, 1998, p.
529).
Young’s practice drew on sculpture, time based installation, experimental music and
psychoacoustics. Young’s sound and listening practice emphasized the relationship between
sound, the environment, listening and event with the acoustic space in which it is being
experienced, taking Cage’s concept of listening to sound in themselves further, listening
inside sounds (Kahn 1999; Blamey 2008). The sound in his work, the technique of “stasis”,
was inspired by inspired by natural and environmental sounds, experimental composition and
the music of India and Japan (Nyman 1974; Blamey 2008, p. 104). Young used stasis, long
sustained tones, because he believed that it is easier to get inside sounds when they are very
long (Young 1965). However, to listen is a conscious act on the part of the individual who
must willingly persevere in a process of passivity and submission; they must “give over” to
the sounds to achieve or participate in Young’s listening and sounding experience (Young
2003; Blamey 2008).
To link the sound and the perception of it to the space, Young selected harmonically related
frequencies played above a fundamental drone specific to an architectural space (Nyman
1974; Blamey 2008; Flügge 2012). For example in Young’s work Dream House a semipermanent site-specific light and sound drone piece is located in an apartment in Manhattan.
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The combination of sine waves in this work was determined based on the mathematical
acoustic relationship that they bear to the space. Listeners move through the sound saturated
environment, exploring the space sonically as they move through standing waves, static
nodes and acoustic beating (Flügge, 2012). By stripping down his work to simple sine tones
composed specifically to an acoustic space, Young focuses attention on the interplay of the
body, sound and space (Flügge, 2012, p. 11). Young created a context that allowed plenty of
sound and facilitated the sustained continuous harmonic structure of the sound (Kahn, 1999,
p. 226). Unlike musique concrete’s attempts to separate out the sonic object to attend to the
sonic details of it for example, Young sound and listening is both defined through physical
space and realised within it (Ibid). Young’s listening and sound is unique because it
encourages a “different kind of existence” (Young, 1965).
Post Cagean Practice: Pauline Oliveros
Unlike La Monte Young, Pauline Oliveros was never interested in Serialism (Oliveros, 2000,
p. 9). A shift in thinking about listening and formulating sounds came in the 1950s when she
began to work with tape music and improvise (Ibid). From this time on her work became
“…longer, sustained, tone based music” as she became heavily involved in both solo and
group improvisation (Oliveros, 2000, p. 9). As a consequence she ceased composing scores
and instead made tapes, recording her improvisations as a form of notation (Ibid, p. 11).
Distinctly different from traditional notation and its purpose of documentation and
replication, Oliveros’s tape notation served as springboard for “continuing variation” (Ibid),
placing on emphasis on process over product. She describes her process of ‘composition’ as
collaborative and procedural; works are co-created, sometimes named and directed by a
particular collaborator but there is no order or rule to this (Ibid, p. 13). From the 1970s
Oliveros developed Sonic Meditations, published as On Sonic Meditations (1976). This work,
consisting of 25 meditations for musicians of all ages and skill levels, explained a technique
and exercises to help musicians learn how to focus on, listen to, and produce sound not
centred on the score (1998, p. 2).
Sonic Meditations became the basis of Deep Listening (Olvieros, 2005, p. xvii); an
exploration of the relationship of sound and listening to its larger social context (Taylor 1993,
p. 388; Nicholls 1998, p. 528) exemplified in Oliveros’ works Horse Sings from Cloud
(1975) and Rose Moon (1978). Deep listening assumes that listening is psychological,
acoustic and communal (Oliveros, 2005, p.xxii). It does not differentiate between sound and
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silence, contending that they have a “symbiotic relationship”, one presupposes the other
(Oliveros, 2005, pp. 13-14). Like La Monte Young’s work, Deep Listening involves long
sustained tones. However, while space and time play a vital role, the choice and length of
tones is not formally determined. Rather the tone and the space are perceived as a
conversation between bodies, instruments, space and time, coming out of and facilitating
deep listening (Oliveros, 2005, p. 15). Like Cage’s chance and indeterminacy compositions,
Oliveros’s improvisation is governed by letting sounds be. However, focus is shifted from the
act of letting sounds be to the act of listening, framing composition as sonic meditation rather
than the consequence of chance. This is facilitated through Deep Listening, a discipline of
listening exploring both the external and internal sonic environment in an active and
conscious way that does not limit listening to the ear but investigates practices of bodywork
and meditation (Oliveros, 1998, p. 1).
Deep Listening incorporates yoga, Zen Buddhist practices and a sense of community
facilitated through retreats and seminars (Taylor 1993; Nicholls 1998). Similar to Cage and
La Monte Young6, Oliveros incorporates non-western spiritual and philosophical approaches
to sound and listening into her practice. The integration of these philosophies by all three
practitioners is reflects the collective desire of them to free sound from traditional western
musical constraints of time and structure, tying sound to the space and time in which it is
experienced rather than the reliving of composition from the past. This does not mean that
such approaches are free from rules and a certain discipline; rather they are rules and
structures which are made in opposition to or as a response to musical notions of sound and
listening. These practices reflect a continual push by artistic practice not wholly within
music, against and out of musical sound and listening.
Post Cagean Practice: Onkyo
Onkyo is a geographically, culturally and architecturally specific practice that emerged out of
experimental and improvisation music in Tokyo, Japan in the 1990s (Novak, 2010).
Associated with a distinctive cohort of performers, Ôtomo Yoshihide, Akiyama Tetuzi,
Sugimoto Taku, Matsubara Sachiko and Nakamura Toshimaru, and linked to Tokyo club
Offsite, Onkyo is an “…extremely minimal improvisatory musical style and approach that
pays particular attention to sound texture, gaps and silences” (Plourde, 2008, p. 270). Its most

6

Cage adapted the I-Ching and Zen philosophies and Young incorporated of Indian raga and Japanese gagaku.
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distinctive features are is its lack of rhythmic or harmonic musical structure, and the playing
of sounds at barely audible levels (Ibid; Novak 2010). Onkyo encourages a shift in emphasis
from producing or performing sound to letting sounds be in the space so that one can engage
with each sound as it is through attentive listening (Sumasu 2001 p. 22; Plourde 2008 p. 271;
Bell 2003). Ma, a concept borrowed from Zen Buddishm which describes the space between
notes, is considered as important as sound to the listening experience (Bell, 2003). The
performer’s primary role is not to perform or to make sounds but to create a free (jiy na) and
‘uncontrolled’ listening environment (Ibid, p. 271). Incidental extramusical sounds
experienced at the time of performance form a part of this practice of listening (chshu) and
sound (onkyo). The focus is not on the musician, their instrumentation or notation but on the
act of listening and as such Onkyo demands a highly disciplined audience that is silent and
still (Plourde, 2008, p. 273).
Acknowledging the influence of improvisational and experimental music (Yoshihide, 2003),
most practitioners involved with Offsite do not believe that Onkyo constitutes a new genre or
style of music; they tend to refer to themselves simply as artists (Bell, 2003)7. However,
Offsite, the venue where Onkyo was born and practiced, is identified as pivotal its
conceptualization of sound and listening (Ibid). In particular, the architectural specifics of the
venue demanded quiet playing to avoid noise complaints from the densely populated inner
city location of the dilapidated venue with paper-thin walls (Nakamura in Bell, 2003). The
architectural fragility, coupled with the need for quiet playing, became constraints that
musicians adopted in their performances (Bell, 2003), becoming characteristic of Onkyo
(Plourde, 2008, p. 273). Like Oliveros’s Deep Listening, Onkyo places a strong focus on
community and interaction. Knowledge and practice of Onkyo was cultivated through
Offsite8, through publications, a journal/magazine of the club, seminars, the club’s website
and community discussion (Plourde, 2008). Attending Onkyo demanded a practiced and
disciplined audience, a still, and silent, patient audience willing to endure the often long sets
performed. Falling asleep in a performance for example was not acceptable and was

According to Lorraine Plourde in Disciplined Listening in Tokyo: Onkyo and non-intentional sounds (2008) “John Cage,
along with David Tudor, first performed in Japan in October of 1962 at the Sogetsu Art Center (SAC), which served as one
of the most important sites for avant-garde activities in the 1960s. Cage’s performance caused a huge sensation within
Tokyo’s avant-garde music and art community… ultimately seen as productive and one that indirectly transfigured (henyô)
the state of avant-garde music in Japan by sparking debates over indeterminacy in music and the role of environmental
sounds within the live performance context. John Cage and his philosophies of silence and non-intentional sound remain a
formidable presence in contemporary Japan…At the same time, however, Cage’s legacy remains divided within Tokyo’s
avant-garde experimental music community. For some, Cage signifies the West’s misunderstanding of Japan” (p. 293).
8 Offsite shut down in the early 2000s.
7
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considered a distraction to the listening experience. In this way Offsite also acted as a
community meeting space for the practice of Onkyo. Never considered completed, Onkyo is
always in process (Yoshida, 2003).
Fluxus, Deep Listening and Onkyo were inspired or informed by Cage’s approaches to sound
and listening. Although all slightly different, they place importance on being, experience and
letting sounds be. All practices demand a discipline of listening that is never attained but
continuously developed through practice. Practice is facilitated through performance,
production, everyday experiences and participation the literature and/or community of each
specific listening.
R. M. Schafer: The Soundscape and Acoustic Ecology
Pierre Schaeffer introduced the sonic object, and post-Schaefferian’s the notion of sound as
morphological. John Cage explored sound as itself and post Cagean practice the immersive
environments it can generate. R. M. Schafer introduced the notion of the soundscape and
acoustic ecology. The soundscape is “…the relationship of man and sonic environments of
any kind” the analysis of which is the subject of acoustic ecology (Traux, 1974). Founded by
R. M. Schafer in the 1960s9 acoustic ecology “situates sound ‘in’ the environment as part of
the natural ecology and also as musical material” (Dyson, 2009, p. 72) in which “we are
simultaneously its audience, its performers and its composers" (Schafer, 1977, p. 205).
Schafer’s philosophy of sound is premised on the notion that emergence of the modern city, a
division between the natural and built environment, has hindered the aural relationship that
one had with environment, ultimately leading to the alienation of the individual within it
(Schafer in Cox and Warner, 2004, p. 33). To remedy this, Schafer encourages a deeper
engagement with one’s sonic environment through soundwalks10 and the development of
clairaudience, clear listening.

9

R. Murray Schaeffer pioneered The World Soundscape Project (WSP) in the late 1960s, a research initiative to find
solutions to preserve and encourage an ecologically balanced soundscape. Specifically, that the relationship between the
human/built environment and the natural environment are in harmony. This project led to the formation and study of
acoustic ecology. Barry Truax is a member of WSP.
10 Sounds are sometimes recorded to observe and capture the aural world through field recordings. Bernie Krauss is a good
example of this. Although he does create works using recorded samples from his field recordings, such as Gorillas in the
Mix (1988) known compositions comprised of gorilla samples, this is not the focus of his work. The main thrust of his work
is the documentation and investigation of acoustic ecologies, what he calls the biophony, and their depletion. This is clearly
documented in his book The Great Animal Orchestra (2013).
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To construct a framework through which listening can be described, noted and analysed
Clairaudience categorizes environmental sounds into four categories: keynotes, signals, sonic
archetypes and soundmarks (Ibid, p. 7-11). Key notes are background sounds which are not
always consciously heard while signals are foreground sounds that are consciously listened to
(1993, p. 9). Sonic archetypes are primordial, often symbolic, sounds in nature and
soundmarks are unique sounds of a particular soundscape which can aid in the identification
of place (Ibid, p. 10). Schafer differentiates between natural and artificial sounds, naming
natural sounds hi-fi and artificial sounds, industrial sounds of urban existence, as low-fi (Ibid,
pp. 11, 71 and 78). Clairaudience can be improved and developed through ear cleaning
exercises11. Ear Cleaning involves a series of exercises aimed at opening out the listening
experience revolving around ideas of silence, noise, timbre etc. One such exercise for
example, instructs students to demonstrate, experience and conceptualise silence: “try to pass
a sheet of paper through the class silently. Everybody listen for the sounds of the paper being
passed" (Schaffer, 1967, p. 8).
Barry Truax elaborates on Schaffer’s ideas constructing a model of acoustic communications
in which he describes sound as mediator between listener and environment (Ibid, p.xii).
Listening is defined as a habit that creates “…a relationship between the individual and the
environment” (1984, p. 11) that can be “interactive and open-ended or oppressive and
alienating” (Ibid, p.xii). Truax argues that sound has only been considered in idealised
contexts, within a controlled laboratory or in a pre-formulated score. Traux, like
electroacoustics scholar Luke Windsor, draws on acoustics and psychology to examine sound
contending that the listener, environment and sound are not isolated entities but interlocked in
“…a system of relationships” (1984, p.xii). He thus concludes that, “…the design of the
musical work is not independent of the space in which it is intended (explicitly or implicitly)
and the design of a specific performance must adapt the original scoring to suit the acoustics
of the performance space to whatever is feasible within it” (Windsor, 1984, p. 213). Such an
approach accounts for listening as contextual and therefore allows one to encounter the
specifics of individual sound. Despite this, acoustic ecologists’ emphasis on dominant or
significant sounds in an environment, ignoring all else, has developed into a form of reduced
listening (Dyson, 2009, p. 72). While not as extreme as Schaeffer’s extraction of sounds from

11

Andrea McCarthy in Soundscape Composition and the Subversion of Electroacoustic Norms (2000) notes that Pauline
Oliveros’ Sonic Meditations (1974) are very similar to R. M Schaffer’s ear cleaning exercises and perhaps was inspired by
them.
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context, it does demand an element of reduction and or exclusion. Conceptualizing sounds of
the natural and built as a continually unfolding soundscape, acoustic ecology’s focus on
sounds of the environment draws attention to sounds outside of music in the everyday. The
framework of listening, the systematic categorization of sounds, develops a “historic-cultural,
acoustic, musical, and…linguistic framework to demonstrate” sounds “inherent or primordial
correspondences through sound” (Dyson, 2009, p. 73).
New sound practices, “presuppose modes of listening as they require strategies of interaction
and participation” (LaBelle, 2012).This survey considered some pivotal twentieth century
conceptions of sound beyond the domain of music. Cage, Schaeffer, R. M. Schafer et al., are
intent on the inclusion of all sounds in their definition of sounds. Although at times
contradicting themselves, they try to not differentiate between musical and extramusical
sounds, noise or silence. The key difference between Cage’s material object and Schaeffer’s
sound object is “…context and procedure…” (LaBelle, 2010, p. 32). Cage, La Monte Young,
Pauline Oliveros and Onkyo emphasize the context of sound, describing sound as a
continuum, shaped by time, place and human interaction. Meaning comes out of the process
of interaction specific to that time, place and community. Schaeffer, in an attempt to better
hear and define sound, removes it from its context through the concepts of the sonic object
and reduced listening, relying on the sound’s acoustic qualities to reveal itself (LaBelle,
2010, p. 209). However later practices building on musique concrete such as electroacoustic
music and computer music do not pursue Schaeffer’s sonic object or reduced listening.
Contemporary electroacacoustic practitioners such as Emmerson, Smalley, Landy and
Windsor attribute both semantic and experiential qualities to sounds, without divorcing
themselves from the acousmatic. Acoustic ecologists R. M. Schafer and Traux encourage a
form of reduced listening but “…by reminding the listener of context as the source of sound”
(LaBelle, 2010, p. 209). All practitioners re-imagine sound and listening in response to the
new sounding technologies available to them, the plethora of sounds to explore and as a
solution to the limitations of notation and traditional musical concepts of sound, composition
and performance.
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Sound Art: An Artistic Practice of Sound and Listening?
The previous section drew attention to three key practitioners who were highly influential in
the development of sonic artistic practice, changing conceptions of sound and processes of
listening in the twentieth century. Post Cagean and Schaefferian practice grew out of and was
influenced by these key practitioners but developed independent ideas, disciplines and
methodologies of listening and sound. These practices came to be broadly referred to as
either experimental or avant-garde music. Based on musicologist Michael Nyman’s
differentiation, experimental music refers to the American practice strongly informed by
Cage, while avant-garde music is attributed to European practices, such as Pierre Schaeffer’s
Musique Concrete (1974). This separation is contentious however: as David Nicolls suggests
that rather than a definitional differentiation the two terms are indicative of their relationship
to the discipline of music (Nicholls, 1998, pp. 517-534). Specifically, avant-garde music
occupies an extreme position within music while experimental music lies outside of it (Ibid,
p. 518). As a consequence practices, such as Electroacoustic music, more aligned with avantgarde music, enjoy more institutional support, ‘official’ recognition and financial reward
from music then those that lie outside of it (Ibid; Kahn 1999; Knowles 2002; Demers 2010).
By the 1980s a new term emerged: sound art. Characterized as having a problematic attitude
towards Western art music, specifically the claim of both avant-garde and experimental work
“to sound per se” (Kahn, 1992, p. 18), there was a marked migration or recourse of sound
practice to the visual arts (Kahn, 2006, p. 5). Like the terms avant-garde and experimental
music, sound art, as a discrete and or demarcated practice, is a vexed concept. The two
dominant disciplinary stakeholders in the definition of sound art are music and visual arts. It
should be acknowledged from the outset that many theorists of sound art are also
practitioners. However, while their practice may cross disciplinary and institutional
boundaries, their scholarship and the way their practice is framed, tends to be from specific
disciplinary and institutional locales. This in part is due to the way that power operates in
academic disciplines (Hyland, 2000, p. 168). While disciplines do have divergent
perspectives (Fuchsman, 2011), a text or writer’s persuasiveness within a specific
disciplinary context is less dependent on the demonstration of “impeccable logic” and more
the successful use of a discipline’s social and linguistic conventions (Hyland, 2000, p. 8).
Depending on one’s disciplinary locale, different historical landmarks and figures are
referenced as the beginning of sound art practice. Reviewing scholarly perspectives on sound
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art, this section positions sound art not as a specific artistic movement or practice but as a
term borne wholly out of institutional concerns. Perpetuated by different scholarly disciplines
to try and contain a multidisciplinary practice, it is argued, that like the concept of noise,
sound art can only be defined in terms of what it is not. This section demonstrates, that
theories of sound and listening specific to ‘sound art’ do not come out of practice but rather
from institutions. In order to address all these key concerns this section will firstly identify
the disputed meaning, origin and history of sound art focusing on the two key disciplinary
stakeholders music and visual arts. Identifying the emergence of sound culture scholarship in
the 1990s, not wholly within the visual arts or music, sound art is defined as
multidisciplinary.
Disputed Origins and Meanings of Sound Art
There is no history of a self-described and autonomous (sound) art in the way one might think of the
history of sculpture, no façade of a purposeful unity and linear continuity, no ongoing biographical
intrigues and libidinal exchanges of influence. As a historical object, sound cannot furnish a good
story or consistent cast of characters nor can it validate any ersatz notions of progress or generational
maturity. The history is scattered, fleeting and highly mediated- it is as poor an object in any respect as
sound itself.
Douglas Kahn, 1992, p. 2.

The term sound art is credited as first being used by Canadian artist Dan Lander in the mid1980s (Licht 2007; Cox 2007; Goldsmith 2008) to describe a sound practice that occurred
outside the concert hall (Goldsmith, 2008). Scholarly perspectives on sound art are diverse.
Some point to the absurdness of defining an art form by the medium which it uses (Neuhaus,
2000), leading to questions of medium purity: how much of a work needs to be sound for it to
be considered sound art? Some believe medium specificity to be a return to Modernist
conceptual concerns of the senses and art forms (Kelly, 2012, p. 10). Other scholars navigate
this terrain by naming specific forms which they believe make up sound art such as
performance and installation art (LaBelle, 2006), video art (Hegarty 2010; Collins 2013),
exhibited rather than performed work, environment/soundscapes, new media art and time
based art (Licht, 2007). Many believe that sound art is simply a branding exercise instigated
by art institutions in the late 1980s, a result of the economic collapse of the art market, to
reinvigorate interest in the arts (Kahn 2002; Collins 2013; Kelly 2009; Hegarty 2010). To
further complicate this, definitions of sound art and terminology change depending on
cultural linguistics and as such the geographical location in which it is being used (Larsson,
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2012). As Jørgen Larsson explains, the terms sonic art (UK)12, audio art (USA)13, Klangkunst
(Germany)14 and Lydgalleriet (Norway)15 are used specifically and at other times loosely, to
specify sound practice in different countries (Ibid). Encompassing scholarship framing sound
art in relation to music, and sound art in relation to visual arts, a history of sound art is
dispersed, a territory exceeding itself and contaminating neighboring practice (Migone, 2012,
p. 5).
Sound Art is (not) Music
The historical roots of sound art practice are distinctly different from the time in which the
term sound art began to be used. Depending on their disciplinary perspective, scholars cite
different artistic movements of the twentieth century as more or less pivotal to sound art.
Rejecting traditional modes of musical practice (notation, instrumentation and performance)
sound art is defined in opposition to music (Kane 2013; Demers 2010). However at the same
time, within music sound art can be defined as a sub-genre referred to as art music,
experimental music, new music, sonic art, electroacoustic music, electronic music, computer
music, laptop music or non-Western/world music (Emmerson 1998; Lyons 2006; Emmerson
and Smalley N. D.; Landy 2007; Emmerson and Landy 2012; Schrader and Battier N.D.).
Curiously, while trying to differentiate itself from music, such practice clings to it, borrowing
terms such as composer/composition, defining themselves within music with a strong desire
to be considered as legitimate as traditional music (Demers 2010; Kahn 1999). The
uncomfortable relationship that sound practice had with music and the limited historical and
aesthetic claim it had to it, resting wholly on musique concrete and John Cage (Kahn, 2006,
p. 5), saw practitioners move out of music and towards the visual arts (Kahn, 2002, p. 5). The
migration of sound practice out of music to the visual arts, while evident in movements of the
1960s, Minimalism, Fluxus and Dada (Collins 2013, p. 1; LaBelle 2006, p. 143; Licht 2007;
Kelly 2009, p. 91; Kahn 1993), was most significant in the 1980s (Kahn, 2002, p. 5).
However, while the artists were there, the writing was not; there was no body of historical or
theoretical knowledge to draw from that addressed practitioners’ interests “…in sound and
aurality” (Ibid).

12

Refers specifically to non-spatial acoustic art employing playback technology (Larson, 2012).
Post 1970’s experimentation with radio and telephone technologies (Larson, 2012).
14 Excludes non-spatial or location specific sound works (Larson, 2012).
15 Translates as ‘sound art’, is used very loosely to refer to all and any sound work (Larson, 2012).
13
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While the influence of John Cage16 and music on the movements of Fluxus, Dada and
Minimalism is not denied by scholars in the visual arts, sound art’s continued relationship or
association with music in contemporary practice is questioned (Kelly 1993; Kim-Cohen
2010). However, despite attempts to differentiate sound art from music, experimental music
and sound art continue to be conflated as their historical development is so intertwined
(Lander 1990, p. 11; Dayal 2013). Dan Lander believes this is problematic because “the
‘useful limitations’ that constitute and enrich a musical art practice, restrain and limit an art
of sound” (Lander, 1990, p. 11). Douglas Kahn in Sound Art, Art, Music (2006) asserts that
while some artists used the concept of musicalized sound as representative of a non-musical
practice, “it was a means to identify a particular technical and discursive approach to the
artistic use of sound, not a declaration of independence” (Kahn, 2006, p. 10) from music. In
fact Kahn warns against a separation from music illustrating it through metaphor,
...a division between sound art and music would be like Rhode Island seceding from the U.S. motivated
by the fact that it is not really an island. Because of the power imbalance, no one would really care, let
alone care about an arcane argument (Kahn, 2006, pp. 9-10).

Julain Knowles (2002) explores the power imabalance between sound art and music through
the experience and oppotunity offered to practitioners based on their instiutional learning.
Knowles observes that while sound artists tend to emerge from aural traditions, art-music
composers emerge from notation based traditions and accept the score as an adequate
representation of a work. The implications of being able to and choosing to document one’s
work as a score results in the musically trained composer having “…more potential than
sound artists to be institutionally and economically powerful” (Knowles, 2002).
Acknowledging that sound artists can and do traverse disciplinary boundaries, the ones that
belong to institutionally defined practices do so with more ease, securing funding and respect
more easily than the artist who is situated on disciplinary boundaries in a “‘ideological
gulf’…remote from the mechanisms of power” and therefore “confined to the margins.” At
the same time however, even with the correct title of musician or composer, certain forms of
music are more supported than others. Thus it should be clarified, that while the title and
disciplinary position of music may afford an artist more funding opportunities and support,
not all music is more institutionally supported than sound art.
Kahn presents Cage as the most influential noting that while his ideas and practice “matured within the sphere of
music…most of his ideas he adopted from elsewhere were bought into the fold of music” (1999, p. 161). Cage’s practice
facilitated a relationship between music and the arts coming to influence and inspire “a younger generation of artists during
the late 1950s and early 1960s” (Ibid, p. 160) who pushed his concepts of sound, silence and listening further, incorporating
the social and the ecological (Ibid).
16
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So while artistic movements and practitioners from within music are cited as influential to the
development of sound art, sound art is more often defined against music. A symbolic break
with and from musical notions of sound, listening and method. However, at the same time,
electroacoustic scholars within music continue to adopt the title of sonic art as a descriptor of
practice informed by Pierre Schaeffer (Demers 2010; Schrader and Battier n.d.) but distinctly
different from traditional musical notation, sound and listening. As Douglas Kahn (1999) and
Joanna Demers (2010) observe while their practices and scholarship push against music it
also continues to fold back in to it. It seems that the much of sway that music has on the
definition of sound art has to do with the privileged disciplinary position that music maintains
over sound and the fact that “…there was no artistic practice outside music identified
primarily with aurality” (Kahn, 1992, p. 2). And so, while a number of significant artists of
the 20th century have considered sound in their practice, including Marcel Duchamp, Robert
Rauschenberg and Bruce Nauman, sound art in general has been “relegated to that
unfortunate limbo accorded other ‘marginal’ and technological time-based works”
(Holubizky, 1990, p. 241). The locale of significant practitioners within both music and
visual art, coupled with the assumption that sound/aurallity is of the domain of music,
continues to create tension over the demarcations of sound art practice.
Sound Art is (not) Visual Art
The historical roots of sound art are often identified as pre-dating its musical forefathers of
the mid twentieth century. Often a history of sound art is premised with the Italian Futurists,
not musicians but painters, who developed an art of noises around the turn of twentieth
century (Kahn 1999, p. 56; Larsson 2012; Dayal 2013). As Suzanne Deleharty states,
At the beginning of this century, sounds began to reverberate through the once silence and timeless
world of the plastic arts…to shatter the Renaissance concept of art as silent and timeless mirror of
nature and to release an art that is an equivalent of reality, a separate realm (1990, p. 21).

The locale of significant practitioners within both music and visual art, coupled with the
assumption that sound/aurallity is of the domain of music, continues to create tension over
the demarcations of sound art practice. For example while sound arts scholar Caleb Kelly
acknowledging the influence of experimental and avant-garde music practices on the
development of sound art argues strongly against a definition of sound art in relation to music
because it “is most strongly connected to historical threads associated with art (and as such
open to be discussed in the manner of art criticism or art history)” (Kelly, 2013). As he sees it
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sound art “… should only be used in relation to art, that’s why it has ‘art’ at the end of it”
(Ibid). Music journalist Geeta Dayal disagrees, asserting that since sound art is fundamentally
interdisciplinary, defining it “means delving deeply into the history of experimental music”
as well as a detailed knowledge of it in the visual arts (Dayal, 2013).
However, sound art within the visual art is not a term that visual arts scholars or artists are
particularly fond of. Questions of legitimacy and appropriateness of sound art revolve around
the medium specificity implied by it. As artist Max Neuhaus observes most of the works
exhibited under the title sound art are “simply music or a diverse collection of music with a
new name” (Neuhaus, 2000, p. 72). Neuhaus believes that sound art creates a category that
perpetuates vagueness thus hindering practice and scholarship, implying that the medium is
of prime importance (Ibid). Caleb Kelly agrees with Neuhaus, asserting that distinctions
within contemporary art based on medium or sense perception reiterate Modernist formalist
divisions (Kelly, 2012, p. 10). This position leads artist Dan Lander to conclude that since
there is little information or critical analysis of sound art there is no such thing as a sound art
movement (Lander, 1990, p. 10), questioning if it is simply a term born out of the art
industry, a career move for artists and a marketing opportunity for institutions (Kahn 2006;
Hegarty 2009; Collins 2013). While not fond of the differentiation implied by the term sound
art within the arts, both Kelly and Neuhaus adopt the term to distinguish it from music.
Visual arts scholars and artists alike tend to define sound art against music. Seth Kim-Cohen
believes that sound art is a consequence of’music's “closing off its borders to the extramusical” (Kim-Cohen, 2010, p. 7) through the attention it places on the score, notation and
specific listenings and aesthetics (Ibid, p. 39). Similarly, Salomé Voegelin bases her
differentiation between music and sound art on the importance attributed to the text or
notation (2010), the score being a distraction from the experience of sound17 is more
associated with music. Practitioners Stephen Vitiello (2004), Max Neuhaus (2002) and
Jocelyn Robert (2002) contend that their work is not music because their practice is more
concerned with space than time, a limitation placed on music through the score. Scholar
Christoph Cox disagrees observing that since “sound is irreducibly temporal” sound art is
concerned with time, not in the structured sense of music but in “…the deeper time of

Julian Knowles in Sound Ideologies? (2002) that “Sound artists tend to have a much more site-specific approach to the
creation and performance of their work than composers” and that while “most sound artists tend to view recording as being
primarily a creative” process, art musicians see it more as a documentary role akin to the traditional role of the score, it is
fixed.
17
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duration, temporal flow itself” (Cox, 2007, p. 8). As such, Cox argues in favor of a
distinction between sound and music as a way to explore the “…philosophical distinctions
between these two fields…a distinction between two different domains of auditory existence”
(Cox, 2009, p. 19). Specifically, “…a genuine metaphysics of sound” (Cox, 2009, p. 25),
opened up by sound art’s broad exploration “…of the audible domain” (Ibid). Understood in
this way sound art can easily be linked into artistic movements of Minimalism, Earthworks,
installation and other forms of art exploring “…infinite duration for transcendent
presentness” (Cox, 2007, p. 128). Brandon LaBelle agrees with Cox contending that sound
art is an essential part of both conceptualism and minimalism (LaBelle, 2006, p. 143), as
conceptualism allows for attention to be focused on listening, sound as object, sound as a
questioning of perception, while Minimalism puts attention on the environment/space.
Paul Hegarty (2009) reflecting on the difference between sound art and music observes the
similarity between the sound art exhibition and a concert set-up. He believes that the key
difference between the two is the content of what is being played. Julian Knowles in Sound
Ideologies comes to the same conclusion (2002). The implication of hearing and being
presented with non-musical objects, homemade instruments and odd noises challenges
expectations of the audience/performer divide resulting in a shift in focus from the quality or
type of sounds to continuous listening (Hegarty, 2009 p. 172; Knowles 2002; Jocelyn Robert
2002, p. 7). Unlike music, less importance is placed on documentation of the work, like a
score or recording, implying that liveness or ephemerality is characteristic of sound art
(Hegarty, 2009 p. 171). Based on the characteristics of sound and listening some propose that
it is the physicality of sound that is fundamental to sound art (Cascella, 2007), for others it is
all about spatiality, “the activation of the existing relation between sound and space”
(LaBelle, 2010, p. ix), through listening “to query how the ear conditions our perception and
understanding of things” (Labelle, 2012). Brandon LaBelle, Salomé Voegelin and Geeta
Dayal conceive of sound art as a field of practice in which sound is, conceptually and
practically, the primary concern of the work (LaBelle, 2006). Underlying this distinction is
not so much a desire to categorize art forms based on media but to draw attention to the
primary mode of perceptual engagement, listening, and the particulars of medium because the
way in which sound and listening operates is distinctly different to light and vision. Sound art
draws attention to spatial relations established through sound unfolding over time
experienced through the perception of listening.
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This is where the positioning of sound art in visual arts, an area of scholarship that is
traditionally focused on arts of the eye, is problematic. In divorcing sound art from music
Geeta Dayal fears that theories of it may look at it, not listen to it, as she queries “Is it
possible to write about sound art without listening?” (2013). A legitimate concern
considering scholarship’s struggle (documented in the previous chapter) to engage with
sound as dynamic flux rather than a static object, and the continually questioned legitimacy
of any sense perception other than sight as a basis of knowledge. The visual bias of the visual
arts is also reflected in the architectural design of the art gallery, which is premised on silence
and fails to accommodate sound (Hegarty, 2009, p. 170; Larsson 2012; Kelly 2012, p. 10).
Just as unmusical sound is noise in music, sound in the gallery context is noise (Kelly, 2009,
pp. 7-10). While music’s positioning of sound as noise is based on the hegemony of
harmony, in the art gallery it is the hegemony of the eye. However, in light of the earlier
review of musical sound and listening, to imply that maintaining a relationship with music
will facilitate a less visually informed approach to sound art seems unlikely given the
dominance of the score.
This discussion shows that there are historical, conceptual and political reasons for and
against a definition of sound art in relation to the discipline of music. Historically sound art
practice has been strongly influenced and inspired by key figures from the discipline of music
such as John Cage and Pierre Schaeffer. However, sound and listening also featured
significantly in Fluxus, Happenings and Minimalism in practices spanning performance, film,
sculpture, painting, installation and theatre. Furthermore, as evidenced in the opening section
of this chapter, while Cage explored the concept of “…listening to sounds in themselves”
Fluxus, inspired by Cage, extended on this to listen “inside sounds by radically isolating
them” (Kahn, 1999, p. 226). By employing techniques that linked sounds to objects, tasks,
performance or concepts inviting “…a range of corporeal, cultural, and political factors”
which were often “anathematic to Cage” (Kahn, 1999, p. 226). Key in these art movements is
a shift in how sound is conceptualized and utilized. It is this period, where practice shifted
out of music into arts spaces and incorporated into arts practice that is often posited as
significant in the development of sound art (LaBelle 2006; Licht 2007; Migone 2007;
Hegarty 2010; Kim-Cohen 2010; Voegelin 2010). Not wholly within music or the visual arts
but defined between, in relation to or against them, artistic sound practice draws on more than
one disciplinary set of practices and histories. As such, sound art is a disciplinary treacherous
zone where multidisciplinary practice takes place.
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Sound Art is Multidisciplinary
Although ambivalent about the term sound art, many scholars use it as a general locator of
sound practice, a way to distinguish it from music and notions of musical sound and listening,
with an emphasis on the physicality of sound and aural perception. As Brandon LaBelle
explains sound in sound art became a “…step aside from the denotative, banal, and quotidian
tongue, finding its force in the connotative…defined through sensation and the emotive, in
the trembling of listening and the vibrations of physical matter” (2010, p. 218). However,
sound art does not sit comfortably within visual art, a discipline built on visual paradigms of
knowledge and aesthetics. Sound is considered a hindrance in the gallery space, conceptually
difficult to capture in established theoretical models of aesthetics and problematic in its
continued ties to music and fields outside of art. A practice that moved into the visual arts to
escape the strict disciplinary demarcations of music (Kahn 1992; 2006), sound practice
nonetheless sits uncomfortably within visual art. Like noise, its presence and definition is
expressed in opposition to what is not.
Sound is either noise, and therefore should be eliminated or ignored, or music and only worthy of
attention if it falls within the cultural parameters of ‘serious’ composition or entertainment (Holubizky,
1990, p. 242).

The purpose of this discussion is not to set up a binary between visual art and music but to
demonstrate that the term sound art is a contentious and noisy one. The adjectives inbetween, messy and indefinable are tirelessly associated with the term sound art. Often sound
art is defined by what it is not; specifically in regards to its historical and or disciplinary
roots. Being other, sound art becomes what falls out of and in-between forms and disciplinary
demarcations. Sound art as term and as field of practice has much in common with noise.
Noise is other, an unwelcomed disruption to the peace, a challenge to hegemonic
demarcations of power, ownership and aesthetics. As Jacques Attali explains,
A noise is a resonance that interferes with the audition of a message in the process of emission. A
resonance is a set of simultaneous, pure sounds of determined frequency and differing intensity. Noise,
then, does not exist in itself, only in relation to the system within which it is inscribed: emitter,
transmitter, receiver (Attali, 2006, p. 26-7).

Noise, like sound art, is considered a problem, a disruption to the norm, to the hegemonic
powers. Noise does what sound art represents: it is a cultural other, a practice that does not
belong, familiar enough that it might, but unable to seamlessly assimilate. Definitional

83

arguments return to disciplinary binaries but remain unable to place sound practice, placing it
uncomfortably within one discipline in opposition to another. Sound art as a category of
artistic practice struggles to define itself as a discrete mode of practice due to the institutional
ideological divides (Knowles 2002) which practice and practitioners continue to traverse.
The naming of contemporary sound practice seems to mimic the noise so strongly associated
with avant-garde and experimental practices (Kahn, 1999). Like the naming of sound
practice, noise is a not an objective fact “but occurs in relation to perception, direct and
informed by assumptions of the individual” (Hegarty, 2010, p. 3). As Greg Haigne (2013, p.
8) and Burnett, Fend and Gouk (1991, p. 1) discern, a definition of noise is relational and thus
changes over time with the perception of different generations. In the context of music and
sound culture, noise exists in opposition to music, the dominant (Attali 2006; Hegarty 2010)
and in this way noise and music are a theoretical unity or whole. Inherent in this unity is “the
idea that noise is negativity…” (Hegarty, 2010, p. xi). Similarly, sound art only exists in
opposition to what it is not, as a negative: identities and practices slip over and between
disciplines but only exist in relation to them as a negative. While sound art is not music, it
does not sit comfortably within art if not positioned in relation to music. Sound art stands in
contrast to music, speech and signal; it is noise (Cox, 2009, p. 24). It is not wholly within
music or the visual arts but is in both and thus between both. As Christoph Cox explains,
music actualizes the sonic flux, through established notions of musical sound and listening.
Sound art, however, “turns the ear towards the transcendental or virtual dimension of sound”
(Cox, 2009, p. 19) broadening “…the domain of the audible and discloses a genuine
metaphysics of sound” (Ibid, p. 25). Based on this definition, sound art embraces noise as
material (Ibid, p. 23), to focus on the conditions of possibility of audition and the noisy
substrate of significant sound (Ibid, p. 24) asking one to listen to what is just heard. Christoph
Migone agrees, remarking that “it is precisely the paucity of the sound object which yields its
richness” (Migone, 2007, p. 236).
The term multidisciplinary, unlike interdisciplinary, is being used to describe sound art
because it implies a distinct lack of conversion between disciplines. Simultaneously, it
reflects the fact that more discipline is involved. However, there have been moves towards
the development of interdisciplinary auditory history and culture in scholarship and practice
since the 1990s (Kahn, 2002, p. 5). Incorporating the fields of “ecology, sound design, urban
studies, cultural geography, media and communications studies, cultural studies, the history
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and anthropology of the senses, the history and sociology of music and literary studies” (Ibid,
p. 10), sound cultural studies is now described as “…a vibrant new interdisciplinary field
with many different, yet often overlapping strands” (Pinch and Bijsterveld, 2012, p. 7). Such
scholarship challenges the dominant visual paradigm of knowledge by promising to listen to
sound in the arts. The past ten years, influenced by the increasing amount of sound culture
literature, has seen a push away from the term sound art towards a more inclusive study of
sound in the arts (Kahn 2006; Toop 2010). The reasons for this are two fold; the focus on
sound is conceptually limiting (Kim-Cohen 2010); and all art and experience of it is
multisensory, as such art should be approached as a multisensory whole (Kelly, 2012, p. 11),
situated in relation to music but wholly within visual arts (Licht 2007; LaBelle 2010; KimCohen 2010; Kelly 2013). However, some admit defeat believing that sound art in 2013 has
been “accepted as an identifiable musical genre, an art world commodity, and subject of
critical study” (Collins, 2013). Sound art has become “a monster that makes most insiders
cringe – it is used, awkwardly, to identify a range of artistic practices” (Cascella, 2007).
Two dominant positions have emerged regarding the use of the term sound art. The first
suggests we decommission the term and explore sound in the arts18, inclusively as a practice
of, in and between visual art, performance, theatre, literature (Erlmann 2010; Sterne 2003;
Kahn 2006; Toop 2010, 2001; Dyson 2009). The second recommends we embrace the term
and celebrate it as a fuzzy interdisciplinary field of practice (Kim-Cohen 2009; Dayal 2013;
LaBelle 2007; Licht 2007). Both positions concede that there is a distinctive sound practice
and culture, which is interdisciplinary; they disagree on the continued use of the term sound
art. At the same time there continues to be an artistic practice that is predominantly
concerned with sound, which while disliking the term sound art, clings to it, afraid of being
lost between the dominant disciplines of music and visual art. It defines sound art as
incorporating multiple identities and practices, borrowing from various cultural, historical
and disciplinary backgrounds, just as theories of sound and listening have been doing for
centuries, directly positioned between and within both music and art. It is a practice that
“…harnesses, describes, analysis, performs, and interrogates the condition of sound and the
processes by which it operates” (LaBelle, 2010, p.ix) which demands a docile listening body
(Hegarty, 2009, p. 172). This practice is, more often than not, defined according to the

18

Sound in the arts is distinctly different from a sound art specific to the visual arts. Sound in the arts proposes an inclusive
and expansive approach to sound practice, to listen to all art; it assumes that all art is sounding. Sound art specific to the
visual arts presents more an exclusive, medium specific definition of sound practice.
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dominant institutional location in each particular instance (Hegarty, 2009, p. 177). As a
general locator of practice, sound art, a fundamentally multidisciplinary field, is used with
caution and distinction by scholars and practitioners alike. However, the term is not one that
arose out of practice but out of disciplinary concerns. An attempt to frame, contain and
manage a practice within specific disciplinary demarcations.
Theories of Listening and Sound in the Twentieth Century
The ways in which we listen to unmusical sounds hinge on whether we believe that sounds signify or
possess meaning
Joanna Demers, 2010, p. 14.

The advent of new sounding technologies significantly changed the aural landscape, and in
turn listening practices of the twentieth century. As outlined in Chapter Two, new
technologies, utilised in scientific research, facilitated the birth of acoustics, the scientific
study of sound. Acoustics spawned multiple sub-disciplines, such as psychoacoustics,
ecological psychology and interdisciplinary investigations which significantly contributed to
contemporary understandings of sound and listening. Recording technologies, incorporated
into artistic practice, challenged traditional relationships of the human subject to sound and
sound to the human subject, questioning ontologies and phenomenologies of sound and
listening. Philosophical investigations, like science detailed in chapter 1, were slow to
challenge conventional approaches and understandings of sound and listening. Similarly,
histories and critical approaches to sound practice only began to surface from the late
seventies, continuously inhibited by its contentious disciplinary relationship with music and
the visual arts. The purpose of this section is twofold; 1) to outline how changing
philosophical theories of sound and listening were challenged and influenced by the
development of sounding technologies and scientific practice and 2) to collate and critique
sound art and sound culture scholarship to demonstrate that it is inhibited by its continual
attempts to locate practice within disciplinary demarcations and through specific theoretical
paradigms. The first aim will detail the philosophical shift from traditional notions of sound
as a secondary sense to the dismissal of such categories while noting the strong similarities
between ecological psychology models of sound and listening and those proposed by
contemporary philosophers. The second aim will map the emergence of audio and sound
cultural studies in the 1990s and the eventual development of sound art specific histories and
critiques. Theoretical approaches to sound art will be divided into two broad camps, based on
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the assumed ontology they attribute to sound; sound defined as an object/event or sound
defined as a dynamic flux. Out of these two distinctly different ontologies of sound emerge
different phenomenologies and semantics of sound in sound practice.
Philosophical Shifts in the Twentieth Century
Like science, philosophical investigations into sound and listening have been made more
complex with the advent of new sounding technologies of the twentieth century. Until the
mid-twentieth century philosophical investigations into sound and perception have been
informed by traditional western philosophical assumptions (O’Callaghan 2014, 2009; Casati
and Dokic 2010; Nudds and O’Callaghan 2009; Cox 2013; Metz 2013). Specifically, as
outlined in the previous chapter, the notion that there are five separate senses categorised as
primary or secondary qualities (Macpherson 2011; Nudds and O’Callaghan 2009). As senses
other than vision have been investigated however this hierarchy has been brought into serious
question (Fulkerson 2014; Martin 1993; O’Callaghan 2009, 2’14; O'Shaughnessy 1989; Scott
2001). Particular attention has been given to sound and audition, with some early examples
by Peter Strawson (1959) and Gareth Evans (1980), since the late 1990s (Nudds and
O’Callaghan, 2009, p. 2). There is a growing trend within contemporary philosophy to posit
sound, not as colours or secondary qualities, but as particulars, either waves or vibratory
events (Kulvicki, 2008, p. 1). Changing ontologies of sound have challenged the assumed
contingent relationship between sound and hearing. Briefly outlining the conventional
philosophical approaches to sound and auditory perception, this section will detail alternative
theories put forward by perceptual philosophers Casey O’Callaghan (2008aandb; 2007; 2009;
2012; 2014), Roberto Casati and Jerome Dokic (2011; 2009; 1994). Philosophical
perspectives from Don Ihde, Jean Luc Nancy and Christoph Cox which resonate with
O’Callaghan, Casati and Dokic will also be considered. These shifts in philosophy bear a
strong resemblance to models of listening and sound presented by experimental psychologist
Albert Bregman (1999) and ecological psychologist William Gaver (1993). Links between
these scientific and philosophical approaches will be illustrated. The purpose of this section is
to show how philosophical understandings of sound and listening have changed significantly
in the twentieth century facilitated by the changing relationship that the individual has to
sound through new sounding technologies.
Conventional philosophical approaches to sound frame and evaluate it in visual terms
(O’Callaghan 2014). The ‘standard view’ of sound in philosophy incorporates two views:
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sounds are the object of hearing; and sounds are properties of the medium rather than the
object making the sound (Pasnau, 1999, p. 309). This approach to sound focuses on where
sound is located, unsure if it is at its source, in the ear of the listener or a travelling wave.
What distinguishes philosophical approaches to sound is the relationship to space that
scholars attribute to sound (Casati and Dokic 2011; Nudds and O’Callaghan 2009). Based on
standard views of sound Casati and Dokic (2011) outline the four main approaches to sound
in contemporary philosophy; (1) Aspatial theory (2) Proximal theory (3) Medial theory and
(4) Distal theory. Aspatial theories deny the “spatial relevance of sounds” (Casati and Dokic
2011). However, while proving that there can be non-spatial auditory experiences, aspatial
theories fail to prove that there can be a world populated only with sounds (Strawson 1959).
As a result, aspatial philosophical investigations have either morphed into proximal theories
of sound (O'Shaughnessy 2000) or tended to differentiate sounds as either musical or natural,
focusing on the former (Scruton 2009, 1997).
Proximal theories contend that sounds are at the hearer. Proximal theories, like traditional
cognitivist psychology, argue that the simple sensation or proximal stimulation of the ear by
sound cannot sufficiently inform one of their surroundings. Positing sounds as sensations,
states or properties, in other words secondary qualities, they provide subjective, unreliable
information and therefore perceptual knowledge lacking in credibility (Casati and Dokic
2010; Pasnau 2006, p. 569). Therefore proximal theories assume that aural perception is
false, and thus that one can never know sound (Casati and Dokic, 2011). Medial theories
maintain that sounds are in the medium between a resonating object and the hearer. This
theory of sound and listening is strongly influenced by the wave theory of modern
acoustics19. Identifying sound as wave, event or properties of a medium, medial theories, like
proximal theories, contend that sound exists in as much as it can be heard by a human
observer. As advocate Moreland Perkins explains “the sound we hear is identical with the
train of airwaves that stretches from the distant sounding object to the ear” (1983). However,
while medial theories assume that sounds travel as waves they are not heard as waves. Thus,
if one does not hear the wave, there is not a sound wave but humans still hear sounds, even if
not as waves. Casati and Dokic argue that proximal, medial and aspatial theories of sound all
have conceptual shortcomings, constituting ‘error theories’, making further philosophical
investigation into sound and listening based on them problematic (Casati and Dokic, 2011).

19

Refer to chapter one for more detail on wave theory.
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Distal theory, locating sound at the resonating object, remains the most promising
philosophical approach to sound (Casati and Dokic, 2011). There are four distinct distal
theories differentiated based on the ontological status they attribute to sound; (1) property
theory, (2) dispositional theory (3) located event theory (LET) and (4) relational event theory
(RET). Property theory proposes that sounds are material objects, likening sounds to colours
or shapes, therefore assuming that sound is a secondary quality. As contemporary champion
of property theory, Robert Pasnau (1999) argues, sounds are the object of hearing existing
within the object that ‘makes’ them (p. 316). For him sound should not be identified with the
vibrations of molecules but “with the vibrations of the object that has sound” (Ibid). Pasnau
argues that since one asks where sounds come from, not where they are, in everyday
language, sounds must therefore be objects (1999, p. 310). He does not qualify the
differences between sound and other secondary qualities, nor does he identify sound as
dynamic, independent and unfolding over time (Casti and Dokic 2011; O’Callaghan 2009).
Distal theory is similar to Pasnau’s property theory. Distal theory argues that sounds are
qualities of hearing, as colour is to vision (Kulvicki, 2008, p. 2). As John Kulvicki explains in
The Nature of Noise (1998),
Sounds are dispositions of objects to vibrate in response to being stimulated. Sounds are perceived
transiently, but they are not perceived as being transient and they are not in fact transient (Kulvivki,
2008, p. 2).

Leaving property theory behind, Roger Pasnau (2007) has recently begun to argue in favour
of located event theory (LET). Roberto Casati and Jerome Dokic, champions of LET, define
sounds as “…events happening to material objects”, located at their source, that “are identical
with…vibration processes in the source” (2011). LET argues that sounds are both physical
and fundamentally temporal20. Relational Event Theory is an extension of LET. It contends
that sounds are events, involving both the source and the surrounding medium, and therefore
sounds are a disturbing of the medium (Casati and Dokic, 2011). As Casey O’Callaghan
explains, “Sounds do not travel. Sounds are particular events whose locations and durations
are, when things go well in hearing, as they seem to be” (2009, p. 22). O’Callaghan goes on

LET’s validity is questioned based on features particular to sound such as: echoes, the Doppler affect, pitch/frequency
differentiation of sounds and the idea that sound waves don’t exist in the medium. For example: if sound is revealed when
vibrations happen to a located material object, the hearer cannot be certain of the location of the sound in circumstances
where the one hears reflections, or echoes, of the sound. Casati and Dokic defend this echo criticism, saying, “from the fact
that a subject hears something as imperfectly located, it does not follow that she hears something which is imperfectly
located” (2011). Another objection to this theory is if sounds happen, the process of sounding happens, at the material object
LET cannot account for different pitches of sounds as objects do not have high or low pitches (Ibid).
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to identify, define and describe qualities of sound including pitch, loudness, timbre and
duration (2009) arguing that in order for a phenomenology of sound to be accurate and
credible it needs to consider and address all these qualities. To support his position,
O’Callaghan draws on Albert Bregman’s Auditory Scene Analysis (1994) detailed in the
previous chapter. As such, O’Callaghan proposes that sounds are particular individuals, not
repeatable properties, which are not “intuitively wholly present at any moment at which they
exist” (O’Callaghan, 2009, p. 2). Mathew Nudds (2001) concurs with O’Callaghan. However,
he adds, that a holistic understanding of perception should move towards a more multimodal
understanding of it (Nudds, 2001). The key difference between LET and RET is that RET
asserts the medium is essential to sounding whilst LET contends it is not. This is illustrated in
the theory’s respective views of whether sound can occur in a vacuum. LET contends that it
can whilst RET says it cannot. Importantly the ontological status of sound in both LET and
RET is not bound to human hearing: sound’s existence is independent of the human observer.
Increasingly philosophers agree “that sounds are not qualities or properties at all” but are
events, not dependent on the experiences of participants or human listeners (Nudds and
O’Callaghan, 2009, p. 3). Not specifically differentiating between listening and hearing
philosophical theories of the perception sound by humans is referred to as auditory
perception. Debates in contemporary philosophical investigations pivot on whether one hears
sounds at their sources or in addition to their sources (Ibid, p. 20). That is, sounds or
sounding is attached to an object source or sounds and sounding is attached to an object
source and the context in which it sounds. Increasingly, philosophers agree that awareness of
sound sources is an important aspect of auditory experience and therefore that auditory
perception hears both the sound source and the sound it makes (Nudds 2009; Hamilton 2009;
Smith 2009). Psychological theory especially that of psychological acoustics, is cited to
support this argument (Nudds and O’Callaghan 2009). Specifically the work of Albert
Bregman and ecological psychologists, outlined in the previous chapter, is used to support the
claim that in auditory perception one can simultaneously hear the sound source, the sound
produced and the environment or context in which it is generated (Neuoff, 2004).
Philosophers beyond the field of perception have also presented relevant theories of sound
and listening. Don Ihde (1976), Jean Luc Nancy (2007) and Christoph Cox (2011) are
unanimous in positing sound as a continuous and dynamic temporal event or process, though
their approaches and ends differ. Don Ihde, a philosopher of science and technology,
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develops a post-phenomenologist theory in his work Listening and Voice (2007). Nancy,
strongly associated with Derrida and deconstruction, aims to present an ontology of listening
in his work Listening (2007). Christoph Cox, a scholar of contemporary European
philosophy, contemporary art and music, promotes a materialist understanding of sound and
listening, applying it to contemporary sound practice (2006, 2009, 2011, and 2013). All
contend that listening is not static and reject the idea of listening as signification (Nancy
2007, p. 12-13; Cox 2011, p. 156; Ihde 2007, p. 156). Rather they argue that meaning arises
from the relationship between sound and the listening subject. These philosophers all agree
that the auditory experience is not confined to the ear or the perception of hearing. Rather,
perception is a multisensory experience. This is best stated by Ihde who observes that “there
is no such thing as a pure auditory experience” because there is “no such thing as a purely
auditory world” (1976, p. 44). Ihde and Nancy would agree with Cox as he says “…sound
and the sonic arts are firmly rooted in the material world and the powers, forces, intensities,
and becomings of which it is composed” (Cox, 2011, p. 157).
Ihde describes “the ‘world’ of sound as one of flux and flow” drawing on physics to explain
the physical attributes of the sound wave (Ihde, 2007, p. 97-98). Thus he concludes, “sound
embodies the sense of sound” (Ibid, p. 85). As such sound is constant flux that reveals time
(Ibid, p. 102), while listening, the perception of sound is a process through which the
individual taps into the flux in the sound event through their whole body, with the ear as the
focal organ of hearing (Ihde, 1976, p. 44). Ihde clarifies that while “sounds are ‘first’
experienced as sounds of things” (Ibid, p. 60),
I do not hear one instant followed by another; I hear an enduring gestalt within which the modulations
of melody, the speech, the noises present themselves (Ibid, p. 89).

Similarly Nancy describes sound as being all around, having no hidden face (Nancy, 2007, p.
13), revealing itself through time and space. The key concept of Nancy’s work is resonance.
Resonance is the connection, the flow, between body and space, it is the time at which all is
connected through sound, in the sonorous event, when nothing is inside or outside, and
nothing is divisible. The act of sounding, “…is to vibrate in itself or by itself…” (Ibid, p. 8)
and thus listening is a process in which the individual enters the spatiality of sound and at the
same time is penetrated by it, resonated within and without (Ibid, p. 14). Nancy refers to the
listening body as the resonant subject, both the subject and object of listening in which
meaning and sound share the “form, structure, or movement” of resonance (Ibid, p. 9). Sound
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for Nancy is not intentioned by the subject but resonates in and through the subject therefore
sharing its form, structure or movement, its referents (renvoi)21, the space in which it spreads
and resounds (Ibid, p. 7) with the subject (Kane, 2012, p. 446). Nancy differentiates between
hearing, écouter, and listening, entendre, but does so as a way to locate and describe firstly
the recognition of sound’s psychoacoustic qualities and secondly the meaning that one
attributes to it through listening. Brian Kane believes that Nancy’s ontology of sound and self
presents a shift away from a “phenomenological subject – the subject of representation who
constitutes the objectivity of things by its inherent yet unpresentable power of representation”
to a subject that listens “to the infinite renvoi of meaning, sound and self” (Ibid). As such,
Nancy’s listening questions Western philosophical assumptions of the subject and its
relationship to the object (Kane, 2012, p. 445). In treating sound, subject and environment as
an integrated whole, Nancy’s notions of listening and sound bear strong similarities to
ecological psychology models of perception, especially that proposed by William Gaver
(1993)22.
Christoph Cox (2011), drawing on O’Callaghan’s realist ontology of sound in Sounds (2007),
believes that to progress conceptually, theoretical investigations into sound need to challenge
traditional philosophical notions that sounds are secondary qualities, and the product of
human hearing. Cox argues that it is only through relinquishing these philosophical
preconceptions that the sonic flux, sound as continuum, as proposed through Cage’s practice
(2004, p. 224) and in the philosophical writings of Manuel DeLanda (1997), Nietzsche and
Deleuze (1998), can make sense (Cox, 2013, pp. 155-6). Cox proposes an approach to sound
in sound practice that attends to sounds as individuals, part of an event, curated in a particular
way through a practice of listening in a particular context (2013, p. 156). Specifically, he
calls for a move away from theories of representation and signification in the sonic arts and
the arts in general, towards a “revival of realism” challenging idealism and humanism which
have characterised “philosophy and cultural theory since the ‘linguistic turn’” (Cox, 2011, p.
146). Demanding a critique of representation he believes that textual analysis falls short when
applied to sound, as it is an approach that requires the distance of vision, a distance which is
not possible when listening to sound. Like Cox (2011) psychologist Stephen Handle feels that
sound too often is approached in manner that is specific to looking (1998). However the

Brian Kane notes that the English translation of revoi to reference “obscures its double meaning as both a sending-away (a
dismissal) and a return” (Kane, 2012, p. 445).
22 Refer to Chapter one for more detail on Gaver and Ecological Psychologist’s models of perception.
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experience of sound is distinctly different to that of vision. In the former one is surrounded by
sound, in the later one is a differentiated focused observer (Handel, 1989, p. 547). As Cox
explains “sound is immersive and proximal, surrounding and passing through the body”,
therefore, a listening, a critical interaction with sound, is required which allows one to
encounter sound on its own terms as it is experienced (Cox, 2011, p. 148). Such an approach
expects that artistic productions, sounding or not, no longer be treated as static but as
“complexes of forces materially inflected by other forces and force-complexes” inspiring
listeners to ask “…not what it means or represents, but what it does, how it operates, what
changes it effectuates” (Ibid, p. 157).
Scientific and philosophical research in the twentieth century, through new technologies and
the methodologies that they allowed and inspired, has significantly enriched and challenged
traditional notions of sound and listening. Philosophical and psychological investigations
initially treated sound in relation to human perception, based on a visually informed
subject/predicate structure, concluding that sound was a secondary source of knowledge. In
contrast contemporary philosophical and ecological psychology literature separates sound
from vision and deals with it on its own terms. Phenomenological understandings of auditory
perception, supported by ecological psychology, propose that sound is not fixed but a
continuum, a dynamic flux, independent of human perception. Through auditory perception
humans can tap into this continuum, an embodied experience in which sounds specific to a
sound event reveal context and environment, sound source and sound produced. However,
sounds cannot be individuated, as sounds are all around, always.
Sound Culture: Theoretical Approaches to Sound and Listening
Just as philosophical and scientific investigations into sound have been challenged, expanded
and refined, so too have those adopted and proposed by theorists of sound practice. To survey
the dominant theories of sound, listening and critical approaches to sound practice this
section will outline scholarship emerging from electroacoustic music, film and sound art. In
parallel with the changing philosophical models outlined above, this section will illustrate a
strong shift away from sound as object towards sound as dynamic flux within sound culture
scholarship. Despite this, critical approaches to sound art continue to wrestle over
experiential and structural or sematic approaches to practice. Increasingly, scholars recognise
the limitations and insights of both approaches, ultimately leaning towards an approach that
intertwines an attention to the experiential qualities and conceptual aspects of sound. While
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many sound culture theorists are also practitioners, their scholarship and the way their
practice is framed, tends to be from specific disciplinary and institutional locales.
Furthermore, in their writing, scholars referenced in this section, tend not be writing about
their practice but framing themselves as theorists from specific disciplinary positions.
Material discussed here overlaps with and draws on scholarship detailed in chapter two,
specifically ecological psychology models of listening, and post war artistic sound practices
explored earlier in this chapter, especially Pierre Schaeffer’s ontologies of sound and
listening. The purpose of this material in this section is to demonstrate how contemporary
theories of sound art and sound scholarship has developed by drawing on, reflecting on and
critiquing those offered previously.
To begin with definitions sound culture theorists differentiate between listening, hearing and
audition (Adorno 1988; Chion 1994; Mailman 2012; Warren 2009). Generally, hearing is
defined as being the biological perception of sound by the mechanism of the ear. This process
is defined as passive and unconscious, a biological function, which, without the help of
earlids, is difficult to avoid or control (Barthes 1985; Hegarty 2007; Handel 1989). Listening,
on the other hand, is defined as active, conscious and cognitive. To listen to something is to
give it attention, to cognitively synthesise and react to it (Barthes 1985; Handel 1989;
Hegarty 2007). Audition is defined as the oscillation between the processes of hearing and
listening, for in order for someone to listen they need to be able to hear (Chion 1994; Smalley
1996; LaBelle 2012; Erlmann 2012). In this way audition is a disciplined perceptual activity.
While scholars and practitioners differentiate between different modes of listening23, all
concur that it is an active, intentional process. Hearing on the other hand is not: to not hear
one needs to leave the sounding event, to block one’s ears. While these definitions are
common among different sound practices, theorists and practitioners, the way in which
listening practices are cultivated and theorised is dependent upon their relationship to and
understanding of sound. Some contend that an active consideration of listening is key to
engaging with sound art (LaBelle 2012, p. 1; Voegelin 2009). Others believe that a focus on
Sociologist Theodore Adorno (1988) differentiates between a total of eight different “typical modes of conduct in listening
to music” in modern society (p. 1) which are informed by one’s education, cultural awareness and situation, tastes and
emotional or psychological state of mind at the time of an aural experience. Experimental composer and scholar, Michel
Chion, in Audio Vision (1994) distinguishes between 3 types of listening: 1) casual, 2) semantic and 3) reduced listening.
Philosopher Joshua Mailman (2012) describes listening as plural, not operating as anyone particular mode at a time as “all
listening relates to some other activity, as does every activity” (p. 1), and so he differentiates between seven metaphors of
listening. Composer and academic Warren Burt in Ways of Listening – an incomplete catalogue (2009) lists a total of 16
types of listening ranging from the technical to the conceptual, creative and pseudo-religious. Burt’s main concern in this
exhaustive and yet incomplete catalogue of listening modes is to show how important it is to adopt the appropriate mode of
listening for a particular scenario. To do otherwise will result in an erroneous listening.
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listening perpetuates a conceptually barren sound art scholarship (Kim-Cohen, 2009). More
recently there has been a strong shift towards sonic materialism, an approach that accounts
for both the experiential and semantic aspects of sound practice (Cox, 2012). These three
scholarly positions will be outlined and examined. However, to understand how theory got to
these three positions it is first necessary to critically examine the conceptual limitations of
ontologies proposed by sound practitioners and scholars previously.
As outlined earlier in this chapter, Pierre Schaeffer’s objet sonore defined sound as an object.
As Chion argues, Schaeffer’s process of reduced listening was built on the premise that a
sound could be individuated, removed from a context and analysed so that the qualities of
sound could be analysed independent of its source or meaning (Chion, 1994, p. 223). The
extraction of sound from context is problematic however, leading to a scenario in which the
sound and its meaning becomes ahistorical and therefore ‘mythical’ (Kane, 2013). However,
the concept of sound as object is not limited to Schaeffer’s sonic object but is prevalent in
contemporary practice and theory, especially in literature on networked music and
concatenative synthesis (Ricardo and Herrera 2003; Barbosa 2005; Casey 2005; Schwarz
2006). Frances Dyson, Christian Metz and Brian Kane argue that the notion of sound as
object, based on traditional Western philosophical associations of seeing with being and with
knowing, has persisted because its original philosophical context has been generally
neglected (Kane 2003, p. 1; Dyson 2009; Metz 1980). In contrast, Frances Dyson argues that
“sound is always a polyphony”. Therefore, to isolate a sound within the polyphony requires a
process of reduction, a description based on a fixed sound object which is no longer a part of
the multiplicity (Dyson, 2009, p. 76). Dyson is similarly critical of R. M. Schafer’s acoustic
ecology approach to sound which situates it “in the natural environment as part of the natural
ecology and as musical material” (Ibid, p. 72) to develop the listening discipline of
clairaudience to differentiate between different elements of the natural ecology. Dyson
accuses Schafer of committing to a materialist metaphysics in which he assumes that sound
and audio is the same thing. Anthropologist Tim Ingold agrees noting that when one listens to
their surroundings they do not hear a soundscape because sound “is not the object but the
medium of our perception. It is what we hear in." (Ingold, 2007, p. 12). Ingold reflects, just as
light is not the object of sight, sound is not the object of perception but the medium of it
(Ibid). As such he defines sound as experience “…of our immersion in, and commingling
with, the world in which we find ourselves” (Ibid). For Dyson, Schaeffer’s reduced listening
and Schafer’s clairaudience both demand that sounds be listened to as sound objects and as a
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consequence demand we “find new ears” because in this context “a sound can only exist
within stasis” (Dyson, 2009, p. 80). This scenario constructs a fiction of singularity, stasis
and disembodied sound (Ibid).
Film scholars Michel Chion (1994), Christian Metz (1980) and Rick Altman (1992) argue
that the notion of sound as object is problematic in cinema. It perpetuates the assumption that
cinema is primarily a visual medium, that sound is an add-on, and therefore leads to the
classification of sounds “according to the objects which transmit them rather than by their
own characteristics” (Metz, 1980, p. 26-27). Furthermore, to be able to analyse the sound
object, the process of reduced listening demands that the sound object is separated out from
the sound event. However, as Chion observes in Audio Vision (1994), in order to achieve this,
the listener has to “shuttle constantly between a sound’s actual content, its source, and its
meaning” (Chion, 1994, p. 29). Altman, in arguing against film as text, proposes cinema as
event (Altman 1992, pp. 1-15). The cinema event, offering no clear cut stable separation
between inside and outside, focuses on the material existence of film in the three dimensional
world (Ibid, p. 3). It encourages and allows for multiplicity, heterogeneity and multiple
discursive interpretations and interactions (Ibid, p. 15). As Metz notes, “Every time
something is to be explained, it is more prudent to begin by experiencing it.” (Metz and
Gurrieri, 1980, p. 32). By incorporating a sense of organic process, while maintaining a sense
of identity and individuality (Dyson, 2009, p. 77), Chion, like Rick Altman, tries to rectify
the problem of the sound object by introducing the concept of the sound event as a way to
describe the production and reception of a sound (Chion, 1994).
Similarly, many post-Schaefferian scholars, identifying the conceptual flaws of l’objet
sonore, have incorporated methods and models that shift focus towards the unfolding context
in which a sound is experienced. For example: Dennis Smalley’s (1997)
spectromorphological approach describes sounds as having intrinsic and extrinsic referents24;
later, Simon Emmerson (2000) describes sounds as both aural and mimetic, as having
abstract self-referential meaning and representational or contextual meaning. Many
contemporary electroacoustic scholars have drawn on ecological psychology’s openness to
all sounds and its emphasis on context or location and interaction (Windsor 2000; Vickers
2012; Kendall 2010; Clarke 2005), specifically the work of William Gaver25 (1993). As
This differentiation is informed by Jean Jacques Nattiez’s semiology of music, Music and Discourse (1990), in which
sound’s meaning has internally and externally referent elements (pp. 11-12).
25 Other ecological psychologists that support Gaver include Erik Clarke (2005) and Bill Buxton (1994).
24
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outlined previously Gaver, differentiating between musical and everyday listening, develops
a model of sound and listening that examines sound as a sound event in the everyday. The
perception of sound for Gaver is twofold; one hears the event as well as the objects/sources
that trigger sounds (1993, p. 287). Citing Gaver, electroacoustic scholar Luke Windsor
(2000) for example, argues that perception is a complex event. Sound as event, as used by
electroacoustic scholars and sound film theorists, inspired by ecological psychology,
resonates with the philosophical approaches to sound as proposed by Don Ihde (2007) and
Jean Luc Nancy (2007).
Inspired by Don Ihde’s notion of sound as relational, sound art scholar Brandon LaBelle
(2010, p.xxii) develops an approach to sound art built on the assumption that “the activation
of the existing relation between sound and space” lies at “the core of any practice of sound
art” (LaBelle, 2010, p. ix). LaBelle contends that sound is a spatial object (Ibid, p. 7), a
dynamic flux, creating its own dimensions continuously, with no inside or outside (Ibid,
p.xxii). It explicitly brings bodies together (Ibid, p.xxiv) and is therefore “…never a private
affair” (Ibid, p. x)26. While maintaining that sound is boundless, he also notes that it is site
specific (Ibid, p. xi) proposing that in the relational geography that sound creates it
“…stimulates a form of knowledge that moves in and out of the body” (Ibid, p. xxv), similar
to Nancy’s listening subject. LaBelle does not emphasise the process of listening or the
ontology of sound is but is concerned with how space shapes the experience of sound art, the
happening (LaBelle, 2011, p. xxiii). However, in later writing LaBelle does define listening
as an experience that locates individuals in the world stating that “Listening is not a point to
point, body to body, process but registers all that surrounds us, links between each other,
ourselves and the environment” (LaBelle, 2012)27.
Based on the notion of sound as a dynamic flux, Salomé Voegelin proposes a
phenomenologically informed critical approach to sound practice based on the listener’s
experience (Voegelin, 2010, pp. 31-32). This model proposes that the listener is a producer
(Ibid, p. 38), producing their own objectivity from their “…subjective and particular position
of listening” (Ibid, p. 14). For Voegelin the process of listening is the temporal relationship
26

This includes the architectural space as well as the place that the sound work creates, the context in which the work takes
place.
27 Paul Hegarty (2009) criticises Labelle’s failure to acknowledge the embedded politics of certain spaces like the gallery (p.
198). However, Hegarty’s concern with the politics of space and its implications on sound art, fails to acknowledge the
experiential contributions to understanding sound art that LaBelle offers. This relates back to Viet Erlmann’s original
criticism of ‘auditory culture’ texts, that there is not enough attention paid to the materiality of perception, not enough
“interpretation of the biological and cultural” (Erlmann, 2010, p. 17).
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through which we come to know the auditory; a process that does not allow for object/subject
divisions of signification (Ibid, p. 5). Positing the process of listening as dynamic Voegelin
dismisses the notion of a detached viewer and a static “artefact”. Similarly, Brandon Evans
talks about the body as an ear (Evans, 2013, p. 5), contending that a listener not only seeks to
decode the meanings of sounds, soundscapes and listener relations but also “attempts to
negotiate the constantly shifting relations between sources of sound. This body hears itself as
one resonating body among many, set amid a field that itself has resonant capacity” (Ibid).
Unlike LaBelle, whose approach is based on site-specificity, space, and the relationships
made through sounding, Voegelin’s approach centres on the listener. Voegelin believes that
by listening to sounds-in-themselves, one can critically engage with sound and thus sound
practice. As such she argues, “…a philosophy of sound art must have at its core the principle
of sharing time and space with the object or event under consideration” (Voegelin, 2010, p.
31). Centred on the listener, Brian Kane is critical of Voegelin’s sonic phenomenological
approach to sound, listening and sound art (Kane, 2013). Kane argues that Voegelin’s
perceptual driven approach prioritises sound over language, context, history, genres or
categories (Ibid, p. 5).
Some sound art and culture scholars argue that conceptual approaches which share this focus,
like Voegelin’s phenomenological model, encourage scholarship and practice which is not
conceptual. The most prominent critic of perceptually focused scholarship in sound art is
Seth Kim-Cohen (2009). As he states,
Both in practice and in theory, the sonic arts have more often listened at sound, like a window drawn
on a wall, than listened out or through sound to the broader worldly implications of sound’s expanded
situation (Kim-Cohen, 2009, p. 217).

Kim-Cohen, in stark contrast to Voegelin, believes that “…the revelation of phenomena is
not enough” (2009, p. 112). Instead, in a formulation modelled on Duchamp’s readymade,
Kim-Cohen shifts focus from listening to sound-in-itself to reading sounds of and about a
work (Ibid, p. 113) to develop a non-cochlear sonic art “…with the discursiveness of a
conceptual sonic practice” (Ibid). Observing the conceptually rigorous scholarship in the
visual arts and literature, Kim-Cohen believes that the only way forward for sound art is to
adopt the textualist paradigm of those fields (Cox, 2011, p. 147). Kim-Cohen reasons, “Since
being human is a state inexorably tied to language…then, presumably, linguisticity is the
order that obtains” (Kim-Cohen, 2009, p. 112). He argues that “the aesthetic value” of a work
“is derived…from the artistic act as it relates to the tradition of artistic acts” (Ibid, p. 113). To
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simply listen to sounds-in themselves mimics the problem that music perpetuates28; that is,
failing to conceptually engage with sound as subject matter29. Underpinning Kim-Cohen’s
framework is the notion that an experientially focused framework is not conceptual because it
is based on perception which is subjective and therefore not credible. It encourages a
traditional binary understanding of knowledge, favouring the visual modalities associated
with representation, separation and objectivity over secondary qualities that are subjective.
Kim-Cohen’s approach proposes “a form of sonic idealism” in which sounds are made
meaningful based on their conceptual, social and institutional aspects, not their materiality or
perceptual qualities (Kane, 2013).
Kim-Cohen is not alone in is concerns regarding the cochlear focus of listening. Musicologist
David Lewin believes that phenomenological approaches to music should be used with
caution as they fail to make room for or understand the composer and performers roles. He
bemoans the way perceptual theories “make ‘listening’ a paradigmatic musical activity”
(Lewin, 1986, p. 327)30. Similarly, music psychologist Luke Windsor warns that an
ecological psychological approach, integrated into electroacoustic scholarship, has “…many
limitations, especially the difficulties it presents for understanding how more culturally
convened, semiotic processes operate” (Windsor 2000 p. 31; Windsor 1995) 31. Windsor
differentiates between psychoacoustics and ecological research, implying that while
psychoacoustics research is objectively measurable32, ecological research is not. All it can
offer is a subjectively informed attempt “…to identify the transformations in acoustic
structure which inform the listener of some important change in the environment” (Ibid, p.
13).

Fundamental to Seth Kim-Cohen’s approach to sound practice is the belief that sound art is music’s other, it is not
extramusical or non-western (2009, p. 107).
29 Joanna Demers contends that sound practice that operates outside of Music is its other. She does include non-western
music in this category, but Seth Kim-Cohen does. Demers explains that while electronic music dismantled the musical frame
(2010, p. 161), it continued to adopt the same type of listening, musical listening, presenting no real differentiation or point
of attention. Joanne Demers while agreeing with Kim-Cohen’s observation moves in a different direction, proposing
aesthetic listening. A listening which she believes encourages “a type of activity-centred listening that courts intermittent
rather than absorbed listening” (Demers, 2010, p. 157); akin to Theodor Adorno’s regressive listening. Unlike Seth KimCohen’s scholarly approach, Demers is proposing a layperson’s listening, one that does not require any discipline or
specialised language.
30 He makes it clear that he does not like ‘art music’ and that even if a phenomenological approach is appropriate for that
music it is not, it cannot be used, to engage with traditional music.
31 He also observes that an “Ecological approach assumes that the environment is highly structured and that organisms are
directly ‘sensitive’ to such structure” (Windsor, 2000, p. 10). Windsor’s concerns reflect the traditional position of
Cognitivist psychology towards ecological psychology (Costello, 1984, p. 114).
32 For example; changes in pitch, spectral structure and duration can be measured, and these measurements are objective.
28
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Voegelin and Kim-Cohen’s differing conceptual approaches are underpinned by their
conflicting definitions of sound (Kane 2013; Evans 2013). Contrary to Voegelin, ecological
psychologists and the philosophers surveyed, Kim-Cohen’s approach assumes a static
subject, and a differentiated subject/object scenario. It assumes that there is a frame that one
can look at and about. While many see Kim-Cohen’s proposal as a necessary move beyond
the dead end of phenomenology (Kim-Cohen, 2009, p. 112), they are wary of his dismissal of
the material qualities of sound (Scrimshaw 2013; Evans 2013; Cox 2011; Sterne 2003 pp. 1929)33. Kim-Cohen’s proposed non-cochlear conceptual approach to sound practice illustrates
Viet Erlmann’s critique of contemporary auditory culture scholarship: that “…the physical
ear has maintained a strangely elusive, incorporeal presence” (2010, p. 17). Contrary to KimCohen, Erlmann argues in favour of a scholarly approach to sound in the arts which focuses
on the materiality of the sonorous event and aural perception, to stop thinking of “hearing as
a metaphorical construct” (Erlmann, 2010, p. 17)34. To do otherwise, Erlmann warns, results
in a reiteration of the ‘visualist paradigm’ obscuring sound “…behind a barrage of images
and metaphors” (Erlmann, 2010, p. 17).
David Toop, in Sinister Resonance: The Mediumship of the Listener (2010), concurs with
Erlman. Making specific reference to Casey O'Callaghan’s notion of sounds as events and
Robert Pasnau’s observation that standard philosophical understandings of sound are
incoherent (Toop, 2010, p. 46) he discriminates between the visual and sonic experience. As
he explains,
Seeing is now-now-now-now-now-now-now-n-n-n..., whereas hearing is then-and-now-and-then, over
there at the source of the sound and then here, within the body, already gone but still dispersing into
ambience (Ibid).

Therefore, he concludes, sounds and listening are not fixed, nor is sound contingent upon the
listener. Rather “hearing is an improvisation...” (Ibid, p. 48). Christoph Cox’s comments
resonate with Erlman and Toop as he proposes that the primary reason that sound art is
“profoundly undertheorized” is due to the prevailing textual and visual theoretical models
that “fail to capture the nature of the sonic” (Cox, 2011, p. 146). To move beyond

Kim-Cohen and Christoph Cox agree “the sonic arts are resistant to description and analysis via theories of textuality and
representation, which accounts for the near silence about sound in contemporary aesthetic theory” (Cox, 2011, pp. 147-148).
34 Frances Dyson writes about the metaphorical construct of hearing using it to make sense of new media technologies
immersion and embodiment, in her book Sounding New Media: Immersion and embodiment in the arts and culture (2009).
33
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“signifier/signified dualism”, attention needs to be paid to the ear and the experiential
relationship between body and sound (Erlmann, 2010, p. 17).
Brandon Evans, while supportive of Kim-Cohen’s call for conceptual sonic arts scholarship,
is critical of his complete disregard of sound and listening. Evans explains that Kim-Cohen’s
“symbolic grid poststructuralist approach” is limited in its applicability as it demands that
sound and sound practice is still. However, sound is not stationary but is in a “continual state
of becoming” (Evans, 2013, p. 5). Furthermore, if sound is not still “…even a stationary
listener can scarcely be said to be ‘still’ or positioned…” (Ibid). While acknowledging that
Kim-Cohen’s approach may provide an “…innovative and post-structurally enlightened
sound art” by focusing on the “…authorial position and conditions of creation and reception”,
Evans argues that by removing listening from the equation it fails to “…leave us with a very
robust or open ended mode of listenership” (Ibid). Will Schrimsaw’s critique of Kim-Cohen
concurs with Evans. Schrimsaw describes the proposed structural turn of Kim-Cohen as
limited in its ability to account for sound practices and sonic experimentalism when bound to
signification (Schrimsaw, 2013, p. 29). However, not convinced of the sufficiency of
phenomenological approaches to sound art, Schrimsaw proposes a step “…towards a theory
inclusive of affectivity” that repositions practice within a materialist continuum (Ibid, p. 41).
Approached in this way, the exploration of the relations between concept and material reveals
the context within which a practice or work takes place (Ibid). The affective listener,
recognising the “open nature of the body-as-ear” (Evans, 2013, p. 5), can utilize non-sound
and non-cochlear sound to account “for the inaudible conditions of the heard” (Schrimsaw,
2013, p. 43).
As cultural media scholars Ian Biddle and Marie Thompson explain, affect theory allows for
the exploration of the experiential otherwise omitted by hermeneutic and/or discursive modes
of analysis (Biddle and Thompson, 2013, p. 10). They argue that this is a particularly
promising approach in explorations of the sonic “which are so frequently resistant to
semantic or semiotic interpretation” (Ibid). While Evans, Schrimsaw and many others
(Grosberg 1984; Kassabian 2001, 2013; Cusick 2006, 2008; Gilbert 2004; Goodman 2010;
Biddle and Thompson 2013), are against purely semantic or representational approaches to
sound they do not believe that representation should be abandoned in favour of a purely
phenomenological approach. In this way, sonic materialism, as proposed by Christoph Cox,
provides a possible middle ground to the divergent approaches of Kim-Cohen and Voegelin.
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Cox’s materialism construes “… human symbolic life as a specific instance of the
transformative process to be found throughout the natural” (Cox, 2011, p. 148). Rather than
being conceived as separate, experiential and structural qualities reveal each other. As Cox
explains, sound remains throughout while sensible qualities change (Cox, 2013, p. 156).
However, sound is not tied to its source. This is demonstrated by the fact that “we can
experience a sound without experiencing its source, and the source without the sound” (Ibid).
Therefore, “sounds are not bound to their sources as properties” but are “distinct individuals
or particulars like objects” (Ibid). Sonic materialism provides a methodological approach to
sound practice in which artists are less composers and more curators of the sonic continuum,
listeners with everyone else. Cox’s sonic materialism allows for an approach to sound that is
called for by post-Schaefferian practitioners and scholars (Windsor 2000; Emmerson 1986,
2000; Smalley 1996; Landy 2007). This approach recognises that neither composers nor
listeners are wholly in control of what will be perceived acousmatic (Demers 2010; Windsor,
2000, p. 31). This is a definite move away from Schaeffer’s attempt to “…create a ‘hybrid
discipline’ capable of grounding both acoustics and musical practice” by extracting the objet
sonore from its context through reduced listening (Kane, 2003, p. 8).
During the 20th century electronic technology significantly challenged notions of music,
noise, silence, listening and hearing. Through artistic practice these notions have been further
complicated as artists question and propose modes of sonic engagement. Approaches to
sound and listening tend to swing between formalist structuralist approaches with an
emphasis on semantics, signs and codes; and phenomenological approaches emphasising
sounds-in-themselves. Semantic approaches to sound and listening offer insights into the
technical, scientific morphology of sound and listening. However, they fail to offer a point of
differentiation from traditional musical approaches that sound practice post electronic music
has tried to differentiate and liberate itself from. Often such structuralist approaches adopt
visualist paradigms of knowing and subjectivity, which are at odds with sound and the
process of listening (Dyson 2009; Metz 1980). Alternatively, phenomenological approaches,
while providing insightful perceptual analysis, fail to acknowledge the semantic implications
of listening and sound, placing all emphasis on the material qualities of sound.
Seth Kim-Cohen’s non-cochlear approach, while problematic, makes an important
contribution to sound theory, calling for scholarship to move beyond the simple explanation
of sonic phenomena. Contemporary sound culture literature finds a middle ground in sonic
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materialism as proposed by Christoph Cox (Cox 2011, 2012; Shrimshaw 2013) and
ecological psychological concepts of sound and listening. Sonic materialism accounts for the
experiential and the representational aspects of sound in sound practice but does not prioritise
perception over context. It defines sound, and sound practice, as a transformative process, a
materialism in which human symbolic life is a specific instance of a transformative and
continuously unfolding process. Ecological psychological concepts of sound, listening and
the sound event are used to ground electroacoustic scholarship; an approach that marries both
structuralist and phenomenological concerns. Elements of ecological psychological,
phenomenological, sonic materialist and semantic approaches to sound practice all have
contributions to offer in understanding the process of listening and the conceptual
development of sound practice and theory.
The way in which sound is ontologically classified affects the metaphysical,
phenomenological and epistemological status that practitioners and theorists accord to sound
in their practice (Casati and Dokic, 2011). This in turn informs the critical approach with
which they engage with sound, listening in a structuralist or phenomenological manner.
Rather than one or the other, it seems that a combination of the two, built on the strengths of
each, is required to develop a critical listening of sound practice which attends to the material
qualities of sound and the social, cultural, semiotic and political relationships that are forged.
The promise of an approach that attends to both of these concerns, based on a truly
interdisciplinary understanding of sound and listening, a move away from signifier/signified
binaries (Erlmann, 2009, p. 17), marks the way towards the development of conceptual sound
art scholarship.
Summary
The most significant and inescapable aspect of the modern soundscape was its noisiness
(Kahn 1999; Hainge 2013). The twentieth century saw huge changes and advancements in
the theoretical, technical and practical knowledge of sound and listening across disciplines.
Facilitated through new technologies and intertwined with changing cultural norms artistic
practice within and outside of music began to incorporate and explore aurality. Once
considered the domain of music, artistic practice challenged musical paradigms of harmony,
structure and method, incorporating all sound and silence concentrating on the experience of
sound, the relationship that it has to space, time and bodies. This is reflected emphatically in
the practice and philosophy of Pierre Schaeffer, John Cage and R.M. Schafer, practices that
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distinctly inspired and shaped later practices with their own conceptions of sound and models
of listening. Part of the difficulty in developing strong conceptual scholarship on sound
practice is the continued dominance of disciplinarity which fails to attend to practice. This is
played out and reflected clearly in the debates revolving around the naming of sound practice
as sound art. Sound practice is fundamentally interdisciplinary, multidisciplinary and transdisciplinary incorporating not just the dominant fields of music and visual art but a variety of
scientific and artistic disciplines.
Philosophical shifts away from visually informed notions of knowledge opened up new ways
of conceptualizing sound and auditory perception. Influenced by experimental and ecological
psychological investigations, contemporary philosophy tends to posit sound as an event, not
an object. Sound here is an unfixed dynamic flux which the listening subject, through the
process of auditory perception, can tap into. Not an object but a continuum, auditory
perception involves more than the simple perception of a sound’s source. Sound, context,
bodies, objects affect and are affected in the sound event. The material specifics of a
sounding event are revealed through auditory perception. Ecological psychological and
elements of phenomenological approaches to sound and listening resonate with the artistic
approaches discussed earlier in the chapter. Artistic models of listening are practice-specific
and context-specific; and as ecological psychologists note, listening is always being
developed, learnt and fine-tuned to specific contexts and experiences.
Scholarship on sound practice swings dramatically between post-structuralist and
phenomenological models. Post-structuralist approaches tend to look at sound culture and
artistic practice mimicking and perpetuating visual epistemological notions of objective
knowledge. Phenomenological approaches fail to acknowledge the structural and semantic
aspects of the sound event. Acknowledging the flaws and attributes of both approaches, there
is a theoretical push towards sonic materialism as a way to engage with the experiential and
physical qualities of sound as well as the social, contextual, political relationships that they
create. It seems that the way forward for scholarship on sound practice is to move away from
an emphasis on disciplinarily situating sound practice and instead, as contemporary
philosophy on sound and ecological psychology demonstrate, to analyse it as a
multidisciplinary ecology of practice. In this way scholarly analysis would not be limited to
developing a fixed or definitive ontology of sound art but instead be able to attend to the
specifics of sound practice.
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Chapter Four
Case Study: Sound Art and Sound Practice

For all the scholarly noise that surrounds sound art there is scant evidence of scholarship
acknowledging the practitioner’s voice. While sound art is analysed and the occasional artist
statement or interview cited (Hegarty 2007; Kim-Cohen 2009; LaBelle 2006, 2010; Licht
2007) or compilation published (Kelly 2011; Zurbrugg 2004; Bandt 2001), practitioners’
critical methods of production and analysis remain muted in sound art scholarship. Chapters
two and three observe the two dominant positions of sound art scholarship: that sound art is
disciplinary; and that it is experiential, rather than conceptual (Kim-Cohen, 2010). As a
practitioner, these assumptions seemed at odds with my experience and approach to my own
practice. In my own practice listening plays an important role in structuring the relationship
between bodies, sound, context and materials; but that relationship is not wholly contingent
upon listening. In my practice sound is vibrant, it affects and shapes my practice, audiences,
objects, media and the contexts in which I work while at the same time affecting sound. For
me, sound has been both structural and existential, generating an experience that is embodied,
both subjective and objective at the same time. This experience informed and shaped the aims
of the qualitative research.
This chapter will detail the results of a series of semi-structured interviews conducted with
Australian sound artists in 2012-2013. The aim of this qualitative research was to explore
sound practice from the perspective of practitioners. Underlying this desire was the
hypothesis that practitioners had conceptual, technical and aesthetic frameworks through
which they develop and reflect upon their practice. It was speculated that sound and listening
would be key to these frameworks, while the identities and terminologies associated with their
practice would also play a role in how they framed, distributed and performed their work. A
series of questions were formulated to cover these key topic areas: Sound Art, Identity,
Practice and Listening. The methodological approach was inspired by my experiences as a
sound practitioner and Pierre Bourdieu’s Field theory. An approach which explores sound in
the arts as a cultural field with emphasis on practice and the experiential specifics of sound.
The chapter will outline and justify the methodological approach of this qualitative research
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in light of the literature reviewed in chapters two and three, before reporting the results
collated from interviews thematically. As outlined in the previous chapters, this thesis seeks
to articulate a critical approach to sound practice that is informed by practice itself. This
chapter documents a key part of this process, listening to the voice of practice. The material
presented here (and analysed in the following chapter) is indicative of the complexity of
practice and some of the key attributes that inform the critical approach this thesis develops.
Background and Aim
The literature reviewed in chapters two and three demonstrated that artistic practice from the
twentieth century significantly challenged conventional aesthetics, epistemologies and
phenomenologies of sound and listening. Musical frameworks, which traditionally informed
epistemological investigations, struggled to account for sounds and listening that broadened
the aural palette, relinquished authorial control, and incorporated non-standardised sounds and
electronic instrumentation. As sounds, instruments and practices moved outside of music in
the twentieth century scholarly terminologies and critical approaches struggled to keep pace.
Post-war practitioners Pierre Schaeffer, John Cage and R. M. Schafer made significant
contributions to rethinking ontologies of sound and phenomenologies of listening. As
documented in chapter three, these practice-based theories were adapted and incorporated into
sound practitioners’ work. As practice moved out of and was defined in opposition to music,
it migrated into the visual arts from the 1970s. However, “while the artists were there, the
writing was not” (Kahn, 2002, p. 5). By the 1980s the term sound art emerged as a way to
define and contain artistic sound practice. Having historical heritage within and without both
the visual arts and experimental/avant-garde music, sound art is a contentious term which
struggles to define or characterise a specific artistic practice. The development of audio/sound
cultures and aural histories from the 1990s acknowledged sounding and listening as
significant throughout history across the arts, not specific to music.
From the turn of the twenty first century there have been attempts to develop conceptual
frameworks to engage with sound art. Intent on defining sound art within the visual arts,
contemporary critical approaches to it, based on the two distinctly different ontologies of
sound, develop strongly phenomenological or post-structural frameworks of analysis.
Phenomenological approaches tend to overlook the structural elements of the practice
resulting in a largely subjective and arguably non-conceptual analysis. Post-structuralist
approaches ignore the experiential qualities of artistic practice, choosing to look and not listen
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about the work. As evidenced in the scholarship, models of sound and listening play a key
role in the theorisation of sound practice. However, while applying these frameworks to
practice, these different models of listening and sound, the practitioners’ voice, their
conceptual, technical and practical methodologies of practice are mute. This qualitative
research seeks to give voice to practitioners, to discover how they navigate disciplinary
demarcations, institutions and scholarly approaches to their practice. It aims to elucidate
practitioners’ methods of conceptual and technical analysis of practice; their own models of
sound and listening. As a consequence of this research there is the possibility that a
framework of analysis could emerge out of practice rather than from scholarship applied to
practice.
Methodology
Based on the practices and scholarship reviewed and my experience as a sound practitioner, I
developed an exploratory and investigative research design to map contemporary artistic
sound practice. A qualitative research design, which allows for an exploratory process of
understanding a social problem or phenomena (Cresswell, 1994), was adopted. Pierre
Bourdieu’s framework of social enquiry, field theory (1993), was significant in justifying and
developing this methodological approach. Bourdieu’s field theory is a sociology of cultural
practice which connects and supports theory with empirical research, grounded in everyday
experience. His approach aims to dissolve objective/subjective, structural/existential divides,
to explore the relationship between theory and practice (Bourdieu, 1993). In field theory,
practice and theory are not binaries but relational, affecting and affected by each other. Field
theory is an analytical framework through which people’s preferences, actions and social
practice can be mapped. Key to Bourdieu’s approach are the concepts of field, doxa, habitus,
capital and reflexivity (Grenfell, 2008, p. 47). These concepts and his methodological
approach will be explained with specific reference to sound art and sound artists.
For Bourdieu society is made up of several fields, each operating within its own rules of
access. The field is the social space in which interactions, transactions and events occur
(Bourdieu, 2005, p. 148). A field consists of sets of historical relations between specific forms
of power or capital (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). According to Bourdieu the field is a
network of objective relations between social agents, groups, and institutions (Prior, 2008, p.
304). The field in this research is sound practice, specifically sound art practice. The
institutions which yield historical power include academic disciplines such as music, visual
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arts, media and communications, and cultural studies; and cultural institutions such as art
galleries or concert halls. The rules of a field, its social norms and practice, are referred as
doxa. Doxa are assumed within a field of practice, and social agents tend to respect the rules
of the field. Simultaneously, however, the rules are shaped and enforced by different social
agents, institutions and bodies in that field to strengthen their position within it. For example
musical conventions of performance are reinforced by the physical architecture and
institutional programme of the concert hall. Doxa can be challenged or redefined in a field of
practice, but the success of the challenge is dependent upon the capital which the social agent
has. For example; while sounding performance can be moved out of the concert hall to defy
musical conventions of performance, it would carry with it more capital if a prominent social
agent within the field of music precipitated it rather than an unknown amateur musician.
Therefore, while the field shapes behaviour via its doxa, social agents can redefine their value
and position within the field.
Agents have capital in a field simply because they have practical sense of operating in the
field. They understand the doxa of a field. Through cultural capital, they can create their
position within the field of cultural production. The habitus defines the ways in which the
individual social agent acts, feels, thinks and is within a particular field (Maton, 2012, p. 52).
A social agent’s habitus, while unique, is not separate from the field but is shaped by doxa of
the field, the range of options visible, the dispositions and embodied experiences of the social
agent (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p. 127). There are multiple habitii in a field of cultural
practice. Habituses compete in the field to establish power, to redefine the field. A social
agent’s capital can be social, economic, cultural or symbolic. Social capital refers to the
agent’s social network of formal and informal resources. Economic capital is accumulated
monetary and property resources of an agent. Cultural capital includes the cultural knowledge
and competencies developed by an agent. Symbolic capital, a result of social, economic or
cultural capital, attributes power to the social agent based on prestige and reputation. If a
social agent has a combination of capital their position in the field is more powerful. Bourdieu
(1986, p. 101) summarises the relationship between habitus, capital, field and practice in the
following equation,
[(habitus)(capital)] + field = practice
In other words, practice results from the relationship between habitus and their capital within
the field (Maton, 2012, p. 51). In the field of sound art practice, the habitus of artists,
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disciplines and institutions compete to redefine the doxa and their value within the field. The
field and the habitus of social agents are affected and affect and define each other. The
researcher comes to know agents’ dispositions through interviews and observations. By
establishing the field, the first objective stage of research, and then examining the habitus,
posited as subjective, Bourdieu’s field theory does not differentiate between objective and
subjective knowledge but sees them as relational (Maton, 2008, p. 49) (Prior, 2008, pp. 304305). Finally, Bourdieu insists on the reflexivity of the researcher. That is, the
acknowledgement and constant reflection of the researcher on the effects of their own
position in distorting their objectivity. By investigating this relationship, preferences, power
relations and doxa, definitions common to a field reveal and define themselves in and through
practice.
Research Design
The literature reviewed in chapter three established the historical power and capital in this
field of research, music and visual arts. Through a series of interviews with sound artists a
more detailed map of the field will develop as well as a detailed understanding of the
habituses that make it up. A total of nine participants were involved in this research.
Participants were selected based on their established identities within the Australian and
global context as sound artists. Two of the participants were female, seven were male. Prior to
the research it had been identified that most practitioners came from disciplinary backgrounds
of fine arts, music and media production. As such an attempt was made to select practitioners
from across these different disciplinary backgrounds. The interview was semi-structured and
conducted via email correspondence. The interview questions were formulated around five
topics; Sound Art, Identity, Practice, Australian Sound Art and Listening. In each topic there
were key questions followed by possible prompt questions. The first four topic areas were
covered in the first email interview and the listening questions were asked as follow up
questions in another email interview. Prospective participants were approached via email and
supplied with the first four topic area questions and a participant information and consent
form. In each topic area there were primary questions followed by possible prompt questions.
Participants could choose to just answer the primary questions or answer both the primary and
prompt questions. Most participants answered both the primary and prompt questions
supplied. Participants returned their answers via email. Responses were read through and
follow up questions asked if further clarification was required. A series of general follow up
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questions were asked of all participants regarding listening. Not all participants replied to
these questions.
Once all data was collected Nvivo was used to organise the responses. Thematic analysis was
used to organise and encode the qualitative data (Boyatzis, 1998, p. vii). Not tied to any
particular epistemology or discourse, thematic analysis reviews the data and codes it with
words or phrases to organise it (Ibid). Out of these codes emerge themes. A theme captures
something important about the data in relation to the research or represents a patterned
response or meaning within the data (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 82). Thematic analysis
entails a reflective process of analysis; it not only organises data but also “interprets various
aspects of the research topic” (Ibid, p. 79). Virgina Braun and Victoria Clarke’s guide to
thematic analysis develops a six-phase process to conduct thematic analysis. The researcher
must become familiar with the data; generate initial codes; search for themes; review the
themes; define and name the themes, and finally produce a report on the results. Throughout,
the researcher is active in the interpretation of the data. Using this process, data in this project
was organised into themes, as outlined below.
After becoming familiar with the data and generating initial codes it was clear that the topic of
Australian Sound Art was out of the scope of this project. As such this topic was dropped
from further analysis. This results report includes the topics of Sound Art, Identity, Practice
and Listening which were addressed in section 1, 2, 3 and the follow up questions on
Listening, section 4. The questions, including key questions and related prompts, were as
follows:
Section 1: Sound Art
1. What do you understand sound art to be?
a)
b)
c)
d)

Do you think “sound art” is a useful term?
Do you think “sound art” defines a disciplinary set of practices?
How would you define sound art?
Do you think “sound art” is accommodating of all sound practice?

Section 2: Identity
2. Do you think you are a sound artist, why/why not?
a)
b)
c)
d)

What do you call yourself?
Has your background or training influenced this– experience based or formal education?
Is your identity based on what you are working on and funding?
Does your identity change?
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e) Do you think “sound artist” is a useful title?

3. Do you work as a solo practitioner or are you part of a community/collective?
a) How does this influence or shape your identity?
b) Do you feel isolated from any particular community, institution or discipline?
Section 3: Practice
4. What do you call your practice and why?
a) Do you call it music, art, performance etc.?
b) Do you work with sound alone or is it only one of the mediums you work with e.g.: sound for
image, sound sculpture, and sound for dance?
5. Can you describe your process of creative practice? What processes do you go through to
make a work?
a) Can you give a specific example of a work and the processes you go through?
b) How do you decide what is working and what is not?
c) Do you work with traditional instrumentation? Do you use an instrument? What is your
relationship with the instruments you use?
d) Is the acoustic environment important to your works?
e) Is the place where your work is performed/exhibited important to your practice and the
work?
f) Is your presence important to the work?
6. How do you show your work?
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)

An exhibition or performance or recording for example?
Is a performance or an exhibition the ‘final product’ of your work?
Is your work recordable or is real time experience important?
Is space in which the work shown informed by your practice?
How do you document your work?

7. Do institutions, funding bodies or communities around you influence, inform and shape
your work?
a) Are there particular institutions/communities that are more partial to your work?
b) In regards to exhibiting or funding?
c) Does this influence what you call your work or how you present it? How?
Section 4: Listening
8. What does listening mean to you?
a) Paul Hegarty in Noise/Music (2010) says “Hearing is the simple perception of sound, Barclay
listening is reflective conscious hearing” (p. 197) Do you differentiate between listening and
hearing? Do you see one as more active or passive?
b) “Music has long eluded analysis in terms of representation and signification and, as a result,
has been considered to be purely formal and abstract” (Cox, 2011, p. 148). Some, such as
Rose Rosengard Subotnik, characterise musical listening as a structural listening focused on
formal relationships within the work (1996). Do you identify with this notion of "structural"
listening?
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c) Ecological psychologist; William Gaver, Auditory psychologist; Albert Bregman and
philosopher Casey O’Callaghan note that “…acoustic events are multifold” (Bregman, 1999,
p. 10). They talk about the experience of listening as process in which we don’t just attend to
sounds per se but to the entire sound event. That is, the environment and the observer are
inextricably bound and therefore the environment, observer and the relationships forged
between them in the process of auditory perception need to be considered. Is
space/place/geography/environment important in defining your understanding of listening?
d) Seth Kim-Cohen argues strongly against a purely perceptual analysis of sound practice stating
that “As far as the experience of art is concerned, the revelation of phenomena is not enough”
(2010, p. 112). He believes that a focus on sounds has hindered the development of sonic art
literature. Do you think that there is too much focus on listening within sound practice? Do
you agree or disagree with Kim-Cohen?
9. What role does listening play in your practice?
a) Does your listening change according to the context or production process; for example
listening during recording, performance, or production?
b) How would you describe your listening? Does it have a name?
c) Does this listening practice inform creative decisions in your practice? Does it shape the
work?
d) Is your listening practice informed by any particular language of description or analysis?
e) A number of artists have articulated specific forms of listening in their work. For example
Pauline Oliveros encourages a practice of Deep Listening, La Monte Young a practice of
being in a sound, R. Murray Schaeffer a listening to all sounds and Pierre Schaeffer of
acousmatic listening. Do you relate to or appropriate any artist’s or theorists listening practices
into your own understandings of listening?

To thematically organise the data each topic went through a process of coding and analysis
that was expanded and collapsed several times. This process made use of Nvivo and later MS
Word (refer to Appendix C: Process of Thematic Analysis). Sound Art, Identity, Listening
and Practice, were interrelated and provided insight into the overarching investigation; the
field of sound art practice. To get to the final thematic coding hierarchy each section topic of
question responses went through a rigorous process of recording, expansion and contraction.
Since the topics of sound art and identity were strongly interrelated they were analysed
together. The topic of Practice was looked at in the context of the themes established by the
analysis of the first two topics of sound art and identity. The topic of Listening was also
analysed in the context of the themes established by the analysis of the first two topics of
Sound Art and Identity, coupled with the additional sub-themes introduced by the topic of
Practice. It should be noted that since the topic of Listening was asked in a follow up email,
not all participants responded. A total of six out of the nine participants did respond. This is
more than half of the participants, as such, the data will be included in the analysis process.
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Based on interview responses to the four topic areas, three key themes emerged: Terminology
and Identity, Historical and Disciplinary Divides, and Negotiation (refer Figure 4-1). The
hierarchy of themes and sub-themes for Terminology and Identity is illustrated in Figure 4-2.
Identity Terminology has four sub-themes: Defining Sound Art from the outside, A field of
practice; from the inside, Usefulness of the term Sound Art and Problematic non-specificity of
sound art. Historical and Disciplinary divides has five subthemes: disciplinary background,
disciplinary divides, isolation and community, the historicization of Sound Art and funding
and institutions. The hierarchy of themes and sub-themes for Historical and disciplinary
divides is illustrated in Figure 4-3. Historical and Disciplinary divides has five sub-themes:
disciplinary backgrounds, disciplinary divides, isolation and community, funding and
institutions and the historicisation of sound art. The hierarchy of themes and sub-themes for
Negotiation is illustrated in Figure 4-4. Negotiation has five sub themes: multiple
identities/contexts, relationship between identity and disciplinary background, multiple modes
of practice, practice vs. product and collaboration and interdisciplinary practice.

1. Identity and
Terminology

2. Historical and
Disciplinary Divides

3. Negotiation



Defining sound art from
the outside



Disciplinary
background



Multiple
identities/contexts



A field of practice from
the inside



Disciplinary Divides







Usefulness of the term
sound art

Isolation and
Community

Relationship between
identity and disciplinary
background?



The historicisation of
sound art





Collaboration and
interdisciplinary
practice

Funding and Institutions



Practice vs product



Problematic nonspecificity of sound art

Figure 4-1: Thematic organisation of qualitative research data
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Figure 4-2: Hierarchy of themes in Identity and Terminology

Figure 4-3: Hierarchy of themes in Historical and Disciplinary Divides

Figure 4-4: Hierarchy of themes in Negotiation
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To summarise, themes emerged out of the collected data, the practitioners’ interview
responses. Data was first coded in Nvivo but was reformatted in MS word. In MS Word
responses were numbered to correspond to answers to clearly show what responses belonged
where and then check coding was correct and complete (Appendix C: Process of Thematic
Analysis). This was a quality control measure to check that responses had been coded and
included in the appropriate themes (refer to memos evidenced in Appendix C). The process of
coding, finding key words/themes in responses, organised interviewee responses based on a
theme. Once collated, responses were analysed again. After the process of thematic coding
and analysis of data from the different topic areas, three key themes emerged. Identity
Terminology, Historical and Disciplinary divides and Negotiation. Each of these key themes
have subthemes. The demographical information collated from Topic 2: Identity is integrated
into the appropriate themes to support and or contextualise results.
The challenge of thematically analysing this data was the highly interconnected quality of
topics investigated, such as identity, practice and institutional context. As a result some
responses are relevant to multiple themes, and the themes themselves are strongly interrelated.
To avoid redundancy an effort has been made to report responses in detail within the theme
that they are most related to. When they overlap with another theme they are cited but not
reported verbatim. This research design, methodology and interview questions were all
approved by The Human Research Ethics Committee of the University of Canberra 19th
October 2012. Refer to Appendix C.
Results
A total of nine practitioners participated in the interviews. They were: Leah Barclay, Colin
Black, Peter Blamey, Jim Denley, Paul Gough, Cat Hope, Luke Jaaniste, Tom Smith and
Vincent Wozniak-O’Conner. All practitioners have called themselves or have been called
sound artists at some stage in their career. They are all Australian or working in Australia and
their ages range from between 28 to 60. Refer to Table B to D in Appendix A to see a
summary of this data. Question 2 a and b and 3, were used to collate quantitative data on the
participants involved in order to clearly illustrate the types of identities, titles and
backgrounds that practitioners who could be associated with the field of sound art practice.
Practitioners came from three distinct disciplinary backgrounds: Fine Arts, Media or Music.
Those without formal training, Denley and Gough, felt more or less affiliated with one of
these fields. This demographic data is summarised in Table A: Disciplinary backgrounds of
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interviewees (Appendix A: Tables). The results report will integrate the demographic data into
the thematic analysis. The aim of this is to account for and explore correlations between
responses, experiences and terminology based on disciplinary backgrounds. Analysis is
informed by the participant’s responses, as well as other published material on their practice.
The results will be reported by theme, Identity Terminology, Historical and Disciplinary
Divides and Negotiation, integrating data from Appendix A: Tables and referring to Appendix
B: Interviews. Interviews in Appendix B are organised via topic and question. In cases where
respondents answered in paragraphs rather than each individual question, data was organised
to correspond to the question numbers. When this has occurred it is noted at the top of the
theme’s transcript.
Please note; in this report when talking about Sound Art as an institutional construct it will be
written in capital letters. When using the term in referring to the field of practice that
participants participate in, it will be written without capital letters.
Theme 1: Identity and Terminology
The theme of Identity and Terminology emerged primarily from the Section 1: Sound Art Q. 1
and Section 3: Practice Q. 4-7 and Section 4: Q. 8 and 9. This theme and the sub-themes it
contains focus on how practitioners define and characterise Sound Art and sound art practice.
Out of the nine artists interviewed only two were female artists, the other seve

n were male. How

gender indentity may affect practitioners’ relationship to practice, practitioners, identity and
community and funding was not explored explicitly in my interviews and is therefore not
reported on or accounted for in my results.

Data for this theme will be organised under the

titles of the four sub-themes; Usefulness of the term sound art, Problematic non-specificity of
sound art, Defining sound art from the outside and A field of practice from the inside. Within
the last two sub-themes further thematic analysis is made under the themes of listening and
space, performance and liveness and sound art and physical phenomena. Please refer to
Figure 4-2 for a graphic depiction of the thematic hierarchy of Identity and Terminology.
Theme 1a: Usefulness of the term sound art
Topic 1: Sound Art, Q. 1. a asked Doyouthink“soundart”isauseful
? Responses
term to
this question were conflicted. Participants’ ambivalent definitions of sound art characterises
their responses regarding its usefulness. Some identified sound art as useful, non-specific or
restricted and negative concurrently. While interviewees did use the title and assume the
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identity of sound art/ist, it was to secure funding/support or contextualise their work in a
particular institution. Sound art/ist was not the only identity which they assumed (refer to
Appendix A: Table B and Table C) and at times they felt it could hinder or inhibit their
practice. In general participants found sound art, as a term, conditionally useful. The positive
attributes that participants associated with sound art were, firstly, that it was an easy identifier
of a general area of creative practice and, secondly, that this generality empowered some
practitioners with a sense of freedom in their practice. Criticisms of Sound Art were
conflicted. Some found sound art problematic because it lacked specificity, broadly defined as
anything that is not music. Others felt it was too restrictive and inhibited their practice. These
responses are reported in detail below.
Out of the nine practitioners interviewed only Leah Barclay stated that sound art was a useful
term without any qualification: “Yes, I find it a very useful term that covers a broad spectrum
of practices that involve creatively working with sound” (Barclay, Q.1. a). All other
participants were less certain in their responses and defined sound art as only conditionally
useful. Most participants agreed that sound art is useful in providing a vague idea of where
their work is situated. As Luke Jaaniste says, “Yes giving words to something is important
and not bad at all, if down from practice, so I'm not arguing for a non-labelling mode, that's
for sure” (Jaaniste, Q. 1. a). However, participants are conflicted in qualifying the less useful
aspects of the term sound art. Two distinctly different criticisms emerged: one that sound art
is not useful because it is non-specific and too general; and the other that it is so specific that
it restricts definitions of sound art and practice.
Peter Blamey, Colin Black, Tom Smith and Jim Denley state that while they don’t mind if
someone calls their work sound art, they do not label their work as such. Blamey and Smith
explain that they think it is an unimaginative and ‘daggy’ title for a practitioner to give their
work. As Blamey explains,
…the idea of an artist or collective describing their own work as ‘sound art’ strikes me as a bit of a
deficit of imagination on their part!...But used casually it is not so bad, although I wouldn’t use it to
describe my own work (Blamey, Q. 1).

In a similar tone Smith says, “For me, sound art tends to conjure images of dorky serious
people in black t-shirts playing with sine waves or something along those lines” (Smith, Q. 1).
Both Smith and Blamey feel that the biggest problem with sound art as a name for one’s work
is that it is not specific enough (Smith and Blamey, Q.1).
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Participant’s hesitation towards the use of the term reflected in their Reponses in Topic One:
Sound Art, are supported their responses in Topic Three: Practice, Q.4. When asked about
what media they use in their practice not one participant worked with sound exclusively
(Q.4.b). Although, at times, their practice was dominated by the medium of sound and often
on collaborative projects they were the ‘sound advisor’, they all expressed an openness to all
media, an openness which is evidenced in the various projects they have been involved with
(refer to Q.4 and 5.). All practitioners felt that more varied terms could and should be used to
describe practice. Participants’ responses to Topic Three, Q. 4. strongly indicate that their
practice is not fixed but changing. This is explicitly stated by both Vincent WozniakO’Conner and Luke Jaaniste (Q. 4. b). Whilst Cat Hope notes that what she names her work
changes, she states that the changes in name are directed by “…application and opportunity”
(Q.4. a). Blamey makes the observation that what his work is called is also directed by the
context in which it is experienced (P. Blamey, Q.4. a).
One practitioner, Wozniak-O’Conner, proposed that sound art is too restrictive and often
confused with practices of performance. As he states, “…it seems to be restricted in terms of
describing a set of practices devoted to a narrow field of interest” (Wozniak-O’Conner, Q. 1.
a). While at first this may seem at odds with the proposal by other practitioners that it is too
vague it is actually echoing their concerns. In simply labelling something sound art it fails to
attend to the specific details of their practice, restricting it to a narrow field of interest. As
such, in general interviewees felt that sound art is not useful in describing or reflecting their
dynamic artistic practices, the variety of media they use and the multiple venues and
institutions in which their work is exhibited or performed.
In response to Q.7, Topic three: Practice, most of the participants did note that some
institutions and communities are more receptive to their work based on the way they labelled
it and the identity they assumed. No participant specified which communities or institutions
were more welcoming of their practice but Black, Wozniak - O’Conner and Blamey do say
that they are communities and institutions that are more ‘open minded’ (Q.7. a). In general,
there is a sense of despondency communicated in participants’ responses regarding securing
funding or any institutional support (Q.7. c). As Blamey says,
Despite some attempts, I don’t feel that there is any particular tertiary institution or institutions making
all that much out of sound art or related areas at either a theoretical or practical level at the moment.
Perhaps sound is now widely accepted as an artistic medium and no longer requires special focus, but I
doubt it! (Q.7. c)
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Participants also note that their work is classified differently depending on the context in
which it is being exhibited or performed in (refer Q.4). As such, in terms of theory and
practice, the term ‘sound art’, for the participants interviewed, is not useful in securing
institutional support and does not appropriately describe their work and practice.
Theme 1b: Problematic non – specificity of sound art
The vacillation over the use of sound art evidenced by the participants’ responses is due to the
problematic non-specificity and restrictiveness of the term. Blamey, Smith, Denley, Jaaniste
and Black identify the term sound art as useful but hold that its usefulness is outweighed by
the lack of specific engagement with a practitioner’s practice that it encourages. Participants’
thoughts of restrictiveness tie in with other respondents’ accusations of non-specificity. Both
parties are calling for project specific labelling of creative practitioners and their work; a
labelling that progresses and can change with one’s work. Smith believes that sound art’s
non-specificity is partially responsible for a lack of conceptual engagement and development
of practice in this field. As he states, “For me, the social implications of the strange
ontological category ‘sound artist’ - are not particularly alluring or helpful” (Smith, Q. 1).
Peter Blamey concurs:
…artists can use whatever medium they choose. If an artist can use paint without it being called ‘paint
art’ or use garbage without it being called ‘garbage art’ then an artist can use sound without it being
called ‘sound art.’ As unpopular as it might be, on the whole I don’t think it’s unreasonable to use a few
more words to describe an artist, an art work or a field of endeavour. And even if a simple term is used,
surely the artist (or artists), their practice and their work is more important than any designation
(Blamey, Q.1)

Luke Jaaniste also expresses a hesitation to the application of labels to creative practice as
they do not serve practice which is complex, fluid and dynamic (Q. 1.a)). Rather, a title or
term, sets up a definitional dialectic which is not representative of a creative practice. Tom
Smith and Colin Black both feel is demonstrated in current definitions of sound art. As Black
says,
The infiltration of sound art today has spread to such an extent that it seems that almost any type of
music that can be considered remotely experimental can be labelled as sound art and that to me is very
problematic… (Q. 1. a).

Rather than defining anything specific it is used to name anything that does not fit into music.
As such, although sound art might give a general idea about a field of practice, its generality
also poses conceptual problems in developing an interesting and productive dialogue around
one’s practice.
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Simultaneously, however, sound art’s non-specificity leads Barclay and Hope to describe it
positively as an opening up their practice, encouraging cross-disciplinary and at times an
interdisciplinary practice. This understanding and approach to sound art is reflected in
Barclay’s definition of sound art, “An interdisciplinary contemporary art practice where the
primary focus and medium is sound” (Barclay, Q. 1. a). Both participants think that sound art
should be accommodating of all practice, contrary to all other participants’ responses (Q.1. b
Hope and Barclay). However, they both note that it is advantageous in certain contexts,
specifically musical contexts, for them to call themselves composers and their work
electroacoustic music composition to be taken more seriously.
Jim Denley who acknowledges that sound art has been overused also believes it was
necessary to have a name for something, which is not music,
Wittgenstein says that words are like buckets, they fill up with experience and eventually overflow –
then you need a new word. ‘Music’ was a pretty full bucket. ‘Sound art’ worked for a while as a new
fresh bucket with plenty of room…If we need to make distinctions between music and sound art – then
it is useful (Q. 1. a)).

While there was a general trend expressed by some participants to define sound art as a
historical happening or movement, most felt that this was indicative of the fact that sound art
is now anachronistic (Denley, Black, Jaaniste and Smith, Blamey, Q. 1.). As Blamey
suggests, “Personally I think that, as a term, ‘sound art’ has done its dash” (Blamey, Q. 1).The
details of participants thoughts on sound art as a historical concept is reported on and
discussed in more detail in the theme of historical and disciplinary divides.
Theme 1c: Defining sound art from the outside
In describing and defining Sound Art, Section One: Sound Art, participants expressed a
resistance towards the term. Most argued against the use of the term with one participant,
Wozniak-O’Conner, refusing to define it at all. Other participants, such as Jaaniste and
Blamey, were wary of offering definitions that simply identified what sound art was not.
Whilst most practitioners acknowledged the need to label practice, they expressed a desire for
a label that did not pigeonhole them but rather facilitated an opening out of their practice.
Some participants proposed that the best way to think about sound art is as a historical
concept. Blamey, Jaaniste, Wozniak-O’Conner and Denley all assert that sound art is a term
that refers to a particular historical movement. As Blamey states,
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… for me the term ‘sound art’ became useful at the time when artists using sound felt a need to identify
themselves and their work as something outside of the traditions, practices and aesthetic considerations
of music (Blamey, Q.1. c)

Jaaniste’s response corroborates Blamey as he describes sound art as a practice that
“…doesn't have the traditional formats or delivery of music” (Jaaniste, Q. 1). Jaaniste and
Blamey define sound art practice in opposition to or outside of music. Jim Denley, Tom
Smith and Colin Black’s responses concur (Appendix B: Q. 1). As Smith says,
…I would say it tends to be non-musical, non-narrative, can comfortably be placed in a gallery context,
and displays some sort of self-conscious effort on behalf of the artist, to make sound the primary vector
of meaning in the artwork (Smith, Q. 1)

However, Black and Smith both question the notion of sound art as not-music. To them this is
problematic because it does not tell us anything specific about the work except that it not a
traditional musical work. Interestingly, both of these participants make vague reference to the
idea sound art is a genre of music (Appendix B: Smith, Q.1. a and Black, Q.1. b).
Theme 1c: Sound Art and Physical Phenomena
Sound Art and Physical Phenomena, the sub-theme of Defining sound art from the outside,
focuses on definitions and attributes of practice, identified by interviewees, rather than
responding to terminology. Four of the nine participants incorporated a central theme into
their definition of Sound Art, describing it as a practice that explores the physicality and
physical phenomenon of sound. This emerged in the definitions proposed by Blamey, Hope,
Black and Barclay (Appendix B: Q. 1). The importance of sonic phenomena to participant
definitions of Sound Art is re-iterated in their responses to Section 4: Listening, Q8.d). Most
responses are ambivalent to Kim-Cohen’s statement that “As far as the experience of art is
concerned, the revelation of phenomena is not enough”. Tom Smith describes this statement
as “a bit dramatic” and that “…if anything I think there is not enough discussion of sounds in
music criticism, and not enough people making new sounds” (Appendix B: Q.8. d)). He also
contends that if what Kim-Cohen is proposing is true, then it probably occurs in “a white,
privileged, male and institutionally supported context” (Ibid). Jim Denley is more interested
in the “music and sound art and understanding the culture around sound art”. As he sees it,
listening is his main act, not reading. For him sound perception is central to his practice, as
such, in terms of its place in sonic arts literature it matters to him as much as it helps to make
sense of his work. For his personal practice, conceptualism is not as important as sonic
perception and phenomena.
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Whilst Peter Blamey supports Kim-Cohen’s “ongoing appraisal of the sound arts in relation to
notions of conceptualism” he does not feel that focus on sonic phenomena is to blame for this
not happening (Blamey, Q.8. d), instead citing “fairly ordinary writing” on the subject of
sound arts. Wozniak-O’Conner’s response echoes Blamey’s (Wozniak O’Conner, Q.8. d).
Similarly, Jaaniste does not completely disagree with Kim-Cohen, but believes that “there are
major problems with the assumptions that various bodies of knowledge bring to sonicexperience and sonic-aesthetic encounters” and that a more holistic approach to sonic arts
practice is required (Jaaniste, Q.8. d).
Reflected through participant opinion on Structural Listening and the problems facing sonic
arts literature is the idea that formal listening structures are insufficient (Appendix B: 8. b).
Most participants’ responses express a desire for literature on sound practice to engage with it
on its own terms, paying attention to sonic phenomena and doing so from an interdisciplinary
perspective. Responses to structural listening will be reported in more detail in A field of
practice; from the inside: Listening and space.
Theme 1d: A field of practice; from the inside
Although most participants prefer not to call their work all identify that at some stage their
work has been called sound art or they have called their work sound art. Leading to the
question: if this practice is not sound art, what is it? As a way to develop a sense of this
participants were asked about specific features of their practice. When discussing their own
practice (Topic Three: Practice) and their listening practice (Topic Four: Listening), there
were common threads between participants’ practices, whether they engaged in circuit
bending, improvisation or sampling. Two themes in particular emerged: Performance and
Liveness and Listening and Space. These two themes illustrate characteristics of this field of
practice.
Theme 1d: Listening and space
All participants differentiated between the terms listening and hearing in response to Q. 8. a
Section 4: Listening. Hearing is defined as more passive, unconscious and physiological.
Listening is defined as more active, conscious and psychological. However, in practice
participants expressed a difficulty in separating hearing and listening explaining that they
often happen at the same time. This is best explained by Blamey,
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The relationship between the two hangs on notions of attention, where inattention is an equally
important factor. What one hears or mishears, or listens or doesn’t listen to, or pays attention to or
passes over seems to oscillate moment by moment, and this oscillation forms our both perceptions of
and negotiations between our external and internal environments, and between the personal and the
social: in other words, you could say that it’s in the figurative space of these oscillations that meanings
are made (Blamey, Q. 8. a).

“Whole body listening” was proposed by Jaaniste, Wozniak-O’Conner and Denley. They
referred to this as an embodied form of listening, not located in the ear-brain but very much
related to space and body.
All participants, six of the nine who responded to topic four, identified listening as a part of
their creative process (Q. 9. b and c). Denley and Smith see listening as central to their
practice. Smith does note that due to the nature of his practice he uses a “very technical and
descriptive music production terminology” (Smith, Q. 9.d) to talk about his work with peers
and colleagues. Smith is the only practitioner who specifically references another
practitioner’s approach to listening (Q.9. e): he acknowledges Edgard Varese’s organised
sound because
…He wasn't so much seeking to incorporate previously unmusical sounds into music …but in
sublimating all sounds in to a field where they could be captured, contextualised, changed and tinkered
with to form organised sound

As such he believes that Varese’s organised sound is less dogmatic, and so an approach that
he incorporates into his practice (Smith, Q.9. e).Wozniak-O’Conner characterises his listening
as an electronic listening as opposed to an acoustic listening. Acknowledging that he likes the
idea of acoustic listening, in his practice, he attends mainly to the electronic space. He
expands on his understanding and practice of listening in response to Q.9 d, as he states,
“(listening) reveals a connection to site and sound via listening- but according to the
electromagnetic spectrum rather than the audible” (Wozniak-O’Conner, Q. 9.d). For Blamey
listening is not central to his work but it does play a constant role in his practice. In particular,
listening ‘evens out’ the performer/audience division in his exhibitions/performances, shifting
focus from him as performer to equal listener with the audience (Blamey, Q. 9. d).
All participants cited personal taste/intuition, personal listening and inviting others, be it peers
or audiences, to listen and give feedback (Q. 5. b) as a part of the creative process that
informed decision making. Listening is also emphasised in the performance or exhibition of
works. Blamey, Wozniak-O’Conner and Jaaniste prefer “homely” performance scenarios
where the performer/audience divide breaks down, and they see themselves as listeners, along
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with the audience (Blamey and Wozniak-O’Conner Q. 5. b, Jaaniste, Q. 6). Paul Gough,
whose practice is generally not concerned with site specificity, also notes listening as a skill
he has developed over time that has become an important part of his practice (Gough, Q.5).
He also notes that in performances he tweaks tracks to sound better in the performance space.
Denley does not talk about a performer/audience divide but does express the need for intense
listening when performing, especially when improvising (Denley, Q.5).
When participants were asked about the role that listening played in their practice (Topic
Four: Listening, Q.9. and 9.a) all participants stated that their listening changed according to
the practice context1. Smith, Denley and Blamey note the difference between
production/recording listening and performance listening. Blamey calls post production
listening critical listening and performance as more an engagement with the moment, the
relationships between sounds, bodies and space. Denley also notes that recording/production
recording tends to be a more critical listening. Similarly, Smith notes that his post production
listening is much sharper whilst performance listening is more about flow (Smith, Q. 9. and 9.
a). He expands on this idea in response to question 8. a. as he reflects on how once his home
was a dedicated listening place and public space was not. Now home is his distracted hearing
space and public space, events, are where he actively listens. He proposes that this may have
something to do with the internet – home is where he collects ideas for his practice through
reading about events or tracks and collects samples, and so now his dedicated listening is
done at events, in public space. Jim Denley’s response concurs with Smith’s as he notes that
whilst he hears recordings as playback of listening events it is only at actual events, in public
space, that he actively listens. None of the other participants made comments regarding where
they listen or hear. Contrary to this Wozniak O’Conner states that his sensitivity to sound has
diminished with self-inflicted hearing damage. As such he states, “I can get indifferent to
sound in general” (Q. 9, a). Despite this Wozniak-O’Conner has made reference to the
importance of a space, in terms of context, and the affect it has on his practice (WozniakO’Conner, Q5.e).
In Topic Four: Listening, in response to Q.8 b, no practitioner identified with the notion of
Structural Listening. As a concept of the discipline of music, they all felt it was not applicable
to all musical instances. Smith, Blamey and Wozniak O’Conner do not relate to the idea of

1

It should be noted that not all participants responded to Topic Four: Listening. A total of six out of nine of the participants
responded. One of the six, Colin Black responded with a statement that did not specifically respond to each question.
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structural listening at all. Vincent Wozniak-O’Conner states that he finds it difficult to
identify any formal musical structures and as such does not rely on this mode of listening at
all. Blamey and Smith both question the relevance of such a listening and if it still exists in
contemporary music. It should be noted that it was not specified in the question that structural
listening is a paradigm that belongs to classical music. As such as Blamey states,
Cox’s statement seems to echo the traditional stance of musicology – a discipline that struggles to make
an account of music beyond the score, and one that I personally don’t feel is very relevant. Without
going into great detail I basically think the idea that music eludes representation and signification has
been more or less debunked (Blamey, Q. 8.b).

He continues that such a listening is not of much use as just identifying the musical structures
of sound work does not tell us anything about the work other than formal structures.
Similarly, Tom Smith believes not only that “…pure formal, abstract listening is not
possible…” but that such a listening is very limiting to one’s understanding and experience of
sounds or music. As he states,
Sounds and music are complex bundles of signifiers: it wouldn't be meaningful to describe someone's
sound or music purely in formal terms – it would also be necessary to describe which gallery or venue it
was in, who was in the crowd, how many people, how popular or prestigious is the artist, who organised
the show, what record label is involved, which sites reviewed it etc. etc., in order to describe what a
particular, sound, piece of music, or performance actually ‘means’ to people (Smith, Q. 8. b).

Denley states that he does use structural listening to identify musical and non-musical sounds
when he is improvising but he does not place one over the other but uses the space, the sounds
that come with it, as part of the performance (Denley, Q. 8.b). Jaaniste, trained in listening
“like that” prefers to listen in a way in which his “bodily processes right here as they are
interacting with all the sounds coming all around” (Jaaniste, Q. 8.b). As such, Denely and
Jaaniste’s responses to this question reiterate the importance they place on whole body
listening connected to specific acoustic spaces and contexts. According to practitioners
Structural Listening does not tell one anything about the experience of a sound or musical
work, making it limiting and uninformative outside of the formal structure of a musical work.
Knowledge of the acoustic environment is important to most of the practitioners’ works. For
Gough and Black, it is not as important. For Gough this is because he releases most of his
work via recording and the later in performance (Q. 5. d). For Black, this is due to the
majority of his work being radio specific and thus it is transmitted via radio (Q. 5. d).
However, all participants recognise that the space the work is experienced in affects and
changes the work even if it is not specifically created for a particular space. Whilst Barclay,
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Smith, Gough and Black focus more on how the technical specifics affect the experience in
different spaces, Hope, Wozniak O’Conner, Blamey and Jaaniste reflect more how the
acoustic space will affect their works (Q. 5. d). It was common amongst all participants to
establish the technical and architectural specifications of a venue prior to exhibition or
performance so that they could adjust their works accordingly. For Wozniak O’Conner,
Jaaniste, Barclay, and Denley’s site-specific works, the space informs the work in terms of
context and acoustics (Q.6. d). For Black the space is important because it metaphorically
informs the work as he sees his work as a portrait or ethnography of different places (Black
Q.6. d). Hope and Blamey do note that there is a certain flexibility regarding the architectural
and technical specifications of a space in which a work is experienced and often they will
work within the specifications available. This is reflected in the responses of Smith and
Gough who both express a preference for certain technical requirements and acoustics but
will ‘make do’ with what is available (Q. 6. d).
In light of participant responses to Topic Four: Listening, Q.8.c the importance placed on the
acoustic environment evidenced in Q.5. d is given even greater gravity. Question 8. c, framed
by the thoughts of ecological psychologist William Gaver, auditory psychologist Albert
Bregman and philosopher Casey O’Callaghan, asked participants if their understanding of
listening was informed by the idea of acoustic events being multifold (Bregman, 1999, p. 10).
Participant responses unanimously agreed that this is how they think about their practice and
how they engage with sound events. All talk about how each particular instance, each
particular sound event, is specific to a specific space, time and bodily interaction. Both
Jaaniste and Blamey talk about the plasticity of an event. Jaaniste emphasises the body,
calling the sound event a bodily event, a living process that is unfolding. In a similar vein
Smith notes that “All my most important listening experiences of late have been in public
places; witnessing a performance, viewing an artwork, or mixing something live” (Smith, Q.
c). Denley , who refers to his work as music, does not use the term sound event, but holds a
similar view to all other practitioners that in his practice he likes “to see the music as woven
into the fabric of space/time” (Denley, Q. 8. c). It should be noted that Colin Black did not
specifically answer this question and it is unclear from his statement if he agrees or disagrees
with an ecological mode of listening. However, it could be inferred from the role he sees for
himself as an artist that he does believe that acoustic events being multifold. As he states,
“sound is a material that I use to create work and as an aware artist the use of this material has
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many implications. These implications can be aesthetic, symbolic or cultural to name but a
few” (Black, Listening).
Theme 1d: Performance and Liveness
In response to Q. 5, Topic 3, in which participants were asked about their creative process, it
became clear that all participants’ practice involved performance. Moreover, ideas of liveness
and the unfolding of the work that performance allows are intrinsic to this (Appendix B: Q. 5.
c). Eight out the nine participants exhibit or perform, a term used interchangeably depending
on the context of their works. Hope, Wozniak-O’Conner, Jaaniste and Smith all identify
themselves as performers (refer to Table B and Q.2. a). Black, a radio artist, does not so much
perform his works as transmits them. For him the transmission is the performance/exhibition
of the work and he values the liveness of the transmission of the work (Black, Q. 6. a). A total
of six out of the nine participants also release recordings of their work, including: Barclay,
Blamey, Hope, Denley, Smith and Gough (Appendix B: Q. 6. c). However, all differentiate
recordings from performances, describing recordings as works in their own right. None of the
participants records performances or exhibitions for distribution (Q.6. e).
Although not all participants felt their presence was necessary or logistically possible in their
works they did note that their presence had implications for how the work is received
(Appendix B: Q. 5. f). Gough and Smith, who primarily release work via recording, note that
when they perform their work the acoustic space, technical specifications, audience dynamics
and improvisation all change the sound and experience of their work. Jaaniste, Blamey and
Wozniak-O’Conner all question the traditional audience/performer relationship, often playing
or exhibiting work amongst the audience as active listeners. Hope, Denley and Barclay do not
see their presence as essential to their work but have a preference to be present and note that
their presence does change the work. All participants contend that their exhibited or
performed work is a work, an event, in its own right (Q.5. f). However, whilst Black, Smith,
Hope and Gough see the performance as a final output of a project, the other five participants
see it as part of their creative process (Q.6. b). Gough, however, does note that at times older
work feeds into the creation of new works, for example; through the documentation process
of collecting loops and sounds, new works develop from existing materials (Gough, Q. 6. b).
Theme 2: Historical and Disciplinary divides
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The theme of historical and disciplinary divides emerged primarily from Section 1: Sound Art
Q. 1 and Section 2: Identity Q. 2. These questions focused on definitions and identification
with the term or title Sound Art. Responses to questions in Section 3: Practice and Section 4:
Listening also reflected and illustrated this theme. To contextualise, support and illustrate the
responses of participants Table A: Disciplinary backgrounds of interview participants, and
Table D: Titles Correlated with Disciplinary Backgrounds (in text when discussed and
available in Appendix A: Tables) were constructed. These tables summarise the data collected
from section one and two. Data for this theme will be organised under the titles of the five
sub-themes; disciplinary background, disciplinary divides, isolation and community and the
historicization of sound art.
Theme 2a: Disciplinary Background
Table 4-A. Disciplinary backgrounds of interviewees illustrates the multiple disciplinary
backgrounds of all the participants interviewed. The table was used to shows trends in the
disciplinary backgrounds of practitioners in the sound art field of practice whilst identifying
relationships between disciplinary backgrounds and participants’ attitudes towards their
identity. Of significance to this theme is the fact that not one participant identifies with only
one title. Denley identifies with just two titles while everyone uses three (5/9) or four (4/9)
different titles. Data for Table 4-A was obtained via question 1. b). Has your background or
training influenced this– experience based or formal education? As evidenced in Table 4-A
three distinct disciplinary backgrounds emerged; music, fine arts and media production. There
is also a fourth column no formal training. Where participants did not provide this
information public sources were used (Smith).
Gough and Denley both state that they do not have formal education. However, they both
have strong experience in and or relationships with specific fields of practice. Whilst Jim
Denley has never completed a formal degree in music he has worked with significant
improvising musicians. As he states,
I'd say I studied composition with the university of phonography, Shakuhachi with Yamaguchi Goro,
and I got to hang out - play and talk with some of the great thinkers on music of our time, e.g. Derek
Bailey, Chris Mann, Rik Rue, John Butcher, Oren Ambarchi, Robbie Avenaim, etc, etc (Denley, follow
up email, Q. 2)

As such Denley is aligned with music in Table A. Similarly, Paul Gough has no formal
education but has an extensive background in radio. As he states,
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I did on the job training at 2UE and have been employed as a sound engineer/broadcaster for 30 years.
As I may have mentioned - this living/breathing/working day to day with sound has an absolute
connection to my work as Pimmon(Gough, follow up email, Q.2).

As such Gough has been aligned with the discipline of media. Peter Blamey was initially
unclear about his disciplinary background: “I have no formal qualifications as either a
musician or artist, if that counts for anything” (Blamey, Q.2). He later reported study in a
media and communications program (including practice and theory), followed by a theoretical
PhD on acoustic phenomena and experimental music (Blamey, follow up email, Q.2). As such
he has been added to the discipline of media for undergraduate study and fine arts for
postgraduate studies.

Fine Arts

L. Barclay
x

C. Hope

x

T. Smith

X

L. Jaaniste

No
formal
training

X
X
X
Xx

x

J. Denley

X
*

P. Gough
V. Wozniak

X

Totals

2/9

Key

Media
Production

Xx

P. Blamey

C. Black

Music

5/9

x
*

x

3/9

2/9

X undergraduate studies
x postgraduate studies

* No formal training but based on experience has been located in this discipline

Table 4-A. Disciplinary Backgrounds of Interviewees
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In Table 4-A disciplinary areas of postgraduate studies have also been added. This is indicated
with a small x as specified in the key for the table. Four of the five participants that have
completed postgraduate studies completed their undergraduate studies in music. Of more
interest is the migration of some participants to different fields to complete postgraduate
work: Cat Hope, Peter Blamey and Colin Black all completed postgraduate studies in fine
arts. Cat Hope pragmatically states that the reason she did her PhD in an art school rather than
a school of music was to enable her to “…include sound art in my research” (Hope, Q. 2. b).
Theme 2b: Disciplinary Divides
As mentioned in the theme of Identity Terminology it was initially hypothesised that
disciplinary backgrounds of participants would influence their artistic identities, practices, and
positions in relation to sound art. As is evident in Table D there is no strong correlation
between disciplinary background and identity terminology. However, in response to Section
2: Q. 2. b), Has your background or training influenced this– experience based or formal
education? Four participants (O’Conner, Barclay, Hope and Black) agree that their
disciplinary background has had a direct influence on how they perceive themselves. As
Black clearly states for example;” I believe my background and training has influenced what I
prefer to label myself, as my understanding of the nuances of various sound practices has
deepened” (Q.2. b). The other participants make general associations between their formative
experiences and creative identities. For example Paul Gough says,
From an early age I was drawn to playing with sound. It's that sense of play that has not only lead me to
the place I am in creatively being 'pimmon' - but it's also defined my career path as an audio engineer
working specifically in radio…So the roots of expressing my creativity lie in these early days and has
provided a sense of identity. I had no formal training (Gough, Q.2. b).

However, in responses to questions in Topic One, six out of the nine participants identified a
tension between the disciplines of music and art. As Tom Smith says,
In my mind, there is some tension between what may be considered the master discourse, in terms of
sound. I'm marginally more comfortable with music, and so I'm happy for music to largely frame my
thinking about sound more broadly - for other people, the inverse is no doubt true (Smith, Q. 1).

Smith, Black, Barclay, Blamey, Jaaniste and Denley all identify that this tension is made
manifest in the use of the word sound art.
Several respondents identified a tension with music as part of the identity of sound art Blamey
and Denley note that the term sound art grew out of the need to name a practice that involved
the sound, being produced from 1970s onwards, and was not strictly musical (Q. 1.a Denley;
130

Q. 1. c Blamey). Interestingly both Smith and Black, believe sound art has come to refer to
anything that is not strictly musical in contemporary usage (Q. 1. b Black and Smith).
Luke Jaaniste believes that university institutions and their modes of education perpetuate this
disciplinary tension between art and music:
The other discourse that plays out in higher ed (sic), is sound art versus (or as distinct from merely)
visual arts…At universities, usually the sound-based people find themselves in whatever counts as the
'misc' bin of visual art disciplines, which is sometimes 'sculpture', sometimes 'new media', sometimes
'time-based media' but from what I understand never sound per se (Jaaniste, Q.1).

Jaaniste believes that practice should not be dictated to by disciplinary institutions but the
reverse; titles of practice should open it out not close it off. Paul Gough echoes this sense of
sound art as marginal or miscellaneous, “Sadly sound as art has been a poor cousin to the
other disciplines - it seems for most the visual feast of art fails to translate to the dedication of
listening for sound art” (Gough, Q. 1.) Blamey proposes that in order to move away from this
disciplinary tension, sound as a medium needs to be “…included in the arts in general rather
than defending a category distinction or discipline” (Blamey, Q. 1. c).
While Barclay and Black are open to the non-specificity of sound art, they report that the title
is not always well received or accepted. Its acceptance is dependent upon the context and
disciplinary background. Both Barclay and Black have been musically trained. Black, a radio
artist, recounts an instance where he was told by a lecturer that he could never be a sound
artist because he had studied music formally in a university. He had been informed by this
same lecturer that “…only art students could become sound artists” (Black, Q.1). Barclay
recounts how the term ‘sound art’ or ‘sound artist’ is viewed negatively when her work is
performed/exhibited at events associated with music. In these contexts, she finds it more
advantageous to refer to herself as a composer. She also notes that when she exhibits
electroacoustic multichannel works in these contexts they are specifically referred to as ‘just
sound art’. While Wozniak-O’Conner and Hope do not explicitly identify a disciplinary
tension it is implied in their responses. For example when Hope commented on Sound Art’s
usefulness she says, “Yes, but it does seem to align with visual art rather than music” (Hope,
Q.1. a). Wozniak-O’Conner notes he feels he is not a sound artist because he has never been
musically trained (Wozniak-O’Conner, Q.3 b), implying that musical training is required to
be a sound artist. This is an ironic response considering Black’s experience.
The tools and instruments that practitioners use in their practice, as described in Topic three:
Practice Q.5. c), demonstrates the relationship that practitioner’s practice has to these two
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‘competing’ disciplines of Music and Art. When participants were asked if they used
traditional instrumentation in their work (Q.5. b), responses aligned strongly with disciplinary
backgrounds. Most of the practitioners have experimented with traditional instrumentation in
their practice. A common trend amongst participants with a background in music is that they
continue to have a strong relationship with traditional instrumentation but no longer practice
traditional music. Hope, Denley and Jaaniste use their instruments in non-traditional ways and
work with improvised music practice/performance, without a traditional score. Their work is
not necessarily performed in a concert hall and often ideas of performativity and audience
divides are being investigated in their practices with a strong focus on real time listening.
Interestingly, Black and Barclay, from music backgrounds, do not neatly fit into this trending
observation. Black, who is a radio artist, and Barclay, whose work has a strong electroacoustic focus, both work with traditional instrumentation, playing it traditionally at times but
outputting it as composed works that are non-traditional. The other participants, from either a
fine arts or media production background, note that whilst they dabble with traditional
instrumentation they never would perform or exhibit it. Generally, these participants’ practice
is focused on circuits, electronics, building electronics, software, and laptop music and at
times hacking.
Theme 2c: Isolation and community
This idea of not belonging due to one’s disciplinary background was specifically addressed in
Section 2: Question 2. g) Do you feel isolated from any particular community, institution or
discipline? Initially responses to this question did not seem particularly insightful. However,
upon further analysis an interesting trend emerged. If a participant felt connected to a
community they felt isolated or removed from institutions/disciplines. On the other hand,
participants that were involved in particular institutions felt more acutely isolated or
misunderstood in different institutional contexts. Peter Blamey, Jim Denley and Tom Smith
do not feel isolated in terms of community (Q. 7). For Jaaniste, Denley and Smith, their
practice is influenced by the creative communities that they collaborate with, in a “negotiated,
emergent way” (Jaaniste, Q. 7.) However, they all qualify that they are not connected with or
supported by institutions or disciplines. Leah Barclay’s experiences. She does not feel isolated
and has strong ties with community and institutions. However, she does express a feeling of
disrespect for her work when she works in a visual arts context (Barclay, Q. 7).
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Hope reports feeling disconnected at a community level of practice due to her location in
Perth, suggesting that the field of practice that she engages with is more active in other parts
of Australia. Wozniak-O’Conner also expresses a feeling of isolation based on the fact that he
lives in outer Sydney. He notes that the sound art community seems to be most active in
Sydney’s inner city. However, he adds to this statement that inner city events are “…more
about getting into the social pages” and are over populated by photographers whist regional
galleries tend do have more funding (Wozniak-O’Conner, Q.7. c). Only Wozniak-O’Conner
and Black feel isolated at a community level. Both testify that this is due to the specificity of
their practice: Wozniak-O’Conner is engaged primarily with sound installation and Black
with radio art. Both feel connected to these specific art communities but as a result isolated
from the broader sound art field of practice. Curiously, as mentioned earlier, WozniakO’Conner feels isolated from the sound art community because he has no musical training
whilst Colin Black feels unentitled to the title and practice of sound art because he went to
music school.

In general participants feel very connected at the level of community. Community refers to a
sound art practice, a field of artistic practice engaged with what they explore in their work.
However, this feeling connectedness is not a feature of their experience when moving
between or working within a certain institutional or disciplinary context. As noted earlier the
majority of participants identify that sound art is a field of practice that continues to define its
self against or between disciplines.

Theme 2d: The Historicization of Sound Art

As reported in the theme of Identity some practitioners identified sound art as a historical
concept (Q. 1. Denley, Black, Jaaniste and Smith, Blamey).However, the history of sound
practice as described by the participants has multiple disciplinary roots. Based on participant
responses, sound art is perceived as a practice that outgrew musical practice and tried to
couch its self in a visual arts practice, only to find that there was little or no literature to frame
or support a non-visual based practice. Paul Gough suggests, sound art has become the poor
cousin of other disciplines, a sort of miscellaneous pile of practice (Q. 1). Whilst some
participants located the historical roots of sound art in music, others located it in visual arts
and some are unclear about where it sits at all.
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Wozniak-O’Conner confidently identifies sound art’s roots in Western experimental musical
practice (Q.1. c), and that this link that shapes and dictates the practices associated with sound
art work. Whilst Smith and Black do not state that sound art is historically rooted in music,
they do note that it defines itself in opposition to music, yet both air the idea that sound art is
a genre of music (Q.1. c). Conversely, Jaaniste locates sound arts practice in visual arts
history. Jaaniste, Barclay and Hope understand sound art as not being music or as being
different from music but as belonging to a visual arts tradition (Q. 1. b, Hope; Q. 1. d,
Barclay; Q.1 and 2. Jaaniste). Jim Denley defined sound art against music (Denley, Q. 1.c)
believing it a historical term invented to make distinctions between sound practices. As he
reflects in his response to Q. 1.c) “…The term ‘New Music’ was already used, referring to
music from the late 1950's – 1975, you can't then have Newer new music”. Denley is
distinguishing between experimental Music, avant-garde music and sound art. It is unclear as
to whether he locates sound art as historically located in music or the visual arts, rather he
sees its existence as pragmatic.
Blamey does not locating sound art locate historically within visual arts or music but he
places it under the general umbrella of the arts. He strongly believes that sound art is a term
of the past stating,
Where once it was a useful term that may have helped encourage those within the arts who were
previously unfamiliar with the broad range of artistic uses of sound (either due to their preference or
their education) to consider sound a valid medium in and of itself, that time has now past (Blamey, Q.
1.c)

Blamey proposes that due to huge amount of scholarship on sound and auditory culture post
2000 there is need to move on from the term sound art and the idea of it not being music and
not being visual. Tom Smith concurs with Blamey saying, “I feel we're slowly moving
towards a vision of 'the arts' which will be more inclusive, with less and less discrimination
against non-object art on behalf of large institutions” (Smith, Q. 1.c). In general, reflected in
this data are varying understandings and origins of the term sound art. Some locate sound
art’s roots in Experimental Music practice, others as a progression of it, others of something
that is not music or is a subgenre of it and no-one specifies its relationship to visual arts but
they tend to acknowledge it as more located there then in music. Of the participants
interviewed, most perceived sound art as a concept and title of the past. A title that was once
useful, and even necessary.
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Theme 2e: Funding and institutions
In Topic Three: Practice, Q. 7, participants were asked how and if institutions, funding bodies
or communities influence, shape or inform their work. Most participants’ responses resisted
this proposal. The sentiment of the practitioners is best expressed by Jim Denley as he states,
“Yes, I'd say I'm always part of a community and it shapes where I go artistically. But
institutions and funding bodies – I bravely say no!” (Denley, Q.7). Other participants were
more pragmatic about how funding bodies influenced what they called their work. Cat Hope
states clearly that the naming of a work can …change depending on the
application/opportunity” (Q. 4. a) and that she sometimes tailors an idea to a grant
opportunity” (Q. 7. c).
In general, participants express feelings of despondency regarding support and funding of
their practice. Cat Hope says that securing funding or a grant is, “…like winning the lottery”
(Q.7. c). Paul Gough expresses feeling of discomfort and ‘dirtiness’ at the idea of applying for
funding (Q.7) and Peter Blamey comments that despite this idea that sound art has been
accepted as an artistic medium, there is very little institutional support for the field of practice
at either a theoretical or practical level (Q.7. c). Wozniak-O’Conner makes the observation
that there is more funding opportunity in regional galleries then in inner city galleries.
Regarding Q.7 a) and b) participants talked about venues that were ‘more open minded’ being
partial to their work and Wozniak O’Conner made the comment that, of course, spaces
without funding outcomes have more capacity for experimentation” (Q. 7. a). Barclay concurs
with this statement. Whilst she states that she does not tailor her work to funding briefs she
does reflect on how doing so, “…is extremely detrimental to intuitive creative processes as
you are constantly driven by outcomes and idealistic measurements” (Barclay, Q.7. a).
Finally, when participants talked about exhibiting and performing, they also noted the
importance of the architectural and technical specifics of a venue (Q.5. e). Many noted a need
for flexibility regarding these requirements because the opportunity to perform or exhibit
seemed to outweigh the venue not being tailor made for the work.
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Theme 3: Negotiation
The theme of negotiation emerged from the data as practitioners were asked to talk
specifically about their practice, how and if their identity changes and if they think the title
Sound Artist is useful The data for this theme was attained using question one and all of its
prompt questions. From the nine participants interviewed there are three clear disciplinary
fields that practitioners came from or are located in, 1) media, 2) fine arts and 3) music. All
participants interviewed have undergraduate degrees or experience based knowledge with
three specific disciplinary fields of practice: music, fine arts or media. Furthermore, of the
participants who completed postgraduate studies, three out of five have moved out of their
undergraduate discipline of study and into the discipline of fine arts. It should be added that
since this research was conducted two of the participants, Smith and Wozniak-O’Conner,
have commenced practice based PhDs at the School of Art and Design, UNSW. The
preference for certain titles in different contexts is reflective of the disciplinary divides that
practitioners continuously have to negotiate. Such as Blamey’s use of the title sound artist to
secure funding or Barclay’s conscious non-use of it in more traditional musical contexts as it
is not as respected as say the work of a composer and finally Black’s experiences. As he says,
It is more what other people or communities like to call me. In some circles I am called a composer, in
others a sound artist, sonic artist and others still a radio artist, audio engineer or radio producer. So my
identity changes somewhat depending on the social and/or professional environment… On reflection I
think that all art is political and that has something to do with what people and communities want to call
my work. There are also hegemonic factors to consider, especially associated with funding and
marketing (Black, Q. 2. b)

Specifically in reference to Table A, it is worthwhile to note that of the five participants that
have completed postgraduate studies three moved from music or media to complete further
research into fine arts. This data corroborates the general feelings of disciplinary divide
expressed by participants. As do the multiple names and identities that practitioners assume
noted in Table D.
Theme 3a: Multiple Identities
Table B: Names participants call themselves, is a summary of participant responses to
question 2 a) What do you call yourself? In total participants reported thirteen different titles:
Musician (6/9), Sound artist(5/9), Performer (4/9), Composer (2/9), Curator (2/9), Audio
engineer (2/9), Radio producer (2/9), Artist (1/9), Academic (1/9), Aural alchemist (1/9),
Audio artist (1/9), Radio artist (1/9), Installation Artist (1/9). The most used title is musician
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with six out of the nine participants identifying with the title. This is closely followed by
sound artist and performer. All the other titles listed have little more than one or two
participants identifying with the title. As evidenced in Table 4-B below eight out of the nine
participants used more than one title. Denley was the only participant that identified with one
title (musician), though he does note that he has previously used the title sound artist (Denley,
Q.2.a)). This is reflected in Table 4-B. Although Blamey is shown in Table 4-B as using the
titles sound artist, artist and musician, he specifies in his response that he only uses the title
sound artist when funding is involved and very occasionally uses musician. His title of
preference is artist (Blamey, Q. 2. a).
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X
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X

1/9
X

1/9

Key X name no longer used.

Table 4-B. Participant Titles
Table 4-C: Participant titles (condensed) uses the same data as Table 4-B but aggregates
some titles into more general categories in order to simplify the distribution. Specifically, any
title that uses the title artist, including sound artist, installation artist, radio artist, etc. was
aggregated into ‘artist’ in Table 4-C. Titles were reduced from a total of 12 to a total of 9
categories. The data in Table 4-C shows two clear dominant titles: musician (6/9) or artist
(6/9) and in some cases both. Just less than half of the participants (4/9) associate themselves
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with the title performer. All of the participants except Paul Gough use the titles musician or
artist (or both). Practitioners’ assume multiple identities according to context, need and or
desire for greater specificity in the labelling of their practice.
While artists were pragmatic about titles, they maintain their individual identity. This
demonstrated in the way that Hope and Barclay talk about their titles stating that it
“…changes according to need…” (Hope, Q. 2. d), specifically the need to secure funding (Q.
2. Barclay and Hope). Blamey, Jaaniste and Wozniak-O’Conner, while offended at the idea
they would tailor their practice to a funding opportunity, do express the need to tailor their
title to the context of their work (Q.2. c). Wozniak O’Conner did not use the title of sound
artist at all, instead preferring more specificity in the titles he assumed audio artist, installation
artist and performer. Sometimes these different identities have been applied to them
depending on the context in which they are preforming. While they do not mind being called
by multiple different titles in different contexts, this does not change the way they see
themselves and their work (Q.2. c. Denley, Gough, Smith and Black).
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Table 4-C. Participant Titles (condensed)
To account for the plethora of titles used by participants, Table 4-D was constructed. Table 4D shows the relationships between participants’ titles and their disciplinary backgrounds
Overall the table shows a scattered distribution of titles and disciplines, with some observable
trends. Participants aligned with fine arts used multiple titles but both adopted the title of
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performer. Neither of the fine arts participants associate themselves with the title of sound
artist. All participants with musical backgrounds associated themselves with the title of sound
artist (5/5). Four of the five use the title musician; three use artist. A range of other titles were
used spanning musical roles (composer (2/5), performer (2/5)) , the visual art role of curator
(2/5), and technical or production titles including audio engineer (1/5) and radio producer
(1/5).

Table 4-D: Titles correlated with disciplinary backgrounds
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In the field of media there are a total of three participants. There is no title that all three
participants use, however, the most used title is musician (2/3). Gough prefers to not use the
title of musician because,
I've used the term (musician) in situations where someone asks - 'oh - you're a musician?' - Normally
this would be someone whose field of reference is Elton John and the like. [That statement sounds
snobbish and it's not meant to]. What do you say? (Gough, Q. 2. a).

Smith, the other participant who assumed the title of musician with a background in media,
uses it simply because it is the title that he feels most comfortable with (Q. 2. Smith).
Disciplinary training and education did not necessarily dictate the identities that a
practitioners chose. For example Jaaniste, with tertiary training in music, uses several
different names depending on his audience and the institutional context. As he explains,
Personally, I like to sometimes say I am a sonic artist, which just means I operate with the sonic in mind
without saying musician, composer, sound artist etc. So that just part of the technique of inventing
terms to side-step the baggage of others ones. But really I just use terms that I think will connect best
with whatever institutional or communal audience I am trying to connect with (Jaaniste, Q.2 a).

Smith, with no formal music training, feels most comfortable with the title musician. Black,
on the other hand, a trained musician does not mind being called sound artist but prefers the
specific of radio artist. Wozniak-O’Conner does not use that title at all but instead opts the
title of audio artist, installation artist and performer. He clarifies his choice for the title audio
artist over sound artist as he says, “I like the term audio. The connotation with digital sound is
more relevant to me” (Q. 2. a). This choice of Wozniak-O’Conner is possibly for the reasons
that Smith suggests in his interview,
Sound Art' as a label is very marginal to me in any discussion of my identity… In fact, I've never heard
anyone actively identify as a sound artist in conversation, most people who work with sound in an art
context just like to be called artists (Smith, Q. 2. a).

It is for similar reasons that Blamey prefers the title artist. He contends that specificity in what
type of artist you are is not really informative to what your practice is doing. Blamey, Denley
and Gough all prefer one name for their practice, although they do acknowledge that they
have used other names for their practice or it has been named other things. While people may
identify their work by different names in different context, this does not change the way they
see themselves or their preferred identities. From these results it is concluded that one’s
disciplinary background does not necessarily dictate the identity that one feels most
comfortable assuming. As noted earlier the most interesting aspect of participants responses
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to question 1. a) and b) is that they all assume multiple identities throughout their practice and
are comfortable with this.
Although most participants have a hesitant or cautious relationship with the title sound artist,
it is, evidenced in Table B and D, one of the most popularly titles used. More than half of the
participants adopt or have adopted the title of sound artist at some stage in their practice.
However, practitioners did qualify that they only used the title in certain contexts for
pragmatic reasons. It is not a title that practitioners identify with is used cautiously as it
carries with it the potential isolation from other creative contexts. As Blamey articulates,
It depends on the context and how they would like their practice to be perceived: within what might be
regarded as the ‘visual arts’ or ‘fine arts’ world, the term ‘sound artist’ might be a much better ‘quick
and dirty’ identifier for certain types of musicians than terms like ‘experimental musician’ or
‘experimental composer’ or what have you. However, it seems that within music circles there is some
hostility towards the term ‘sound artist’ (especially by those who don’t regard sound art as existing in
any way outside of music – experimental, Avant garde or otherwise), so its usefulness may be limited
there (Blamey, Q. 2. e).

Only Barclay and Hope express little caution and sense of positivity towards assuming the
identity of sound artist (Q. 1 and Hope and Barclay). A commonality between these two
participants is their involvement with electro-acoustic music community in terms of practice
and academic literature. As evidenced previously, interviewees with musical backgrounds
tend to attribute the title sound artist as belonging to the fine arts whilst people from a fine
arts and or media production backgrounds identify the title as dated and or a bit trite. Based
on the data presented in Table D all participants from a music background use the title sound
artist (5/5) whilst none of the participants interviewed from the field of fine arts used the title
sound artist. As there were only two people interviewed from the field of fine arts this is not a
conclusive observation. All participants’ relationship with the term sound artist is one of
negotiation. No participant only uses the title sound art/ist. It is always complemented by
comparison or use with several other titles.
Theme 3d: Collaboration and Interdisciplinary Practice
A consequence of the disciplinary in-between space that sound practice occupies, reflected
not only through the various titles and identities that practitioners assume, are the multiple
modes in which they work. This theme emerged from interview data when participants were
asked about how they interact; make works, in the field of practice. The key responses that
shaped this theme are: Section 2: Identity, Q. 3, Section 3: Practice Q.4, 5 and 6, and Section
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4: Listening, Q.8 and 9. The data from Q.3 section two is illustrated in Table E. Context –
Solo or collaborative practice.
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Table 4-E: Context – Solo or Collaborative practice

The context in which participants work is varied. The majority of participants, eight out of the
nine interviewed noted that they worked both collaboratively and in a solo capacity. Of the
eight, five of them, note that they more commonly work solo but do work collaboratively at
times. Jim Denley says he works both collaboratively and solo but qualifies his statement
saying, “I think individuality is a delusion. All my work comes out of community” (Denley,
Q.3). Paul Gough on the other hand says he has on occasion worked collaboratively but he
prefers to work by himself as he states,
Perhaps it's through growing up without siblings that I've learnt to be happiest in working with sounds
in solo mode. I have on rare occasions collaborated - but even that practice is done remotely. This is not
that I'm a hermit or socially awkward as someone once wrote in a blog! My practice or identity grew
from a 'solo' place (Gough, Q. 3).

Although Gough and Denley acknowledge a preference or statement about practice as guiding
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their mode as solo or collaborative, in light of the various titles that participants give
themselves it is apt that they work in a variety of contexts, solo and collaborative. Barclay and
Smith note that in some instances when they work collaboratively they are not working with
other sound practitioners but are on a project as the sound consultant (Smith and Barclay,
Q.3). In these circumstances Smith qualifies that he does not see this work as his but as just a
project he worked on (Smith, Q. 7). In response to Q4. b, Section Three: Practice, it became
clear that participants did not work with sound exclusively. All collaborate on multimedia
projects and engaged with a variety of media, though they tend to take on the role of sound
consultant or artist. Only Hope made the qualification that whilst she does work with a variety
of media, she always works with sound (Hope, Q. 4. b).
The strong sense of collaboration that is communicated by participants is reflected in the
strong interest that most participants expressed in creating conversation around their practice
at events where their work was experienced. At times this is reflected in the way they would
set up performances, trying to dismantle traditional performer/audience divides, focusing on
the idea that all involved in the event are listeners (Q.5 f). For others it was through
conversation with attendees at the end of performances/exhibitions or with peers (Q. 5. b). It
is this collaborative and interdisciplinary character of sound practice that had some
practitioners expressing a desire for sonic arts literature to be more interdisciplinary in the
way it writes about sound practice so it can better reflect what is actually happening in
practice (Blamey, Wozniak-O’Conner and Jaaniste, Q.8. d). All the participants interviewed,
adopt multiple identities and work in alternating modes that are most appropriate, and at times
advantageous, to various contexts.
Theme 3e: Practice vs product
As already reported all participants see their practice as continuous, dynamic and varied (Q. 5.
a and 6. b). Most see the exhibition or performance of works as a part of their practice but not
a final output of it. Only Hope disagrees with this (Q. 6 a). However, all participants also
mention that a performed or exhibited work is a work in its own right and so in a sense is a
kind of output of practice (Q. 6 c)). An output of their practice, which when and if performed
again, will be a different event and therefor experience to any other one. Real time
experience, along with the place in which a work is experienced, is viewed as influential to
the experience of the work and therefore changes and shapes the work in a particular event
experience (Q. 6 c). This is made particularly clear by Denley and Wozniak-O’Conner who
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state that whilst they might record their work for documentation purposes, this recording is
very different, a work in its own right, to the real time experienced work (Q. 6 c and d).
Participants engage in a variety of output modes and venues such as performance, exhibition,
installation and recordings with four out of nine of the participants engaging in all four modes
(Barclay, Blamey, Hop and Denley, Q. 6 a). Gough and Smith output their work primarily
through recording and performance. Radio artist Colin Black sees the transmission of his
work as the exhibition and performance of his work, Jaaniste has a preference for publically
accessible homely informal spaces for performances and Wozniak O’Conner only exhibits
and performs but does not release recordings (Q. 6 a). All participants’ showing of work
involves some sort of performance but the preference for recording or installation seems to
change based on context in which one is showing their work, or the context in which their
work will be better received (Q. 6 a). Reflected in responses to Q4. b was the idea that one’s
work changes as their practice develops but also according to context. Blamey talks
specifically about how he tailors his works to the context in which it is going to be
experienced and how this changes whether it is to be called an installation or performance
(Blamey, Q. 4. b). Participants express a definite preference for and valuing of the real time
experience of their works (Q. 6.).
This idea of creative works being part of a bigger creative process emerged again in responses
to Q.5. a. In response to this question most stated that even after a performance or exhibition a
work can change and develop. More telling of this is the fact that most did not believe that the
exhibition/performance of their works was a final output or finished product. Even Smith and
Gough, who release their works through recordings, note a preference for specific venues and
technical requirements and observe how this affects the experience of the recorded work
(Gough and Smith, Q. 6. e). Although institutions and funding are seen as negative to the
creative process (refer to Q. 7) and as something to be resisted (Black, Q. 7), all participants
note the need for flexibility in one’s practice. At times this means adapting or tailoring a work
for a specific venue, event or context. This means sacrificing ideal architectural and technical
specifications of a work for the opportunity to show one’s work or secure funding (Q. 7. c).
Wozniak-O’Conner believes that there is greater flexibility or allowance is made for
experimentation in unfunded spaces.
The audio or audio-visual recording of performance/exhibition events to document one’s
work is done to secure future funding (Q. 6. e).This is not only evidenced in participant
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responses but on some participant artist websites. For example; Jaaniste has excerpts of his
Super Critical Mass performances, but only excerpts. This implies that these are reference
material to give some idea of how a performance might sound but are in no way a
replacement for the real time experience. While not explicitly stated by participants, it is
inferred, based on their responses to Q6. e) and c) that a recording of their
performance/exhibition is a separate thing, a complete other work, to the event that took place
in real time. Documentation for one’s personal practice is done more in the form of note
taking, very thorough note taking (Q6. e) Blamey, Barclay and Gough), photography and the
archiving of sound samples/ideas.

Summary
This chapter detailed the aim, methodology, method and results from the qualitative research,
a series of semi-structured interviews with nine Australian sound artists. The aim was
exploratory and investigative rather than hypothesis based. Using Bourdieu’s field theory it
sought to better understand the role, relationship, practice and experiences of sound
practitioners to and in the field of practice, Sound Art. Dividing questions into four topics,
Sound Art, Identity, Practice and Listening it explored the practitioners’ relationship to the
field of practice and the habitus of practitioners. Data was coded thematically, using Nvivo
and MS Word. Three key themes emerged from the data, Identity and Terminology, Historical
and Disciplinary Divides and Negotiation. The results have been reported thematically. The
hierarchy of each theme and there sub-themes are depicted in Figure 4-1 to 4-4. At a
preliminary level the results indicate there are discrepancies between the experience and
practice of artists and scholarship written about the field of practice detailed in chapters two
and three. The following chapter will discuss these points of contention in depth, triangulating
the perspectives of interviewees with the experiences of sound practitioners external to this
research and comparing it to scholarship of the field.
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Chapter Five
Qualitative Research Discussion, Limitations and Conclusions

The field of sound art includes a huge variety of work and the concerns of artists are by no means
always the same. But an interest in listening asacreativeactiscentral…listeningraisesandaddr
political, social and economic questions. Sound art can involve language, music, installation and
everything in between, key to it all is listening
Ben Byrne, 2014

The objective of the qualitative research reported in chapter four was to investigate the field
of sound art from the perspective of sound artists while simultaneously gaining insight into
their habitus. Within the context of this thesis, this research aims to develop critical
approaches to sound art that are informed by, and attentive to, sound art practice and the
practitioner. This chapter will interpret the results of the qualitative research documented in
chapter four to qualify and explore their theoretical significance in relation to the initial
research aims and sound art scholarship. This chapter is organised into two main sections. The
first section will discuss the results, summarising the major finding into the categories of The
Field: Sound Art and The Habitus: Sound practice from the inside. This structure is based on
Bourdieu’s equation of practice, [(habitus)(capital)] + field = practice (1986, p. 101). Within
these two categories qualitative data will be triangulated with practitioner statements drawn
from external sources in order to qualify and validate the results. Specific reference will be
made to a series of interviews with sound artists conducted by N. B. Aldrich (2003) and an
online Artforum symposium, Audio Files – Sound Art Now (2004), moderated by Chris Cox,
including contributions from Branden W. Joseph, composer and author David Toop, curator
Anthony Huberman, and sound artists Carl Michael von Hausswolff, Steve Roden, Marina
Rosenfeld, and Stephen Vitiello (Artforum, 2004). This discussion will draw on the theory
and research reviewed in chapters Two and Three to demonstrate how the qualitative
research, the voice of the practitioner, confirms, adds to or conflicts with scholarship. The
second section of this chapter, Limitations and Implications, will reflect on the
methodological and research design limitations of the qualitative research conducted. The
purpose of this is to reflect on and qualify the conclusiveness of the findings discussed. As
Bourdieu’s methodological framework focused on social power relations of animate agents in
the field, it was limited in teasing out the practice based implications of sound artist’s
practices. These limitations, their implications on the findings and for this thesis are outlined
and final conclusions and recommendations are made.
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The Field: Sound Art
In Topic 1: Sound Art practitioners were asked explicitly how they would define sound art.
All participants offered definitions of it, some more reluctantly than others (Q1. c)). In light of
interviewee responses to the other three topics (2.Identity, 3.Practice and 4. Listening), sound
art was something that these practitioners had a relationship with. However, it was not a title
or identity that they felt connected to but only used out of necessity. The results reported in
chapter four were organised into themes. Examining the field of sound art practice, this
section will intertwine the already overlapping themes of Identities and Terminologies,
Historical and Disciplinary Divides and Negotiation. These themes will be discussed together
to reflect on the field of sound art. Specifically, this discussion will consider the disjunction
between Sound Art, as an institutionally and disciplinary demarcated term, and sound practice
as portrayed through the interviews. This section will define the field of Sound Art using the
thematic analysis of interviewee responses, triangulated with practitioner, curator and
historian definitions from the Artforum symposium, Audio Files – Sound Art Now (2004).
The definitions offered by practitioners proposed distinct characteristics of Sound Art: a
historical concept, not music, aligned with the visual arts, interdisciplinary, and concerned
with sonic phenomena/the medium of sound. The following discussion compares and
contrasts practitioners’ perspectives on Sound Art with scholarship in the field. The objective
of this discussion is to demonstrate how this research conflicts with and contributes to
scholarship on this area of practice; to assess the relationship between scholarship and
practice.
Sound art: non-specific, too specific, restrictive and vague
The term Sound Art evokes ambivalent feelings from practitioners, scholars and historians
alike. Eight of the nine participants interviewed did, if reluctantly, define sound art, most
finding it a difficult task (Appendix B: Q.1. a). Not all of the definitions were negative and
some drew attention to interesting features of what they understand Sound Art to be. As noted
by Douglas Kahn in Sound Art, Art, Music (2006) many artists have developed “…substantial
personal understandings of ‘sound art’ that may or may not overlap with prevailing
understandings” (p. 2-3). Positive descriptions and relationships to sound art described it as
useful in identifying a general area of practice and encouraging interdisciplinary freedom,
empowering practitioners (Appendix B: Q. 1. a) and b) Barclay, Black, Smith, Blamey).
Barclay was the strongest supporter of the term, contending that it was interdisciplinary with a
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primary focus on the medium of sound aided by technology, which gave her the freedom to
work in a variety of contexts that would not otherwise be open to her (Appendix B: Q.1. a)
Barclay). Hope agrees (Q.1.a). This sentiment was shared by some of the practitioners of the
Audio Files Symposium specifically Marina Rosenfeld and David Toop (2002). As Toop
states “one of the great strengths of sound art is its hybrid nature, its elusive quality that
constantly deflects snobbery, purism and academic ring fencing” (Toop, 2004). Rosenfeld
agrees proposing,
Sound art has a sort of '70s ring to it to me. It sounds somewhat utopian. It also sounds medium based,
which is traditional in the sense of the way art areas have been categorized or separated…It's definitely
a mixed bag. I think there's more room in the sound art category to be undefined (p. 2, 2004).

A commonality between the Barclay, Hope, Toop and Rosenfeld is their local or origin in a
traditional music background. Perhaps this accounts, in part, for their more positive
relationship to the term.
Criticisms of the term sound art from interviewed participants revolved around two key
issues: 1) sound art is too specific and 2) sound art is not specific enough. Both reasons are
strongly linked to institutional and disciplinary demarcation which make Sound Art a
practitioners’ ‘no man’s land’ and, depending on opportunity and circumstance, a sometimes
land. Sound art is negatively described by interviewees as restrictive (Appendix B: Q. 1. d)
Wozniak – O’Conner and Luke Jaaniste), non-specific (Ibid: Blamey, Smith and Black) and
too specific (Ibid, Q. 1. d) Blamey, Jaaniste and Wozniak-O’Conner). In not attending to the
material and experiential details of practice, sound art was perceived by some practitioners as
perpetuating vagueness (Q. 1). Gough, Smith, Black, Jaaniste, and Blamey). They expressed
concern at the multitude of contexts that Sound Art is applied to (Appendix B: Q. 1. d)
Barclay, Gough and Smith) describing it as the “poor cousin of other disciplines” (Gough, Q.
1. d). Implicit to all their comments is a feeling of liberation, a preference towards the title of
artist for the openness in one’s practice that it encourages; a preference which is echoed by
Marina Rosenfeld, Steve Roden and Carl Michael von Hausswolff in Audio Files (2004).
Simultaneously, many felt that more words could and should be used to describe, label and
explore their practice (Ibid; Q. 4. a) and b) Blamey, Barclay, Hope, Denley and Jaaniste; Q. 2.
a) Barclay).
Some felt that the term Sound Art implied medium specificity (Ibid; Q. 1. d) Wozniak –
O’Conner and Luke Jaaniste). However, none of practitioners interviewed worked exclusively
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with the medium of sound (Appendix B: Q.4. a) and b)); they used a variety of media, worked
across a variety multitude of contexts and assumed many different identities (Denley Q. 1. c,
Q. 4. a and b; Blamey Q. 1. d, Q. 4. a, and b; Barclay Q. 2. a, Q. 4. a and b; Hope Q. 2. a, Q.
4. a and b; Jaaniste Q. 1. a, Q. 4. a and b; Wozniak-O’Connor Q. 2. e). Most interviewees felt
that the title or of Sound Art/ist is problematic because it does not describe or attend to the
specifics of their practice in any way. They felt that by calling oneself or being called a Sound
Artist felt like a non-descript title for a complex, changing, multi-media practice.
Artist Max Neuhaus questions the medium specificity of Sound Art in Sound Art? (2000). He
argues that the medium is often not the message in art and as such the label sound art does not
inform or refine distinctions aiding conceptual development of the field of practice. Scholar
Caleb Kelly echoes Neuhaus in Sound (is) in the Visual Arts (2012) as he vehemently argues
that any distinction of art forms based on sense differentiation is a remnant of Modernism’s
false division (Kelly, 2012, p. 10). Practitioners Steve Roden, Marina Rosenfeld and Carl von
Hausswolff in the Audio File Symposium corroborate the sentiments of interviewees
(Appendix B: Q.4. b.et al.) and Neuhaus. Questioning the title of Sound Art/ist, reluctant to
assume the ‘sub-label’, they never work within one medium or style. Steve Roden’s
statements echo those made by interviewees (Appendix B: Q.4. b) et al.), “…artists tend not
to be simply painters or video artists (or sound artists) anymore; but people who move across
disciplines...Sound has simply become another tool that artists are interested in using”
(Roden, 2004). Douglas Kahn further verifies all these practitioners’ sentiments in Sound Art,
Art, Music (2006) noting the preference of artists to just be called artists (Kahn, 2006, p. 2)
and also the evidence of practitioners in the 1980s using a variety of terms to refer to their
work which would change over time (Kahn, 2006, p. 4).
The vagueness of sound art that practitioners identified was largely reflected in their
uncertainty as to where sound art ‘belonged’ in terms of institutions and or disciplines.
Occupying an in-between space, some interviewees felt it was difficult to define because it
was simultaneously related to and differentiated from visual arts and music (Appendix B: Q.1,
Gough and Blamey; Q. 1. c). Black, Denley, Jaaniste and Smith). Two more participants
alluded to disciplinary tensions, suggesting that sound art belonged more to one discipline
then another leading to feelings of otherness and isolation (Q. 1. and 2. Hope and WozniakO’Conner). Scholar Seth Kim-Cohen similarly observes “Sound art ... must be distinguished
from music on the one side and gallery arts on the other. The borders are blurry, which means
150

that IT is blurry” (2010, pp. 151-152). Some practitioners felt that this was reflective of the
“academic beginning or purpose” of sound art (Gough, Q. 1), a title not born of practice but
applied externally for institutional demarcation (Appendix B: Q. 1 and 2, Blamey, Black,
Smith and Wozniak-O’Conner). Practitioners did not feel that this label or identity facilitated
discussion around practice (Ibid, Q. 1. c and d, Jaaniste; Q. 1. c) Black, Denley and Smith) but
rather perpetuated vagueness (Ibid, Q. 1 and 2, Blamey, Black, Smith and WozniakO’Conner, Barclay, Denley, Gough and Jaaniste). These sentiments were shared by
practitioners of Audio File Symposium Steve Roden, Carl Michael von Hausswolff, Stephen
Vitellio (Audio Files, 2004), and Aldrich’s interviewee Chris Mann (2003). All are cynical
about the existence and use of the term Sound Art and agree that the term has been adopted by
critics out of convenience.
Scholar Julian Knowles similarly argues that the term sound art serves the agendas of
institutional ideologies (Knowles, 2002). Historian Kahn grew suspicious of Sound Art when
it was “reinvigorated” in metropolitan art centres post 2000 (Kahn, 2006); as if it was only
“…discovered since 2000 when it became marketable and institutions and discourses started
to arise around it” (Ibid, p. 4). “Marketability” strongly implies a focus on product, rather than
process but this is at odds with practitioners' ideas of practice. A concept which is clearly
expressed as at odds with practitioners’ ideas of practice as process (Q. 6. a) and b)). Perhaps
marketability accounts for the continued use of Sound Art/ist by practitioners as noted in the
results (Table 4-2 and 4-3 and Q. 2. a). Certainly participants indicate that their continued use
of the title, despite strong reservations, is due to the cultural and economic capital that it
affords them in particular institutions to secure funding or support (Q. 2. a) Blamey and
Jaaniste; Q. 1. d) Barclay; Q. 2. C) Black; Q. 2. b) and c) Hope). Whilst having a general
disdain for funding bodies and institutions most participants admit to tailoring a concept to
secure a grant (Q. 2 and 7). Practitioners engage with sound art pragmatically, when the term
can help get their work funded and exhibited.
Practitioners Annea Lockwood and Chris Mann corroborate Kahn’s suspicions in a series of
interviews conducted by N. B. Aldrich called What is Sound Art? with The EMF Institute
(2003). Chris Mann describes the use of Sound Art as a career move, a sort of branding
exercise (Mann, 2003). Similarly, Annea Lockwood suggests that it is a label that was
invented and perpetuated by museum curators as a way for them to legitimatise Sound Art in
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a gallery context (Lockwood, 2003). Lockwood’s words resonate with the interviewees, as
well as Douglas Kahn
…most artsists, curators and writers seem to think the term 'sound art' is okay...people are swept up in
circumstance, using the term as a matter of convenience no matter how annoying or imperfect. It is
clear also that a few folks see it an opportunity to exploit a momentary and monetary cache in whatever
system of exchange they may trade (2006, p. 2).

Sound Art is useful as a general locator of practice. However, most practitioners feel it is a
term which is restrictive, vague and non-specific. Practitioners only name their practice and
themselves sound art/ists when the term affords them a certain amount of currency. Naming is
dictated by the institutional context in which their work is going to be framed. Interviewees’
sentiments are echoed by practitioners external to this research, in particular those in Audio
Files (2004), Max Neuhaus (2000) and Annea Lockwood and Chris Mann interviewed by N.
B. Aldrich (2003), and scholars active in the field (Kahn 2006, 2002; Kim-Cohen 2010; Kelly
2012; Knowles 2002).
Historical and Disciplinary Schisms
Two thirds of the practitioners interviewed identified that a definition of sound art assumes
differentiation from and between music and art (Appendix B: Q. 1. and 2. Smith, Black,
Barclay, Blamey, Jaaniste and Denley) and that the disciplinary tension between visual arts
and music is fundamental to it. The historical and disciplinary location of the field is uncertain
as each interviewee identified different reference points, as do each of the participants in
Audio Files (2004). All practitioners interviewed acknowledged Sound Art’s links with
Experimental Music, but tended to locate it historically as rooted in either Experimental and
Avant Garde Music (1950-1975) (Appendix B: Q.1 a) Denley, Black and Smith; Q. 1. b)
Wozniak-O’Conner, Denley, Black and Smith; Q.1. c) Denley and Blamey) or audio in the
visual arts (1980 - 2000) (Audio Files, 2004). While none of the participants interviewed for
this research located Sound Art’s historical origins specifically in the 1980s, sound art
scholarship often attributes the term to this period (Licht 2007; Cox 2007; Goldsmith 2008).
Historian Douglas Kahn in Sound Art, Art, Music suggests that experimental music practices
up until the late 1970s could be identified as sound art (2006, p. 4). However, from the mid to
late 1970s this changed as music venues and culture became increasingly conservative and
less interested in experimentalism, pushing sound art into visual arts venues (Ibid).
Simultaneously, art spaces were becoming more accommodating and open to the exhibition of
152

sound works (Ibid). Kahn goes on to imply that experimental music was not and is not
acknowledged as sound art because it was not a practice that was occurring in art spaces. This
is reflected in the contemporary experiences of some of the artists interviewed (Appendix B:
Q.1.d) Barclay and Q. 3. a) and b) Black) and practitioners’ comments in Audio Files (2004).
As Carl Michael von Hausswolff says,
…The concert halls can now be seen in the rear-view mirror, and their directors are standing there with
their pants down. There was a time when electronic-music composers actually wanted to perform their
music in these places; but I think that time is gone. The acoustics are not good enough, and the spaces
are not flexible enough.

Locating sound art as a historical concept some interviewees argued in favour of sound art’s
differentiation from music (Appendix B: Q1. a) Denley) while others felt it was anachronistic
(Ibid, Blamey). Most practitioners felt that while sound art was useful in facilitating
discussion in the past, to differentiate music from sound art (Q.1. d) Denley and Blamey), it is
no longer. Instead it now perceived as an unimaginative, ‘daggy’ (Q. 1. Smith),
uninformative, naïve (Q.1. d) Blamey) and marginalising term (Q.1. Black, WozniakO’Connor, Smith and Blamey).
Evident in the responses of participants was a continued strong connection of their current
practice to experimental music history and practice and to the discipline of music. This was
evidenced in participants’ responses to Q. 5. b) which found that most practitioners had
experimented with traditional instrumentation in their practice. Participants who hailed from a
background in music still had strong relationships to and with traditional instrumentation but
for the most part their practice is not a traditional music practice (Q. 5) Denley, Hope,
Janniste and Barclay). Often they were involved in improvisation music practice and did not
work with a traditional score (Ibid). However, one’s disciplinary background had no
correlation to the identities that practitioners choose (Appendix A: Table 4-5). For example,
practitioners with a background in fine arts did not use the title of sound artist at all, instead
they were more likely to use performer. Participants from the discipline of music were more
likely to call themselves a sound artist then a musician. Contrary to the preferences of
participants from the discipline of visual arts, participants from music, identified sound artist
as a title that gives themselves flexibility in their work allowing them to clearly differentiate
themselves from Music. An unexpected finding considering most practitioners and literature
associates sound art/ist with visual arts.
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Of the nine participants interviewed, only Wozniak-O’Conner explicitly located Sound Art as
a historical product of Experimental music; Black, Denley and Smith locate it disciplinarily in
both music and visual arts; Hope, Jaaniste and Barclay locate it disciplinarily, not historically,
in the visual arts; Blamey in the arts in general and Gough does not locate it at all (see
Appendix B: Q. 1. b). Notably participants tended to locate sound art outside of their
discipline. For example interviewees who located sound art in the visual arts tended to have
training in music (Q. 1. b). Jaaniste, Hope and Barclay). This further suggests that no one
relates to the term; all see it as outside their disciplinary location. Similarly participants of the
Audio Files Symposium (2004) located sound art between music and the visual arts. For
example Anthony Huberman speaking from his experience as a curator comments that while
sound art’s links to music and music history are clear, he tries to create dialogue between
music and visual art (2004). Participants’ perspectives were so widely different that Chris
Cox, the moderator of the Audio Files discussion, recommended that a “kind of middle
ground” was necessary when discussing sound art’s historical roots; that “…it’s helpful and
interesting to see some part of the history of the twentieth-century music” as part of the prehistory of sound art (Cox, 2004).
However, Cox, in Audio Symposium (2004), goes onto argues in favour of sound art’s
differentiation from music contending that it could be a useful a heuristic device, a
speculative tool to open up discussion about this specific field of practice (Cox, 2004). Sound
Art for Cox does not have an essence which one can define but gives words to a phenomena
of practice (2004). Denley implies the same point (Appendix B: Q1a). As Cox explains in
Audio Files Symposium, “…without such heuristic distinctions and definitions, you‘ll be stuck
with a slack, anything-goes attitude toward what you’re trying to investigate…I think it’s
better to offer up a set of distinctions/definitions and see where they take you” (Ibid). Leslie
Korrick (2011) agrees but goes one step further arguing that the differentiation between music
and sound art is inherent to an understanding of the term: music is not sound art but sound art
can be music. Jim Denley (Q. 1c) echoes this understanding of the term sound art, that is, a
way to name and define new directions in music or practice outside traditional music.
Practitioner Jeph Jerman concurs as he states in an interview with Aldrich, “I ... think that any
audio art made by people cannot [not] be called music. The need to declare sound art distinct
from music appears to contradict Cage's ideas about music and ‘not-music’” (Jerman, 2003).
Rather than seeing this as problematic to the progression of critical sound art theory, Korrick
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and Jerman, like Denley, contend that there is an element of flexibility required in the
application of sound art but not so in the use of music.
Defining sound art as simply not music is problematic for four of the nine practitioners
interviewed (Q.1 Smith and Black; Q. 8. d, Smith, Wozniak-O’Conner and Blamey). It is
broad, non-specific, too inclusive and can lead to confusion between experimental music,
avant-garde music and sound art because it is so ambiguous (Ibid). Feelings towards formalist
disciplinary specific, ‘top down’, and approaches to practice were reiterated in participant
responses regarding Structural Listening (Q. 8. b). Smith explicitly argues that it is not
…meaningful to describe someone’s sound or music in purely formal terms – it would be necessary to
describe which gallery or venue it was in, who was in the crowd, how many people, how popular or
prestigious the artist, who organised the show, what record label was involved, which sites reviewed it
etc., in order to describe what a particular, sound, piece of music, or performance actually ‘means’ to
people (Smith, Q. 8. b).

Steve Roden concurs stating, “…simply placing music in a museum and presenting it as
anything other than music can be problematic” (Roden, 2004). A statement which echoes
those made by Max Neuhaus in “Sound Art?” (2000). Not dissimilar to participants’
reflections on sound art in this research, initial discussions defining sound art between
participants of Audio Files (2004) revolved around how is different from music. There was
disagreement regarding this simplistic divide. Carl Michael von Hausswolff objected to this
discussion feeling, similar to most practitioners in this research that it was fruitless and out of
touch with the happenings of the current field of practice. It is inferred from practitioners
external to this research and within it that simply defining sound art as not music is
problematic conceptually.
Scholar Caleb Kelly staunchly locates sound art in the visual arts, as he says: “that’s why it
has ‘art’ at the end of it” (Kelly, 2013). He maintains that sound art is more connected to art
than music; that music has only influenced sound art (Ibid). According to Douglas Kahn the
term ‘art’ was valued in the 1980s for its “ability through different forms…to be generalized
beyond the fine arts, visual art and the so-called art world” (2002, p. 5). Art was an innocuous
way to talk about practice that incorporated a range of different media and occurred at a
variety of venues because it gave practitioners rhetorical room to move (Ibid). The descriptive
words, sound, audio, or radio, while necessary were secondary and interchangeable (Ibid).
Practitioner Marina Rosenfeld expresses the feelings of openness that the visual arts affords
her sound practice in comparison to music: “…the history of visual arts is so multi-branched.
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I look at the visual artists historically as having always been in a complex dialogue with this
more three-dimensional history” (2004, p. 4). In this research none of the practitioners argued
that sound art is only of the visual arts. However, practitioners did show preference for the
title of artist over sound artist if they did not have musical training (Q. 1. Denley, Blamey,
Jaaniste; Q. 2. a, Barclay and Hope; Q. 2. e, Wozniak-O’Connor; Q. 4. a and b, Denley,
Blamey, Barclay, Hope; Jaaniste).
Music journalist Geeta Dayal disagrees with Kelly, describing sound art as a
“…fundamentally interdisciplinary field…” and identifying experimental music history as
intrinsic to it, a history forgotten in “most art history textbooks” (Dayal, 2013). Historian
Leslie Korrick, like Dayal, argues in favour of “border crossing terminology” in her
presentation “Sound Art Transcendent” (2011). Author and Composer David Toop comments
in Audio Files (2004) that,
…our perception and definition of sound art depends on where we come from…geographically,
culturally, and in terms of our own personal development. Maybe this seems obvious, but it has a
profound bearing on the way sound art is discussed. For example, there is the divide between music and
everything else. Understandably, a lot of sound artists don’t consider their work part of the music
world, let alone the entertainment business, but that doesn't mean that the complex, interwoven history
of musical sources for sound art can be discounted, or filleted for “undesirable” elements such as disco
or free jazz (Toop, 2004).

He goes on to accuse artists and curators in the visual arts world as having very little interest
and knowledge of music and thus their opinions on sound or music are ill informed. At the
same time he notes that practitioners hailing from a musical background have a limited view
of visual arts (2004). This inherent disjuncture between music and visual arts frustrates
Stephen Vitellio because it means there is and will never be “…one really good book on
sound art (however we are each defining it)”. Luke Jaaniste’s statement in response to Q. 1. b)
mirrors Vitellio,“I'd really like to see a book that handles all different approaches to sound
that people pursues these days, without going into boxing things up versus mediums,
materials, regions, and traditions and so on” (Vitello, 2004). Vitellio later suggests that the
absence of such a book is perhaps a good thing, explaining, similar to practitioners
interviewed (Appendix B: Q. 1. and 2 Jaaniste, Gough), that an ‘overriding text’ would over
simplify the conversation, “Perhaps the merging of all of these histories into various cultures
is actually that much more possible because it is seeping in from so many directions”
(Vitellio, 2004).
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Practitioners’ seem more interested in developing a language, a theory, in which their practice
is conceptualised based on what is happening and experienced in their work, rather than on
disciplinary divides and institutional concerns. As Steve Roden notes, while the terms ‘sound
art’ and experimental music “…were much more interchangeable” in the 1990s and the
“…field seemed more open in terms of influences and possibilities” (Roden, 2004), now
sound art, labels in general, has become too specific, exclusive and therefore restrictive to
practice and practitioners (Appendix B: Q. 1. et al.). Based on participants’ responses collated
in chapter four (in particular, Q.1.b, Smith; Q. 1.a, Blamey) , Audio Files Symposium (2004),
Douglas Kahn (2006; 2002) and Caleb Kelly (2012), it seems that the (re)emergence of Sound
Art post 2000s is moving towards, an inclusive vision of the arts, thus making the term sound
art a historical relic. A shift in thinking which would be welcomed by the participants of this
research as it promises to promote discussion dismantling rigid modes of thinking and better
reflecting practice (Appendix B: Q. 1. et al.).
Sound art as a historical concept was a necessary to facilitate conversation about a new
medium, a new practice. There are varying origins identified for the term sound art. Some
locate it in Experimental Music practice, others a progression of it and some as a sub-genre of
music. Moreover, whilst no one historically locates the term in visual arts, most tend to
acknowledge that it is more aligned with visual arts then music. It is agreed, based on
corroborating evidence from Douglas Kahn, Audio Files Symposium and Caleb Kelly, that
Sound Art practice has strong historical roots in experimental music practice. Post 1975, this
practice shifted out of music and made its home in the accommodating discipline of the arts.
It is here where the label sound art proliferated, became increasingly discriminatory and
liberally applied to the point of overuse. The conflicting location of sound art historically and
disciplinarily does not have a clear or consistent pattern. The conclusion that can be drawn
from this is that sound art is a contested field of practice concerned with the institutions and
histories of music and visual arts. Practitioners’ experiences, disciplinary backgrounds and
contexts in this field of practice are reflective of it. That is, a practice that has some of its
historical roots in experimental music practices and in visual arts. As such, whilst the title of
sound art is relegated to the past, the practices associated with it will hopefully continue to
flourish couched in the arts, promising to move away from dated modernist divisions of
perception, towards a more holistic understanding of sound in the arts.
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Isolation, Community and Funding
Based on their disciplinary backgrounds some practitioners expressed a feeling of exclusion
(Black, Q.2; Wozniak-O’Conner, Q.2. b) and Q.3). One practitioner, Hope, actively sought to
amend this situation, with an undergraduate degree in music she went on to complete
postgraduate studies in Fine Arts so that she could include Sound Art in her research (Hope,
Q. 2. b). Choosing the wrong title or identity in a particular context can led to isolation as
noted by participants interviewed and corroborated by the experiences of practitioners such as
Clare Cooper (2008), Julian Knowles (2002) and those in Audio Files (2004), this terrain can
at times be tricky and at times one adopts titles to ensure their practice is experienced and
funded. Thus, a certain flexibility and element of compromise is required in this field of
practice to successfully be funded, recognised and exhibited.
Practitioner and academic Julian Knowles reflects on the division between music and sound
art in “Sound Ideologies” (2002). Proposing that the discipline of music is an ideology, he
believes that the sound art/music split “…encompasses a complex network of power
relations” and that the split is perpetuated by institutions’ continued acceptance and
implementation of specific sound ideologies resulting in a disjuncture between discourse and
practice (2002); a sentiment that resonates strongly with all practitioner responses. He asserts
institutions and funding bodies have accepted, perpetuated and implemented specific
ideologies in relation to sound that have created a music not sound art divide which has
resulted into a music/not music dichotomy forcing practitioners into alternative disciplines
such as Art Schools and Media Departments. The undermining of sound practice outside of
music has led to further complications regarding support and funding for such practice at a
university and cultural level. As a consequence the funding and exhibition opportunities open
to a practitioner are contingent upon one’s disciplinary background and or the titles and
identity which they can assume. Knowles believes that sound practitioners that come from a
music background and are composer have more successful and lucrative funding
opportunities and careers then those who do not have the qualification. This observation is
reiterated by Barclay as she states,
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I’m regularly in situations where it (sound art) is used in a negative context. For example, in an
academic context ‘composers’ generally have more respect than ‘sound artists’…In review committees
for festivals etc., I have experienced situations where compositions are occasionally defined as ‘just
sound art’ rather than ‘multi-channel electroacoustic music, or an ‘acousmatic compositions’ (Q. 1. d).

Such experiences from both sides of the disciplinary divide are detailed in interviewee
responses of this research (Appendix B: Q. 1. d) Barclay, Q. 2. Black, Wozniak-O’Conner
and Denley). Experiences similar to this are by practitioners in Audio Files (2004). For
example classically trained composer Carl Michael von Hausswolff recounts the disinterest of
the music community towards his work in the past, a practice that intersects with
performance, electroacoustic music, visual arts, due to its non-traditional delivery and
composition (2004). As such his work, sound art, was perceived as unmusical. Alternatively,
Steve Roden, Audio Files (2004), recounts an episode where he exhibited an installation in
Berlin and a journalist complained that the work sounded like Music. As Roden comments,
“It seemed that sound art was not allowed to ‘sound like music’. So perhaps I really am a
painter who also works with sound :-)” (Roden, 2004). This experience has become a part of
practitioner’s practice, with all participants noting that they change their label according to
exhibition context and opportunity (Q. 4. b, Q. 6. d, and Q.7. a). Sound art defined against
music seemed to raise more issues with the term then it solved for most practitioners. While it
was acknowledged as a historically necessary name in the 1970s to distinguish a distinct
practice from experimental and avant-garde music, most felt that this does not make sound art
music’s composite. Rather, practices and practitioners from music are seen as part of sound
art’s legacy. To simply differentiate it from music leads to confusion and as a consequence
lacklustre practice and conceptual theories of sound practice.
Sound art framed within the art gallery also posed problems for practitioners. In conversation
with Marina Rosenfeld, Stephen Vitiello, considering himself not a visual artist or a
composer, finds he faces many complications when it comes to applying for funding. He
admits to writing bios catering to context and opportunity (Vitiello, 2004, p. 1). As described
by Knowles, he has experienced the bias that music has towards composers, never having
received a composer’s grant, but also the strangeness of being represented by two galleries
when his work does not always involve the production of objects. As he explains, “…people
still say really basic things like: what are the dimensions? … I have sent in CDs to grants
panels and they said we don't have a CD player, send slides'' (Vitiello, 2004, p. 2). Confused,
Vitiello was advised to take pictures of the speakers, title it and write a short description. By
doing this, he has since received grants from Art institutions. He adds that all of his lecturing
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and workshop teaching takes place in visual arts departments not music schools.
Explicit in Vitiello’s experience of applying for funding in Art institutions is a continued lack
of understanding of and towards sound practice. A common complaint or expectation of
practitioners interviewed was that art galleries, exhibition and performance venues, did not
cater to their work’s specifications (Barclay, Q. 1 and all in Q.7). At times practitioners have
sacrificed ideal architectural and technical specifications, important to their works (Q.5. e), of
a work for the opportunity to show one’s work or secure funding (Q. 7. c)1. Steven Conner, in
Ears have walls: on hearing Art (2003), believes the challenges of presenting sound work in
an art gallery is due to their inherent design focus, to best present visual works. Kelly concurs,
in Can someone please turn the work up? The exhibition of sound in contemporary Australian
art (2009), however he questions whether this is not in part the artist’s fault, not demanding
specifications and not just the institution, visual arts, refusing to understand or acknowledge
the requirements of sound practice. From experiences expressed in the interviews, it would
seem that the issue is more on the side spaces; not supplying technical specifications of the
work and practitioners having to change works to better suit spaces (Q.7). However,
interviewees also noted the need to be flexible in one’s practice because the opportunity to
perform or exhibit outweighed the venue not being tailor made for the work (Ibid).
Furthermore, as mentioned earlier, the art venue is more open to sound practice then a
traditional Music venue. As Vitiello sums up,
There is very little manipulation that you can do with a club-gig. With museum and alternate space
gigs, you may have the chance to put the speakers on the ceiling and the audience on the floor.
Placement of stage, volume settings. There is just that much more which is malleable (Vitiello, 2003).

The disciplinary tension between music and visual arts over sound art carries with it
complications when it comes to getting sound practice funded. Reflecting on laptop music’s
uneasy relationship to music and art, Ben Byrne observes, in “Exhumations: Traversing sound
art and music” (2006, p. 31), .that it is unaccepted by either and, to its own detriment has
become “an exclusive subculture” (Ibid)2. In a later article, “The Universities: a sound
connection with the world” (2010, p. 44), Byrne also notes that major sites of experimental
music research and artist run spaces, not tied to institutions, are not considered serious in the

1

Similarly, Kelly notes that when the What is music? festival turned to industry for funding support, although the venue had
a better PA, it was a rock venue and as such was not conducive to the focused listening required by some works (Kelly, 2005,
p. 48).
2 Byrne’s article was in response to Nigel Helyer’s “Sound arts and the living dead”, RealTime Magazine, (p. 48, 2005)
which was proposed that laptop music is not sound art. And so, evidenced here are the further internal differentiations of
Sound Art.
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national assessment process for funding (Byrne, 2010, p. 44). Kelly makes similar
observations in “What now for experimental Music?” (2005, p. 48). Comparing two
Australian festivals, What is music? and Now now, Kelly notes that the Now now was more
successful in self-funding itself because it turned to the artistic community that it stemmed
from. What is music? on the other hand, turned to industry which meant the flavour of the
festival was fundamentally changed to meet industry ends. He predicts that without
government and institutional support of experimental music practice in Australia artistic
communities will dwindle and the quality of work over time will decline. As he says, “…arts
funding bodies need to wake up to what is actually happening in contemporary practice and
come to the party” (2005, p. 48). Perhaps this is why practitioners, in general, did not feel
supported at an institutional level (e.g. Blamey, Q. 7. c).
However, while Kelly identifies that funding is dwindling from governments and institutions
for this sound practice (2005), he insists that it is disciplinarily demarcated, framed within a
specific context (2013). At the same time he identifies that artist supported initiatives, like
Now now¸enjoy more creative freedom, exploration and thus a higher quality of work (Kelly,
2005). Interestingly, participant responses evidenced a feeling of disconnect with institutions
and connectedness with their artistic community (Q. 3. b). Feelings of connectedness fades as
they reflect on their experiences within or between institutional and disciplinary contexts (Q.
3. b and Q. 7. a). Some practitioners admitted to feeling unentitled or removed from the
broader sound practice community, for conflicting reasons, illustrating the hostility between
disciplines and institutions that lingers in this field of practice (Q. 3. b) Wozniak-O’Conner
and Black). Practitioners noted that venues that were ‘more open minded’ and encouraged
experimentation (Q.7 a) and b) tended to be unfunded ones (Wozniak-O’Conner, Q. 7. a). The
particular outcomes or focus on output demanded of by institutions and the funding they
provided is a concept that is at odds with participants’ artistic practice. Practitioner Jeph
Jerman, Aldrich Interviews: Sound Art (2003), concurs stating,
I think that creative work and commerce are opposites. The impulses for each originate in different
parts of the brain. Art is the end result of a human creative process. Commerce is the attempt to better
one's position in life through material gain (Jerman, 2003).

Perhaps this finding signals the need for more artist run initiatives to be funded, as Byrne
implies (2010), rather than a focus on framing sound practice within specific institutional
parameters which are intertwined with disciplinary tensions.
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Isolation within the field of sound art is strongly associated with disciplinary tensions
perpetuated through institutional demands on practice to secure funding. To navigate this
hostile terrain, practitioners adopt multiple identities. These identities will be discussed in
more detail in relation to practitioners’ habitus. Connectedness is facilitated in the field
through artistic communities. It is relationships to and within these communities that
practitioners place more importance. Institutional connections are made primarily to secure
funding and exhibition support. However, the disciplinary tensions inherent in the title of
sound art make securing this funding difficult and at times a confusing and isolating
experience. Practitioner experiences and opinions demonstrate that sound practice is not
recognised at an institutional level, in its own right, as requiring specific support. Thus,
practitioners expressed confusion at times over how they acquire support for their practice,
what to name it, a practice that exists between and across institutions. As one interviewee said
of funding “it’s like winning the lottery” (Hope, Q. 7. b).
Sound is Central to Sound Art
Soundartismanythings;andIwouldn’thesitate
e multi-to
orinclud
cross-media
work within its scope. Yet, at its core, it seems to me, sound art has to be about the
experience of sound as such; and I worry a bit about any definition that would take it
to be a mere attendant to other media
Christoph Cox, 2004.
In addition to the disciplinary and historical roots used to define Sound art, all participant
definitions of sound art acknowledged that the medium of sound was central to the definition
of sound art, but not exclusive to it. That is while other mediums could exist in the art work
the medium of sound played a central role. This idea resonated in the Audio Files Symposium
as practitioner Steve Roden and curator Anthony Huberman clearly state, Sound Art is not
only “a room with sound alone” (2004). Place is important to all participant practices, as the
context in which a work is experienced informs it (Q.5. e). For some this is more about the
technical aspects (Barclay, Smith, Gough and Black Q. 5. d) and 6. d), for others this includes
acoustic aspects as well (Hope, Wozniak-O’Conner, Denely, Blamey and Jaaniste Q. 5.d and
6. d). Participants’ process of practice involves intuition, personal and peer listening (Q.5. b
and Q. 8. b and d).
Many of the artists interviewed identified located physicality, the place/space experience of
sound, as central to their definition of sound art (Appendix B: Q. 1. c) Hope, Gough and
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Barclay). As such concepts of performance, installation, site specificity and new technology
are all used in association with sound art (Ibid). The emphasis on the visceral qualities of
sound is common to all participant definitions (Appendix B: Q.1. c). That is, a focus on
listening, space, how sound waves behave in space and between bodies; an attending to
sounds as live, physical events rather than composed arrangements. This is corroborated by
Alvin Lucier as noted in N. B. Aldrich’s 2003 interview. Although Lucier does not see
himself as a sound artist as such, he attributes his practice as being informed by it. As he says,
“I came upon "Sound Art" naturally, as I developed an intense interest in the natural
characteristics of sound waves” (Lucier, 2003, p. 3).
Notions of space, time and the physical qualities of sound featured strongly in the Audio Files
Symposium (2004). Here too participants identified space and time as central to a definition of
sound art. This discussion was framed around a short program note that practitioner Max
Neuhaus wrote in Sound Works, Volume 1: Inscription (1974),
Traditionally composers have located the elements of a composition in time. One idea which I am
interested in is locating them, instead, in space, and letting the listener place them in his own time. I am
not interested in making music exclusively for musicians or musically initiated audiences. I am
interested in making music for people.

Sound artist Stephen Vitiello defines sound art based on this inscription as he says, “Music
can be defined by sound in time, while sound art may be defined by sound in
space…exploring sound as a physical medium rather than a temporal one” (Vitiello, 2004).
These sentiments echo those reported in chapter four (Appendix B: Q. 1. a). However,
philosopher Christoph Cox and composer/author David Toop disagree with Vitiello’s
proposition. Toop thinks that Vitiello’s definition is too restrictive, that while space is
important it is not a defining feature. Toop holds that if this were so then a recording of a
soundscape for example, amongst other strands of practice not tied to a specific space, would
be excluded (Toop, 2004). This is a criticism proposed by Paul Hegarty in Noise/Music A
History (2009) in which he cites Brandon LaBelle’s Background Noise (2006), a work that is
strongly focused on the spatial qualities of sound art and the temporal relationships it creates,
to argue that if sound art is defined by space and the temporal relationships it facilitates then,
…it (sound art) either has to be an installation where the sound occupies certain space (or exceeds it) or
a performance…A CD of sound art that gets played at home seems less fully part of sound art – despite
the growth of field recordings, ambiences, and recordings of installations (2010, Hegarty, p. 171)
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Christoph Cox concedes that, “Sound-art installation very often is about filling a space with
sound, inhabiting that space and that sound, and perceiving the ways in which the particular
container shapes its sonic material” (Cox, 2004). Interestingly in an interview conversation
between Marina Rosenfeld with Stephen Vitiello, Rosenfeld defines sound art against music
as “Sound in time versus sound in space...” (2004, p. 2). Vitiello adds to her definition,
“Yeah, and that has really lasted as music versus installation—installation being sound art…”
(Ibid). Rosenfeld does not agree and the discussion between the two practitioners unfolds to
conclude that Rosenfeld’s background in music and Vitiello’s in the arts may account for their
differing definitions.
As outlined in Chapter Two, Seth Kim-Cohen argues strongly against a purely perceptual
analysis of sound practice, stating that “As far as the experience of art is concerned, the
revelation of phenomena is not enough” (Kim-Cohen, 2010,p. 112). He believes that a focus
on sounds has hindered the conceptual development of sonic art literature. In response to
Kim-Cohen’s perspective most participants ambivalently disagreed (Appendix B: Q.8. d).
While acknowledging that there are problems with theories of sound art in scholarship,
participants felt that a concentration on the sonic is not solely to blame. Some felt that there
was not enough discussion of sounds in contemporary music criticism or sound practice
(Appendix B: Q. 8. d Smith, Wozniak-O’Conner and Blamey) Others proposed that the
problem was that current literature on Sound Art is that it is ‘fairly ordinary’ (Blamey and
Wozniak-O’Conner). Another contended that the problems with current Sonic Arts literature
are symptomatic of “the assumptions that various bodies of knowledge bring to sonicexperience and sonic-aesthetic encounters” and that there needs to be a more holistic
approach to sonic arts practice (Ibid, Q.8. d Jaaniste). Overall practitioners regard scholarship
on sound art as dominated by ideological or disciplinary concerns, and report that it fails to
adequately describe the experience of an exhibition or performance. In summary practitioners
within this research and external to it consider the physical phenomena of sound as central to
sound art.
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The Habitus: Sound Practice from the Inside
Perhaps the only way to avoid a theory of sound art that simply reiterates the demands of art theory, or
music theory (for that matter), is to require that it meet the only set of demands that matter— those
adequatetotheunavoidable,unruly,unfashionablethingthatweusedtocall‘thework’
Brian Kane, 2013.

As the preceding discussion has shown, sound art as a concept is not reflective of sound
practice. According to practitioners it is alienating, exclusive, vague, and miscellaneous and
serves disciplinary and institutional ends. It fails to engage with their practice in a meaningful
way. As Nicholas Zurbrugg suggests in Art, Performance, Media: 31 Interviews (2004) to
discover art you must visit the artists (Zurbrugg, 2004, p. x-xii); in this section, based on
participant responses in this report, characteristics of this field of practice will be examined
and discussed. Using data collected from the topics of Practice and Listening, the ecology of
sound practice surfaces as one that is concerned with listening, hearing, space, performativity,
and liveness. It will also address how practitioners navigate this field of practice, an
inter/cross/trans disciplinary practice, where there is constant negotiation of identity, context,
practice and collaboration. As reflected in practitioner responses, and corroborated by the
views of sound practitioners beyond this proejct, sound practice is an multidisciplinary
practice. The multidisciplinary nature of sound practice is demonstrated in the multiple
identities, media and contexts that participants continuously engage with or assume.
Multiple Identities
Sound practitioners come from multiple different disciplinary backgrounds. Participants
interviewed came from one of three disciplinary backgrounds: fine art, music and media
(Appendix A: Table 4-1. Disciplinary backgrounds of interviewees). However, it was not
uncommon for interviewees to have their undergraduate discipline into one of the other two to
complete postgraduate study (Ibid). Practitioners in Audio Files (2004), the writings of
Douglas Kahn (2002), Julian Knowles (2002) and Cat Hope (2012) all note the predominance
of sound practitioners hailing from music, visual arts and media. Kahn and Knowles add to
the list; computer science, performance and theatre. Practitioners involved in the symposium
Audio Files (2004), Carl Michael von Hausswolff, Steve Roden, Marina Rosenfeld, and
Stephen Vitiello all had disciplinary backgrounds in the fields listed above. Hailing from
different disciplinary backgrounds, practitioners assumed multiple identities and labels for
their sound practice. A total of thirteen different titles were identified by the nine practitioners
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interviewed (Appendix A: Table B and C). The reason that practitioners had multiple labels
and identities was due to the multiple different contexts which they work in. Assuming
different names, artists can traverse boundaries with cultural and economic ease. That is, they
can secure funding, be respected and or understood in which ever context they are practicing
in.
The act of naming one’s work and assuming a title is a tricky and proving both a profitable
and unprofitable experience. Choosing a name for yourself and your practice has multiple
implications for your current and future practice. Clare Cooper, a practitioner, in an article
Don't Fence Me In (2008) expresses a sense of awkwardness whenever asked what she does,
noting how her identity changes according to context and funding to ensure she and her work
is not perceived as elitist or too artsy (2008). In a series of short interviews conducted in the
Resonate Magazine (2008), practitioners evidence the use of multiple titles, identities and
labels. Jodi Rose calls her work “…experimental music, sound installations and
performances” (2008). And Shannon O’Niel, calling his practice music, sound art, sound
design, radio or just sound clearly states that title he chooses, “…depends on the context”
(2009).Five out of nine of the participants noted (Q. 2. a Blamey, Hope, Barclay, Black and
Denley), that title plays a role in securing funding and exhibition. For example Peter Blamey,
who uses the three different titles (sound artist, artist and musician), specifies that he only
uses the title sound artist when funding is involved (Blamey, Q. 2. a). Pragmatically Hope
notes that her identity “… changes according to the need” (Hope, Q. 2. d). Barclay in a
similar vein says,
…I often sway more towards sound artist in a festival / commercial context. In the context of funding,
I’ll certainly put more focus on my more traditional work as a composer for straight music applications,
and more focus on interdisciplinary sound art work for InterArts applications.

Blamey, Hope, Barclay explicitly state that the choice to use the title of sound artist in certain
contexts can be profitable (Q. 2. and Q. 7). Black implies a similar sentiment, stating, “…I
think that all art is political and that has something to do with what people and communities
want to call my work. There are also hegemonic factors to consider, especially associated
with funding and marketing” (Black, Q. 2).
Clare Cooper is wary of the multiple titles that come from outside of practice. In her
experience if you do not fit neatly into a box, or use the right title then you and your work will
reap the consequences. As she warns, “…'Western' society does not reward those whose
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activities exist on the blurred edges of a clearly defined and celebrated genre, nor does it
reward those who move freely from one to the other” (Cooper, 2008). Cooper’s experiences
resonate with interviewee Luke Jaaniste,
…I like to sometimes say I am a sonic artist, which just means I operate with the sonic in mind without
saying musician, composer, sound artist etc. So that is just part of the technique of inventing terms to
side-step the baggage of others ones. But really I just use terms that I think will connect best with
whatever institutional or communal audience I am trying to connect with (Q. 2)

Symposium moderator Chris Cox and practitioner participants, Steve Roden, Carl Michael
von Hausswolff and Stephen Vitellio (Audio Files, 2004) concur but stress the importance of
being aware of a label’s historical, disciplinary and institutional context and meaning. The
interviewees here clearly demonstrate such an awareness.
Herein lies a disjuncture between sound practice and sound art. While disciplinary and
institutional divides between music and the visual arts are central to sound art, in practice
practitioners continually traverse these ‘divides’ (Q. 4. b and 7. a and b et al.). Practitioners
interviewed did not associate themselves with particular institutions or disciplines (Q. 7. a),
b), c). There was a tendency to go by several names and be involved in a myriad of different
projects and media (Q. 4. b); for Blamey, Denley and Smith this is a conscious decision.
Working both collaboratively and solo, practitioners note that they are often working on
multi-disciplinary projects. (Q.4. b Barclay and Smith). This experience is corroborated by
practitioners Marina Rosenfeld, Stephen Vitellio, Steve Roden and Carl Michael von
Hausswolff in Audio Files (2004). Adding to the multidisciplinary flavour of sound practice is
the various histories and practices that it incorporates. Participants engage in a variety of
output modes and venues such as performance, exhibition, installation and recordings with
some participants engaging in all four modes (Barclay, Blamey, Hope and Denley, Q. 6 a).
This constant negotiation of title and identity is a feature of this field of practice that all
participants are aware of (Q.2 and Cooper, 2008). Titles and identities of participants tended
to change based on the context and funding (Black, Blamey, Denley, Hope and Jaaniste, Q. 2.
a); the wrong title in the wrong context result in not securing the funding, not getting
exhibited or your work not being taken seriously (Q. 2, especially Barclay, Q. 2. a and
Cooper, 2008). The multiple names that artists’ assume reflects their knowledge of the field,
their inbuilt awareness of the field’s doxa, and the ways in which it can secure you economic
and cultural capital.
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Collaborative Hybrid Practice
Interviewees indicated that their practice was multimodal. The modes of practice that
practitioners engage in are not limited by medium or style (refer to Appendix A: Table 4-5.
and Figure C. and Q. 4.b). No participant worked with sound exclusively (Q4. b), for some it
was the primary medium (Hope, Q.4. b) but for the majority this was not the case. As such it
is not unusual to find that of the nine practitioners interviewed eight of them had at least two
or more identities which they went by (refer Appendix A, Table 4-4 and Q.2. a). An
experience that is corroborated by practitioners Jodi Rose, Shannon O’Neill and Nick
Mariette. Interviewed in Resonate Magazine (2008), they note a variety of titles, identities and
modes in their practice. As O’Neill says, “I work across music, radio, internet, performance,
text, video and installation. Much of my work includes the use of manipulated found sounds
and field recordings, often in combination with more obviously musical techniques”
(2009).Similarly Nick Mariette states, “I like to work with any possible means for putting
sound work out into the world, from radio, live performance, studio works, film soundtracks,
installations or even perceptual research” (2008). Moreover, the multiple titles and contexts
that practitioners move across, as indicated in the previous section Multiple Identities, is
reflective of artist’s collaborative hybrid practice.
Also, more often than not, practitioners described their practice as collaborative, not solo (Q.
3; Table E). For some this was indicative of the artistic communities they were part of (Q. 3;
Hope; Denley, Blamey; Smith; Black), for other this was due to the types of projects they
were part of (Q.3, Barcaly; Jaaniste). For example Barclay explains
…my large-scale projects are often collaborative in nature where I usually take the position of
director/composer/sound artist. In this context – I might be working with other live performers, but
rarely other sound artists.

The variety of contexts, media and modes of practice in which a sound practitioner works in
is reflective of the hybrid field of practice (Toop, 2004) that the practitioners interviewed, and
all sound practitioners, engage in. As Steve Roden states in Audio Files (2002) considering
the role that each practitioner’s personal disciplinary and historical journey plays in their
practice and identity, “… we all know it has a rich and cross-disciplined history that should
allow the fact that the art is singing to be no big deal”. Unfortunately, however, academia
does not welcome work that is not easily classifiable (Zurbrugg, 2004, p. x-xii). Rather than
being discussed as multidisciplinary, reflective of sound practice, Salomé Voegelin (2012)
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believes that sound art is in acute danger of being sublimated into other disciplines failing to
give it adequate institutional support and its own discourse. An institutional support she
believes sound practice desperately needs as, “Sound Art is an extremely white male
dominated area and if you leave it to un-official networks you will find it much harder to
broaden participation and appreciation” (2012). A similar observation is made by interviewee
Tom Smith more than once (Q. 1. b and Q. 8. d). Participants expressed feelings of
despondency regarding support and funding of sound practice largely because institutions
demanded their work be framed in specific ways (Hope and Gough, Q. 7. c).
Process Over Product
Based on the qualities of sound practice that practitioners articulate it is clear that there is an
emphasis on process over product. More than half of practitioners, while acknowledging
exhibitions and performances as an important part of their practice, an output of it, qualified
that it was not a final output (Barclay, Blamey, Wozniak-O’Conner, Gough and Jaaniste, Q. 6.
b). Many reflected on how exhibitions, performances and documentation of them often feed
back into their practice. Sometimes, the exhibition/performance, helped resolve and push their
practice forward. As such exhibitions and performances were seen as a part of the bigger
creative process (Q. 5. a), which often helped resolve and push their practice forward. Some
felt that an emphasis on product over practice was encouraged by institutions as a way to
make sound are more marketable commodity (Q. 1. b, Smith). Pragmatically Vitiello observes
that it is only once sound art becomes buyable that it will become recognised culturally and
institutionally (Vitiello, 2004, p. 3). He proposes, and Rosenfeld agrees, that in order for this
to occur practitioners need to start documenting their work (2004, p. 3-4). Rosenfeld adds that
intertwined with this is the need to name the practice, the practice needs to be named, defined
and produce marketable products. As she reflects,
The utility of these definitions is interesting because it's quite clear that we are not in a field like
painting, where the distribution and marketplace are set up to insure that the artist is taken care of.
We're in this real no man's land. It's a wonderful freedom on one hand, and it's a real handicap from
another point of view. We're both interested in the production of objects around these more ephemeral
kinds of outputs in our work, so some of these definitions simply have a marketplace utility, which is
important (2004, p. 3).

Data from practitioner interviews corroborates this point made by Rosenfeld and Vietiello as
they most of their audio-visual documentation of their work was to securing future funding,
support and opportunity (Q. 6. e and Q. 9.). Practitioners qualified that audio-visual
recordings of their work is distinctly different from the actual performance or exhibition of it
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(Q. 5. f; Q6. e and c). All participants contend that their exhibited or performed work is a
work, an event, in its own right (Q.5. f). The notion of listening as process expressed by
participants again emphasises process over product in performance (Q.8.c and 5. d); the way
that context and materials can distinctly affect the listening experience, a particular event
experience (Q. 6 c).Vitiello and Rosenfeld concur, documentation to market your work and
the recording of a work for distribution result in distinctly different works (2004). The
experience of the work is fundamentally different but documentation is necessary for funding
and recognition. As Steve Roden states oin Audio Files (2004), “…our works are
consequently having a temporary existence in different spaces and contexts, I suppose it is
inevitable that these things will continue to influence the future of both making and
exhibiting…” (2002). Rosenfeld agrees,
…I think sound artists, or contemporary artists working with sound and music composition, could be
thinking more about artifacts that have a partial relationship to the whole as an interesting way of
making a connection to live experience… The object doesn't have to be equivalent to the experience.
Not so much a documentary, but there are interesting ways of experience seeping into materials that in
some way act as stand-ins (2004, p. 3).

Practitioners do however, make notes and take photos of their work to document their
technical set up for future practice and progression. Additional to these notes are the peer and
audience feedback that they accumulate as a result of performing and exhibiting there work
(Q. 5. b and f; Q. 3.a and b). Feedback which they place much importance on and which they
fold back into their practice (Ibid). For example Gough explains how through the
documentation process of collecting loops and sounds, new works develop from existing
materials and thus older work feeds into the creation of new works (Gough, Q. 6. b). Many
felt that their practice was strongly tied to the artistic community that they were part of,
distinctly different from institutional contexts. As Denley states, “all my work comes out of
community” and Hope observes community practice “pushes you in certain directions” (Q. 3.
a, Denley and Hope). Jaaniste suggested a preference for his workshop to be opened out
rather than exhibiting or performing a one off work for a particular context (Q. 3. a and b). All
these statements and sentiments point to the importance that practitioners put on practice as
process in their habitus over practice as product, which serves more economic and cultural
capital ends of the field. Interviewees demonstrated a distinct understanding of their work as
continuous, dynamic and varied (Q. 5. a and 6. b).
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Performance, Liveness, Listening and Space
All participants’ practice involved performance and ideas of liveness, the unfolding of the
work, that performance allows is intrinsic to this (Q. 5. c). This was emphasised by artists as
they believed that the experience of their work was influenced and shaped by the time and
place in which it took place (Q. 6 c). Some placed so much importance on performance that it
was an identity and title that they assumed (Appendix A: Table 4-2 and Appendix B: Q.2. a,
Hope, Wozniak-O’Conner, Jaaniste and Smith). Using the titles of installation / exhibition /
performance interchangeably, depending on the intended venue context (Q. 6 a), artists
explained how they tailored their works to specific contexts. From the way they name their
work (Blamey, Q. 4. b) to the way they set up their work (Q. 4. b).Knowledge of the acoustic
environment is important to most of the practitioners’ works recognising that the space the
work is experienced in affects and changes the work even if it is not specifically created for a
particular space. Some focus more on how the technical specifics affect the experience in a
different spaces (Barclay, Smith, Gough and Black, Q. 5. d) and e), other practitioners reflect
more how the acoustic space will affect their works (Hope, Wozniak O’Conner, Q5.e, and
Blamey, Jaaniste Q. 5. d). It was common amongst all participants to ask of the technical and
architectural specifications of a venue prior to exhibition or performance so that they could
adjust their works accordingly. Whilst this expresses the importance that practitioners place
on space and the affect it will have on their work, it also illustrates the flexibility of sound
practitioners, making do with what is available (Hope, Blamey, Smith and Gough, Q. 6. d).
Sound practitioners interviewed in “Sound artists galore” (2008) confirm these findings. Both
Rob Curgenven (2008) and Lawrence English (2008) emphasise the role of space/place in
their practice and how it contributes to the creative research concerns of their work. Artist
Steve Roden, in Active Listening (2005), also agrees contending that sound practice is
primarily interested in the activation of spaces and as such the space in which it is performed
or exhibited informs the work, and this is intentional (2005). He adds that this does not
“…necessarily shift focus to a performer; but reflect attention back towards the existing
qualities (sometimes shouting, sometimes hidden) of the space itself (and in particular to the
relationship between the space and the sounds being generated within it)”. This was
deliberately played out in the architectural set up of performances and installations, not taking
place on a stage by amongst the audience of active listeners. Inherent in this is an attempt by
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practitioners to establish a more relaxed, non-hierarchical structure of performance, one that is
foreign to and at odds with institutional concerns and structures.
Vitiellio feels that this set up, one that he relates to and encourages in his practice, has been
facilitated by exhibition/performance of sound practice in the arts rather than in traditional
music settings. In the institution of music the performer is staged, separated from the
audience, and dressed in black “Now it's just, be as invisible as you possibly can” (Vitiello,
2004, p. 4). Steve Roden in Active Listening (Soundwalk Catalogue, 2005) believes that the
way in which sound interacts with space is fundamental to sound art practice. Using painting
and sculpture as a point of differentiation he contends that sound practice activates a space,
…Sound draws attention to the space and the environment it exists in; and tends to create a kind of
intimacy with space (for it shares its presence with the space of a space)…it can encourage the
listener/viewer to engage with the space differently than if no sound were present. Sound can also
change the social qualities of space...within existing architecture, a field of sound can create a micro
architecture – where audio speakers and one’s ears are perhaps the thresholds and doorways to another
space of wandering. In this sense, sound not only inhabits space, but has the potential to become space
(2005).

Interview data and external practitioner perspectives confirm that listening and exploration of
the medium of sound is central to sound practice. All participants identified listening as
informing creative decision making in their practice (Q. 5. b and Q. 9. b and c). This included
‘personal’ listening as well as peer and audience listening as a form of creative feedback on
their works (Q. 5. b). Some describe listening as central to their practice (Denley and Smith,
Q. 9.d) and others as a constant consequence of working with the medium of sound (Blamey,
Q. 9.d). Steve Roden and Annea Lockwoord expressed similar perspectives to interviewed
practitioners. Roden states that imperative to his practice is the desire to “open people’s ears”
to new listening experiences (Roden, 2002). Similarly, Annea Lockwood, Sound Art
Interviews (Aldrich, 2003), explains, “Intuition is not involved” in her practice but listening to
acoustic properties between sounds.
Unanimously participant listening changed depending on practice context (Q.9. a, d and e).
For example it could be very technical descriptive music production listening (Smith, Q.9.f)
or whole body listening (Jaaniste, Q. 9.f). Depending on the specifics of their practice their
listening placed greater importance on different aspects of sound. Generalized, modes of
listening fall into two categories: 1) electronic listening and 2) acoustic listening, overlapping
at times; for example audio work in a live environment or recorded acoustic works. All
participants noted context informed the type of listening that they engaged with,
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differentiating between live performance and postproduction listening (Q.9. and 9.a).
Postproduction listening was described as sharper and performance listening as more an
engagement with the moment (Gough, Q.5) and Smith, Denley and Blamey, Q. 9. a). It is also
noted that active listening tends to happen more at public events as opposed to private
listening which tends to be more distracted (Denley, Q. 5. and Q. 8. a and Smith, Q. 8. a).
Stephen Vitiello relates strongly to this idea of different listening based on weather one is in a
public or private setting (2004). He also explains how when creating a work that his listening
goes through these different settings, depending on where he is in his practice. He also notes
that the public setting of listening is a collaborative one; collaborative with peers and audio
professionals (Vitiello, 2003). Listening is always a feature of his work whatever stage it is at
but this listening changes according to context and need (Vitiello, 2004, p. 9).
Disciplinary specific modes of listening and analytical approaches to sound practice were
seen as limited and therefore not useful by practitioners (Q. 8. b and Q.8. d). Of specific
interest are the reasons as to why practitioners found disciplinary specific analysis’s or modes
of listening problematic; namely because they did not listen, they did not pay attention to
sound but rather formal structures around them. Most participants’ responses express a desire
for literature on sound practice to engage with it on its own terms, paying attention to sonic
phenomena and doing so from an interdisciplinary perspective. This is exemplified in ways
that practitioners defined sound art, in their own words, as primarily concerned with exploring
the physicality and physical phenomena of sound (Q. 1. Blamey, Hope, Black and Barclay). A
perspective that is shared by other practitioners such as Lawrence English and Stephen
Vitiello who both express the idea that Sound Art, their practice, is fundamentally concerned
with the ‘matter of sound’ (English, 2010) and physical phenomena (Vitiello, p. 4, 2004).
Alvin Lucier also identifies that his practice became more concerned with Sound Art in
definition when he “…developed an intense interest in the natural characteristics of sound
waves” (Lucier, 2003). Practitioner responses to follow up questions regarding listening
reiterated that sound practice is concerned with sonic matter. This was explicitly illustrated in
participants’ responses (Q. 8.d) Denley, Blamey, Smith, Wozniak-O’Conner and Jaaniste) to
academic Kim-Cohen’s statement that “As far as the experience of art is concerned, the
revelation of phenomena is not enough” (2010, p. 112). No one felt that the issue with
theories sound art was due to too much focus on sonic phenomena (Q. 8.e: Smith, Blamey,
Wozniak-O’Conner, and Jaaniste).
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The attention that is given to sound as sonic phenomena, space and listening in sound practice
is also demonstrated in the ways that practitioners talk about their work. Stephen Vitiello,
Annea Lockwood, Steve Roden and Brandon LaBelle, have similar perspectives to the
practitioners’ interviewed. Vitiello talks about dialoguing and space and listeners (2003)
whilst Lockwood describes it in her practice as letting the listeners enter sounds, which takes
time (2003). Roden actually sees the fundamental difference between Music and sound
practice to be the attention it gives to sound. As he states,
…Marcel Duchamp spoke of the viewer completing a work of art; and that a work of art has no
meaning without a viewer to bring meaning to it. And so I think, as active listeners, we can become
“composer listeners”, as we decide what sounds in the world we are going to ignore and what we will
choose to listen to as music (Roden, 2005).

Brandon LaBelle, practitioner and theorist, extends on this idea making specific reference to
Roden’s practice. He makes the differentiation,
…it doesn’t have to be a sound, it’s about sound. So for instance Steve Roden may make a painting that
has everything to do with listening. And I think that’s really key for me to distinguish sound practice
from music, music is a sound production but it doesn’t necessarily ask us to think about sound, it can of
course but I think generally it doesn’t strive for that. So I think Sound Art for me starts to ask those
questions (LaBelle, 2012).

Music journalist Dayal (2013), like practitioners, also questions whether it is possible to
engage with sound art, sound practice, without attending to it on its own terms. As she says,
“Is it possible to write about sound art without listening?” This question is tirelessly echoed
in the responses of practitioners within this research and external to it Critiques such as KimCohen’s have lead some practitioners to specify that they in fact make ‘conceptual Sound
Art’ (Rose, 2008). Contrary to this, practitioners believe that listening is central to a
conceptual engagement with sound practice.
Acknowledging that listening was central to their practice and, they felt, to developing
theories of sound art, practitioners were asked about how they listened. Practitioners’ listening
is not disciplinary specific but is influenced and informed by theoretical and practice based
models (Q.8). They saw hearing and listening as interconnected, one could not occur without
the other (Q. 8. a). Implied, and at times explicitly stated, there is a very specific type of
listening that practitioners believe is most useful for engaging with sound practice in public
settings/during a performance. This is a listening that is called various different names by
practitioners but when described has common features. Referred to as whole body listening by
one participant (Jaaniste, Q. 8.a), what practitioners described was an embodied listening very
174

much related to space and body (Q. 8 and 9 Jaaniste, Smith, Blamey and Denley). This is
reiterated by participants when presented with Albert Bregman’s notion of ecological
listening, the idea of acoustic events being multifold (Bregman, 1999, p. 10), agreeing that
this is how they went about listening in their practice (Q. 8. c). As such sound events,
practitioners’ work/practice, is plastic (Blamey, Q. 8. c), a living process that is unfolding
(Jaaniste, Q. 8. c), “…woven into the fabrik of space/time” (Denely, Q.8.c).
Practitioners Steve Roden, Stephen Vitiello and Jeph Jerman describe this type of listening in
their practice; a form similar to Albert Bregman’s Ecological Listening. Roden, who calls it
active listening and having gentle ears, believes that this sort of listening allows him to have
“…a deeper connection to the spaces and the sounds that surround them – like Alice’s rabbit
hole; one must take notice of certain things, before one can fall into other worlds…” (Roden,
2005). Vitiello’s listening is comparable in which he describes that as an observer/listener,
“…I try to be aware of my place relative to what I am recording or what I am hearing and take
responsibility in how it goes back into the ears or thoughts of others” (2003). He goes on to
state that the process of listening in his creative practice is about trying to present an auditory
experience and environment to himself and to audiences (Vitiello, 2003). Improviser and
listener, as he calls himself, Jeph Jerman, in Aldrich Interviews: Sound Art (2003), notes that
in his practice, his listening, starts with the room, the sound and forgetting himself. His work
is specifically concerned with awareness and perception believing that his practice, the
experience of his work, is about offering a chance for people to listen. He relishes the idea of
multiple experiences in one space for each person as he says,
I guess what it comes down to is whether one believes in an objective viewpoint or not. I do not. I know
that there is an objective reality, but human perception is most often closed to it. For me, the important
thing is listening (2003).

For practitioners, sound, space, time (liveness), listening and the relationship between each, is
of importance to their practice and to what they are trying to do in their practice; to listen and
to encourage others to listen with open ears. Architectural, technical and institutional contexts
affect and shape the listening experience. As reflected in the artists practice, it is the
relationships between these elements from which sound practice is made meaningful, it is
here that we can come to conceptually engage, to understand sound practice.
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Research Design Limitations
The process of selecting and contacting prospective participants in this research was based on
association with the field of sound art. This was established through the obvious naming of
their work or themselves as sound artists or their association with events, exhibitions, projects
which were regarded as sound art. While 15 artists were contacted only nine responded. There
was an attempt made to sample responses from a range of disciplinary informed backgrounds
because it was hypothesised that this may affect perspectives towards the field of practice,
their habitus and their practice. Therefore, artists contacted came from or associated
themselves with one of three disciplines, music, media or visual arts. Whilst there is at least
one participant from each discipline, some disciplines are more represented than others. Out
of the nine who responded only two were female artists, the other seven were male. How
gender may affect practitioners’ relationship to practice, practitioners, identity and community
and funding was not explored in my interviews. The limited number of participants and the
uneven disciplinary coverage is a limitation of this research. In order to address this the
interviewees’ data was triangulated with other artist statements and articles covering the same
topics in this research.
The use of a semi-structured email interview research design posed advantages and
disadvantages in the data collated. A qualitative research design, findings in his project were
based on participant experiences as practitioners in the field of sound art practice. Therefore,
opinions and findings in this report are subjective. However, the subjectivity of this research
is in line with the research questions at stake, how practitioners see themselves and their
practice and how this meshes with current literature specific to this field of practice. The
gathering of participants’ responses allows for trends and patterns of experiences,
understandings and opinions to be identified and corroborated and or contradicted by
literature. To ensure that the patterns, themes and trends identified were true to participant
responses, follow up questions were used to elaborate and clarify participant’ responses
(Meho, 2006).
A difficulty encountered in the research was the securing of participants and maintaining
engagement in the email interview process. In some cases not all participants responded to
follow up questions; where this occured it has been noted in the report and discussion of the
data. Due to the small sample size of this research, a total of nine participants, trends and
patterns identified cannot be considered conclusive. However, this does not mean that the data
176

collected is of less value. All practitioners are active within the field of practice and therefore
their responses offer insight into the practitioner habitus in the field of sound art. To test the
validity of the trends/themes found in the results, literature eternal to this research will be
drawn on to corroborate findings where possible and appropriate. This will include prominent
practitioner interviews, articles and statements and scholarship on the field of sound art and
the habitus of the sound practitioner.
Advantages of the semi-structured email interview approach for this research is the candid
and at times more reflective responses from participants it encouraged. As Natilene Bowker
and Kieth Tuffin report, in Using the online medium for discursive research about people
with disabilities (2004), the anonymity of email promotes greater openness in the revelation
of personal participant information. Paul Levinson, Computer conferencing in the context of
the evolution of media (1990), also argues that there is a certain freedom in the use of
electronic media which encourages participants to construct responses that can be edited and
reflected upon prior to submission. This is also corroborated by Tracey Kennedy (2000) and
Jean-Marc Lehu (2004) who contend that email interview enables the interviewee to feel
more relaxed and comfortable as they can respond to the interview questions in their own
time in a familiar setting such as their office or home. Therefore, while email interviews can
be less personal, and do not allow for body language analysis, they do offer greater potential
in receiving more in depth and honest responses. They encourage a self-reflexive interview
process which allows the researcher and the interviewees to reflect on and share their
experiences. In the case of this research, participants were allowed two weeks to a month to
respond to the questions. If there was any doubt or clarity required in participant responses,
follow up emails were sent and promptly replied to. Email interviewing, far from a limitation
on this research, allowed for efficient, in-depth and clear collation of data from practitioners
across Australia.
The thematic organisation of results was based on the predominance of certain words, phrases
or perspectives. This was an effective and efficient method to organise the data and make
generalisations about it. Obviously, more conclusive results could have been reported with a
larger sample size. More interviewees could have provided data to reveal distinctive patterns
and trends. To make up for any small sample size skewed trends and anomalies the discussion
incorporated sound art practitioners from outside this research. This included the interviews
conducted by N. B. Aldrich (2003), the online symposium Audio Files (2004) and other
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incidental interview examples such as Marina Rosenfeld and Stephen Vitellio (New Music
Box, 2004). In general these interviews tended to corroborate the sentiments reported in
chapter four. When they did not, this was identified. Triangulating practitioner’s perspectives
external to this research on the topics of sound art, identity, practice and listening, the themes
and patterns were given further validity. This project could be expanded to include more
participants to reveal more anomalies and patterns. A future direction or possibility of the
project which was out of the timeframe scope of this project.
Methodological Limitations of Bourdieu’s Field Theory
Needing to gain a clear picture of sound art practice, field theory provided a framework
through which the field, the habitus and capital could be identified. More specifically, the
field of sound art and all the institutions, disciplines and social bodies of power, the habitus of
the sound art practitioner, how they operated in this field to secure economic and cultural
capital. Bourdieu’s field theory was effective in demystifying the relationship between
practice and theory in sound art. In regards to the field of sound art, field theory elucidated the
cultural and economic capital that the title/term sound art can afford artist’s practice. .
However, it can simultaneously restrict, marginalise their practice and is seen as a nonspecific identifier of practice used by scholars and institutions to pigeon hole them. Scholars
are not so keen on the label either but continue to use it and define it against, between or with
either music or the visual arts. A situation which makes experience of the practitioner even
more complicated to navigate to maintain economic and cultural power. In general, field
theory revealed that there is a disjuncture between the experience and concerns of
practice/practitioners and that of scholars and critics who belong to specific institutions or
disciplines. It also revealed that the disciplinary tensions between music and visual arts
complicate and negatively affect the funding and institutional support of sound practice.
Conversely, it is within their respective artistic communities that practitioners find the most
useful and important support networks for their practice. By paying attention to each
practitioner’s habitus and in the different locals which they do work, field theory
demonstrated that practitioners do have conceptual, technical and practical frameworks in
place in their work. It has shown that sound practice is not disciplinary but a hybrid
multidisciplinary and multimodal practice, not exclusively sound specific but concerned with
sonic phenomena and its experiential qualities.
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Field theory has been effective in revealing that sound practice is conceptual. However, it is
limited in mobilising the practitioner’s methods of practice into a theory of sound art. This is
due to the epistemological assumptions that underpin it, namely its discrimination between
in/animate objects in the field. In Bourdieu’s field agency is only attributed to animate actors.
As such this framework can only account for animate agents in its social deconstruction of the
field. While revealing key aspects of artist’s methods of practice, such as listening, sound,
performance, process over product etc., it does not account for their effect on the ecology of
practice. As such, field theory supplies a fixed picture of relations between animate actors,
assuming only they have power/agency and that they construct the field. A strong theme
arising from the research was the role that sound, listening, materials and space played in the
way artists’ thought about and engaged with their practice. For example the way that their
works were tailored to specific architectural and technical specifics of the intended context of
their performance or exhibition. Or the way specific soundings, assembled materials and
space facilitate and shape specific listenings. Field theory cannot account for these aspects of
practice. As such, while field theory illustrates clearly the social construction of the field of
sound art, another methodological framework will need to be utilised to acknowledge and
attend to the material and experiential methods aspects of sound art practice. A theory which
does not discriminate between agency and in/animate actors. This limitation will be addressed
in the following chapter using Bruno Latour’s Actor-Network Theory and Jane Bennett’s
Vibrant Matter.
Conclusion
Just as Henri Chopin’s (1982) sense inspired Nicholas Zurbrugg, 31 Interviews (2004), “that
the best way to discover the ‘true art’ of any era is to ‘visit the artists themselves’” (Zurbrugg,
2004, p.ix) this qualitative research sought to learn from sound practitioners what sound
practice is. In asking questions pertaining to their practice and how they go about it, certain
features became clear. Sound Art and the baggage that it has accumulated over time makes it
an unattractive and worn out title for sound practice. It is perceived by practitioners as
something that is separate from their practice, a term which has arisen out of institutional and
disciplinary concerns to demarcate practice, to simplify it and make it marketable. This
relationship to sound practice has shaped, to a degree, the current field of practice. A field in
which practitioners are flexible and collaborative, participating in inter/trans/cross
disciplinary projects; it is a hybrid practice. Sound, although not exclusive or always central
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to their practice, is explored in terms of its physicality, its phenomena, how this is affected by
place/space/context, the relationships between bodies and space through listening. Some
named their practices of listening, others just described it, but the descriptions of listening in
their creative practices were clearly similar in style and approach.
The data discussed and corroborated with practitioners’ experiences outside of this research
and compared to scholarly perspectives revealed that there was a disjuncture between the
theory and practice. This was demonstrated by scholarships’ theories of sound art which
frame it disciplinarily, propose that less attention needs to be given to the experiential aspects
of practice and that sound practice concerned with the experiential is my default not
conceptually concerned. Practitioners know their work; they have developed approaches to
critically and conceptually engage with it. Rather than disciplines and institutional concerns
shaping how sound practice is framed, the answer as to how we can conceptually engage with
sound practice is in practice itself. To move forward with this data, a framework needs to be
adopted that will facilitate practitioners’ methods of practice, the attention they give to both
the experimental and material aspects of their work. A framework which can account for the
inanimate aspects of this ecology of practice, sound, listening and practice, acknowledging
their agency and thus effect on artistic practice. This framework is Bruno Latour’s ActorNetwork Theory and Jane Bennett’s Vibrant Matter. Utilised in chapter six these frameworks
will unpack and explore sound art as an ecology of practice out of which a theory of it can
emerge from practice.
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Chapter Six
Understanding Sound Practice
I had to visit the artists themselves before I finally discovered the true art of the twentieth century.
Henri Chopin, 1982

The qualitative research with sound practitioners presented in the previous chapters was
motivated by two dominant positions observed in sound art scholarship: that sound art is
disciplinary; and that it is experiential, rather than conceptual (Kim-Cohen, 2010). As a
practitioner, these assumptions seemed at odds with my experience and approaches to my
own practice. The practitioner’s voice was largely absent from scholarly literature and debates
in developing conceptual approaches to sound art. While sound art is analyzed and the
occasional artist statement or interview cited (Hegarty 2007; Kim-Cohen 2009; LaBelle 2006,
2010; Licht 2007) or compilation published (Kouvaras 2013; Kelly 2011; Zurbrugg 2004;
Bandt 2001), practitioners’ methods of production and analysis are generally not incorporated
into conceptual models. In giving voice to practitioners and attending further to their practice,
this chapter will articulate the critical and conceptual concerns of sound art from a perspective
“inside” practice. Using Bruno Latour’s Actor-Network-Theory (ANT) and Jane Bennett’s
Vibrant Matter (2010) this chapter will synthesize the findings of the qualitative research
(Chapter Four and Five) with multi-disciplinary sound scholarship (Chapter Two and Three)
revealing the field of sound practice as dynamic, complex and conceptual. Rather than
looking at sound practice from different disciplinary perspectives, this chapter considers it as
an ecology; a complex field out of which specific models of conceptual engagement emerge
alongside the embodied experience of sound and listening. This approach is demonstrated
through an analysis of a specific instance of the sound practice ecology: Rupture Rupture, an
event which took place at the Museum of Contemporary Art ArtBar, Sydney, Australia, in
June 2014, in the section on sound practice.
As outlined in chapter two, the 1980s saw the introduction of ‘sound art’ as a term to define
this practice. Over the past decades sound art has become increasingly entangled in a
disciplinary tug of war between the visual arts and music. While there is a trend to situate
sound in the arts (Erlmann 2010; Kahn 1999; Sterne 2003; Toop 1995, 2010) scholarly
critiques of contemporary sound practice continue to be ambivalent about the disciplinary
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location and definition of sound art (Cox 2006, 2009, 2011; Dyson 2009; Hegarty 2007; KimCohen 2009; LaBelle 2006, 2010; Licht 2007, Voegelin 2010). Locating it wholly within the
visual arts, in opposition to music or straddling the two disciplines, critical frameworks tend
to either emphasize the experiential or structural elements of practice. Seth Kim-Cohen’s
Towards a Non-cochlear Sonic Art (2010) proposed that sound art theory and practice was
conceptually stunted because of its continued return to phenomenological frameworks. While
many scholars applauded Kim-Cohen’s call for a more conceptual scholarship many
disagreed with the complete dismissal of all phenomenological aspects of sound practice. As
argued previously, Kim-Cohen’s use of visual epistemological engines to conceptualize the
aural, his conflation of phenomenology with anti-conceptualism, and the assumption that
sound practice is concerned with the experiential over the conceptual are all problematic. In
response there has been a strong philosophical shift towards affect and materialist theories,
informed by Gilles Deleuze (2003, 2004), Deleuze and Felix Guattari (2003; 2004), Baruch
Spinoza (1992) and Michel Serres (2000; 1982), as a way to conceptualize and account for
both the material and the experiential aspects of sound and listening (O’Callaghan 2010,
2008, 2007; Michael Nudds 2001; O’Callagahn and Nudds 2009; O’Shaughnessy 2000;
Casati and Jérôme Dokic 2005). This approach has come to feature in much recent
scholarship on artistic sound practice and culture (Bindall and Thompson 2013; Evans 2013;
Schrimsaw 2013; Cox 2013; 2011; 2009; 2006).
Drawing on the recent materialist turn within sound scholarship, and responding to KimCohen’s work, this chapter seeks to contribute to a sound scholarship that pays close attention
to sound practice. While there is much scholarly noise surrounding sound art there is little
evidence of scholarship acknowledging the practitioner’s voice. This is highlighted in the
underlying assumption and impetus for Kim-Cohen’s thesis; that there is no critical mode of
analysis for sonic art because there is no conceptual practice (Kim-Cohen, 2010). The data
from sound artists presented in chapters four and five contradicts this. Practitioners are
acutely aware of the theoretical debates that surround their practice. They navigate
disciplinary and institutional concerns, situating their practice and identity as required to
secure funding, respect, support or exhibition. While united in their interest in the ontology
and physicality of sound, practitioners utilize a range of distinctive materials and explore a
variety of aesthetical, sociological, physiological, psychological, methodological and
philosophical concerns. The data illustrates a disparity between scholarship and practice. In
failing to listen and examine practice in the making, sound art scholarship fails to account for
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the dynamic and complex character of sound practice. Rather scholarship has focused on
defining this field of practice in relation to specific disciplinary paradigms and histories.
In attempting to implement frameworks of analysis based in specific disciplinary
demarcations, scholarship has struggled to engage conceptually with sound practice. Theories
of sound, as detailed in the third section of chapter three, either emphasize the experiential or
the structural. Salome Voegelin’s Listening to Noise (2010) is an example of the former and
Seth Kim-Cohen’s Towards a Non-Cochlear Art (2010) of the latter. Based on the qualitative
data collated it is argued that critical methodologies are already in place, developing within
and out of practice. In practice listening plays an important role in structuring the relationship
between bodies, sound, context and materials; but that relationship is not wholly contingent
upon listening. Rather sound is vibrant, it affects and shapes artists’ practice, audiences,
objects, media and the contexts in which they work while at the same time they affect sound.
As such sound is both structural and existential, generating an experience that is embodied,
both subjective and objective at the same time. This will be demonstrated in this chapter
through the examination of practice as an assemblage focused on sound and listening as a
continuum, a happening in which binary notions of objectivity/subjectivity,
phenomenological/structural, practice/theory, passive/active and animate/inanimate are
dissolved. The conceptual tools for this analysis come from Bruno Latour’s Actor Network
Theory and Jane Bennett’s notion of “vibrant matter”. These two related bodies of thought are
particularly well suited to dealing with complex, multidisciplinary and material fields and
practices. After initially outlining these toolsets and their relevance, the following discussion
unpacks the ecology of sound art, assumptions about listening and sound and the relationship
between all these elements in order to show that practice is both conceptual and experiential.
The Rupture event and performances will be used as a case study to demonstrate this
approach in action, showing how an attentiveness to practice reveals it to be both conceptual
and technical, experiential and structural.
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Methodology: Actor Network Theory (ANT) and Vibrant Matter
Powerisalwaystheillusionpeoplegetwhentheyareobeyed…Theyrealize,
that it was
buttoolate,
‘madeof’thewills
allofthe others
Latour, 1986, p. 268.

Different methods of investigation were considered in order to map the social relations and
processes of meaning in sound practice, and to synthesise the qualitative data with the
literature reviewed. As outlined in chapter four, Pierre Bourdieu’s field theory initially
seemed the obvious choice; a philosophy of practice that aims to dissolve
objective/subjective; structural/experiential divides, to explore the relationships between
theory and practice, to better understand the field. Introducing the concepts of the field and
habitus Bourdieu developed a method through which social relations could be mapped
without being limited by stylistic demarcations. As explained in chapter four, the field is the
social space that is being examined (Thomson, 2008, p. 67). It is a competitive space in which
different sets of historical relations form to position and ground agents based around power
and capital. The habitus is a dynamic space of the social agents. The habitus is subjective,
structured by the existence of the social agents who also, structuring structure (Bourdieu,
1994, p. 170), generate practices, beliefs, perceptions and feelings according to the structure
which they are in (Maton, 2000, p. 51). The field and the habitus influence each other,
affecting how a social agent will act and react. Examining the relationship between the field
and the habitus, objective and subjective knowledge of a particular social field is revealed.
Field theory serves as an effective heuristic device to deconstruct “historically constituted
areas of activity with their specific institutions and their own laws of functioning” (Bourdieu,
1990, p. 87). However, it does not account for inorganic entities within the field. Assuming
that technology and machines do not play a role in social relations, field theory differentiates
between inorganic and organic elements, associating the inorganic with passivity and nonagency. As many scholars have recognised, field theory presumes that technology and
machines are passive recipients, products or tools of the social world (Prior 2008 p. 313;
Hennion 2007; Sterne 2003 p. 370; Jenkins 1992). Furthermore, in positioning social
structures as fixed and the result of economic and cultural capital that different institutional
forces wield (Stern 2003; Callon, 1986), field theory fails to recognize experiential specifics
or provide an adequate explanation of social or cultural transformation (Hennion 2007;
Jenkins 1992).
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These limitations of field theory are particularly relevant to sound art. As the qualitative
research and scholarship revealed, sound art is more than a network of social power relations:
sound and listening played a key role in developing an ecology of practice. Sound affected
and was affected by technology, space and location, environment and context, objects and
humans. Simultaneously, models of listening affected and affect the way in which human
bodies interact with sound, technology and sounding technologies. Both sound and listening
were intertwined in the process of meaning making, conceptual and technical engagement
with practice. In dismissing the agency or sociality of inanimate actors in the cultural field of
production, field theory can offer only a limited account of sound and listening. Bruno
Latour’s actor network theory, offers an alternative model, better able to account for both
inorganic and organic agents.
ANT1 was developed as a methodological approach to “overcome two limitations of science,
technology and society… their organisation by discipline and by object” (Latour, 1987, p.
16). Contrary to traditional approaches to the social, ANT is premised on the concept that
there is no social group but only group formation. The social group is referred to as a
network. The term network is used by Latour as a conceptual tool to describe a social
formation (Ibid, 2007, p. 131). Examining the domain of science, technology and society
Latour observed that no two people could agree on what it should be named or if it even
existed. Claiming that it did indeed exist, he proposed that the domain’s common core of
problems and methods should be examined not through its outputs but by “scientists
themselves” (Ibid, p. 21). He believed that by following the network builders as the primary
actors, the process of a network’s construction can be revealed (Law, 1991, p. 11). He
rationalised that difference and disagreement is not a permanent condition but it does need to
be explained because it is an effect performed by actors. Rather than positioning the social as
an established, assembled, unified whole, ANT examines the social as a constantly shifting
assemblage focusing on the precise nature of what and how it has been gathered, bundled and
packaged together (Latour, 2007, p. 43). As Latour clearly states in Assembling the Social
(2007),
Dispersion, destruction and deconstruction are not the goals to be achieved but what needs to be
overcome. It is much more important to check what are the new institutions, procedures, and concepts
able to collect and to reconnect the social (Ibid, p. 11).

1

Also referred to as The Sociology of Translation (Callon, 1980, 1981, 1986), Co-World Analysis (Callon, Law and Rip
1986) and Actant Rhizome Ontology (Latour 1999).
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ANT refers to the actor as an actant which can describe a structural trait, corporate body, an
individual or “a loose aggregate of individuals” (Ibid, p. 54). Action in the actor-network “is
not done under the full control of consciousness” but is rather “…a conglomerate of many
surprising sets of agencies that have to be slowly disentangled” (Ibid, p. 44). The actant is
what is made to act by many others. Therefore the actant is not the source of action but “the
moving target of a vast array of entities swarming around it” (Ibid, p. 46). Challenging the
link between action, agency, consciousness and will, actors in ANT are both human and
inhuman, animate and inanimate social aggregates (Latour, 2007, p. 42).
Objects, machinery and technology are not distinct from human actants in ANT: both affect,
and are affected; both participate in the course of action (Law, 1987, p. 113). At the same
time ANT does not propose symmetry between humans and non-humans or imply that they
are “coherent and homogeneous aggregates” (Ibid, p. 76). The role of objects in the actornetwork constantly shifts from “mediator to intermediary” contingent on their relationships
with humans (Ibid, p. 79) whose agency is revealed in four key actor-network scenarios:
innovation; tools of study/methodology; malfunction or system breakdown and historical
artefact or document (Ibid, pp. 80-81). The actor and network affect each other and act on
each other to create and re-assemble the actor-network2. Based on the notion that the social is
produced and produces heterogeneous assemblages, ANT questions matters of fact
accounting for “solid objective reality by mobilizing various entities whose assemblage could
fail” (Ibid, p. 91). The aim of ANT is not critique or deconstruction but deployment (Ibid, p.
136). By examining the assemblage as an actor-network form is given to the social through
the participants that perform it (Ibid, p. 139). ANT posits that by investigating the
“objectivity, efficacy and profitability” of concepts the actants of an actor-network reveal and
socially explain them. As Latour states, “ANT is simply the realization that something
unusual had happened in the history and sociology of scientific hard facts…” (Ibid, p. 106).
ANT challenges the primacy of empirical knowledge and the sufficiency of “rich human
subjectivity” by proposing a shift towards a closer examination of the variegated lives of
materials (Ibid, p. 112). By examining material experience the fabrication and stabilizing
mechanisms of a network are made visible (Ibid, 120).
ANT differentiates between the terms actor-world and actor-network. The actor-world is
“…the way in which these worlds, built around the entities that create them, are both unified
2

Actor-network is hyphened to illustrate the inextricable link between the two concepts (Ibid, p. 46).
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and self-sufficient” (Callon, 1986, p. 33). The actor-network refers to the process of
untangling assumptions in the actor-world to reveal its structure, to demonstrate that its
structure is susceptible to change (Callon, 1986, p. 33). The actor-world is the result of
punctualisation, a process that “…converts an entire network into a single node point or node
in another network” (Callon, 1991, p. 153), a conceptual black box. The concept of the black
box is borrowed from Wilhelm Cauer’s work in cybernetics the Theory of Linear Circuits
(1941). It is used to describe “… a device of which one may precisely specify the input on
one side, and equally precisely describe the output on the other, but be unable to describe in
detail what happens in the middle” (Conner, 2009, p. 9). By simplifying that which is
complex, the variegation of a concept or thing is concealed, hidden in a black, opaque box.
However, precisely because a black box is a simplification of a complex concept or social
happening it can be leaky, incompletely self-contained (Callon and Latour, 1981). This is
evident when a concept faces resistance (Law, 1992, p. p385); the black box is no longer
effectively working as a simplification and it needs to be opened out.
ANT opens the black box, entering it via its builders, the heterogenous actants. Examining the
black box as an actor-network, connections are made between actants that were previously
separate. This is the process of translation. Translation creates “convergences and
homologies” (Callon, 1981, p. 211) previously absent, assumed or implied between actants.
To facilitate the process of translation, there needs to be a translator or spokesperson for the
entities that they constitute (Callon, 1986, p. 25). Translation builds an actor-network from
entities (Ibid) through displacement, a necessary link to make certain entities accept certain
spokesmen and certain points of passage (Ibid). To describe the two-way relationship between
the social and the technical, the machine and the human, the process of translation is reduced
to one of delegation (Latour, 1991, 1992). The process of translation solidifies the actor-world
(Callon, 1986, p. 25) and if successful, history is forgotten (Ibid) and all that is left are
“producers, consumers, supply and demand, and a watchful government” (Ibid). If not
successful, the black box needs to be opened out and investigated via ANT.
The symmetry of Latour’s actants is useful in investigating sound art, where human and nonhuman actors work closely together. As well as considering machine and human, this analysis
will address both animate and inanimate materials, drawing on Jane Bennett’s concept of
vibrant matter. Bennett extends on Latour’s notion of the non-human actant to develop “a
vocabulary and syntax for…the active powers issuing from nonsubjects” (Bennett, 2010,
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p.ix). Bennett’s vibrant matter highlights the material agency and “effectivity of non-human
or not-quite-human things” (Ibid). Shifting focus from the human experience of things to
things in themselves, Bennett proposes a political ecology of things in which matter has
agency (2010, p.x). With a dogged resistance to anthropocentrism (Bennett, 2010, p.xvi) she
dissipates what she refers to as the “onto-theological binaries of life/matter, human/animal,
will/determination, organic/inorganic” by positing human bodies not as central, situated or
stagnant but as aesthetic-affective vessels open “to material vitality” (Bennett, 2010, p.x). Her
approach does not acknowledge difference between subjectivity and objectivity as,
The philosophical project of naming where our subjectivity begins and ends is too often bound up with
fantasies of a human uniqueness in the eyes of God, of escape from materiality, or of mastery of nature;
and even where it is not, it remains an aporetic or quixotic endeavour (Bennett, 2010, p. ix).

As such, like the organic, the inorganic is vibrant in Bennett’s ecology of things. All bodies,
all objects are affective (Bennett, 2010, p. xii), forming ontologically as one but formally
diverse (Deleuze, 1990, p. 67 in Bennett, 2010, p. xi). Drawing on Gilles Deleuze (1990) and
Michel Serres (2001) Bennett develops an ecology of things that is “…a turbulent, immanent
field in which various and variable materialities collide, congeal, morph, evolve and
disintegrate” (Bennett, 2010, p. xi). Like Latour’s actor-network, Bennett’s ecology is not
interested in a deconstruction or “demystification” of a domain. For Bennett such aims ignore
the vitality of matter, placing human agency at its core. Just as ANT is best understood as
something that is performed rather than something summarised (Law 1997, Law and
Singleton 2000), for Bennett “the capacity to detect the presence of impersonal effects
requires that one is caught up in it”.
ANT and vibrant matter facilitate a method through which the relationships between different
organic and inorganic actants can account for, describe and address the limitations of current
assumptions, ‘objectively’ held facts (black boxes) in the actor-network. Latour’s ANT was
developed as a way to investigate science and technology through the back door of science in
the making rather than through the grandiose entrance of the official discourse of science
(Latour, 1987, p. 4). Similarly, sound art needs to be explored in the making rather than
through the assertion of readymade disciplinary positions. A key contribution of this thesis is
an examination of sound practice, explored in the making, to reveal an assemblage of
heterogeneous actants tied together by key concepts and terminologies. For it is within, out of
and through practice that a theoretical approach to sound art can be developed that is
appropriate to the ecology of contemporary sound practice; one that recognises its
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interdisciplinarity and its distinctive engagement with the embodied experience of sound and
listening.
Sound Art: the Actor-World, the Actor-Network
If laboratories and research sites are to the twentieth century what monasteries were to the twelfth,
then the sources of their power and efficacy remain a mystery.
Michel Callon, 1986, p. 19

…mainstreamacademiaalltoooftendeflectsthechallengesofunfamiliarcreativitybyd
existence…
Nicholas Zurbrugg, 2004, p. xii

To understand why and how sound art has become so contentious it is necessary to map the
actants that play a role in this network of artistic practice. The sound art actor-world is a black
box that is not functioning as a black box should. No one can agree on what it is, and some
contend that has never existed. Disciplinary tensions and the medium-specificity implied by
sound art are symptomatic of an attempt to punctualise or simplify this actor-network, an
ecology, into a single node, a conceptual black box (Callon, 1991, p. 153). However, the
process of translation has not been effectively displaced. As already defined, translation is the
creation of the actor-network through displacement which is facilitated through translators, a
spokesperson for the entities that they constitute (Callon, 1986, p. 25). In the case of sound
art, the actor-world has not been examined in the making as an actor-network to reveal the
connections between actants previously absent, assumed or implied. As such, punctualisation
of the sound art actor-world has failed because the various spokespeople who facilitate the
process of translation continue to disagree upon points of passage in the network (Ibid). Put
simply, current translators, predominately scholars, continue to position the sound actor-world
in terms of disciplinary demarcations between visual arts or music. Like Science, Technology
and Society studies, sound art suffers from attempts to organise it by discipline and object
(Latour, 1987, p. 16). As ANT suggests, if the black box becomes an insufficient modelling
for the concept or system in question then it must be opened (Callon, 1986). Black boxes
contain or are built on other black boxes, summarised and simplified nodes within the nodes
of an ecology. In the case of sound art, sound and sound practice are black boxes, which also
need to examined and opened out. Sound and sound practices, assuming a swarm of organic
and inorganic actants within them, have been presented as products or outcomes of the
ecology, rather than actants within it. This section will open out the black box of the sound art
actor-world, to reveal the actor-network, exploring it through the back door of practice,
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synthesising qualitative data from interviews with artists and sound art scholarship to reveal
two further black boxes, sound and sound practice.
Sound art, an unpopular term amongst scholars and practitioners alike, is accepted by all as a
general locator of artistic practice that explores the medium of sound (Cox 2007; Dayal 2013;
Dyson 2009; Hegarty 2009; Kahn 2006; Kelly 2012; Kim-Cohen 2009; Knowles 2002;
LaBelle 2010; Licht 2007). Sound art, unable to completely disassociate itself from visual arts
or music, continues to draw historical influence and energy from both. It is used by scholars
from the visual arts to situate an artistic practice which sounds within the arts (Kelly 2012;
LaBelle 2010; Vogelin 2010; Kim-Cohen 2010) and by scholars of music, along with “sonic
art”, to describe an alternative sounding practice, a challenge to the conventions of musical
practice (Emmerson 1986, 2006; Dayal 2013; Kane 2007, 2012; Leigh 2007; Licht 2007;
Windsor 1997; Wishart 1986). Generated by the art market, as suggested by some scholars
(Kahn 2002; Collins 2013; Kelly 2009; Hegarty 2010) and practitioners (Neuhaus 2000;
Appendix B: Black, Q. 2. B), its persistence comes out of the economic capital that it
generates3. Revealed in chapters four and five, were the discrepancies between practitioner
experiences and perspectives and those presented in scholarship. While the concepts of
identity and discipline dominate scholarly framings of sound art practice, the sound art actorworld, practitioners reveled that these concepts are secondary to practice. Instead,
practitioners used identity, disciplines, and institutions pragmatically to benefit their practice
culturally and economically. The current sound art actor world is therefore not reflective of
practice which is negotiated, hybrid and multidisciplinary. As such the sound art actor world
needs to be opened to out to reveal practice in the making. Identity, practice, media,
disciplinarity, sound and listening need to be framed as dynamic actants in the sound art
actor-network that shape and are shaped by the relationships with other actants, not as fixed
concepts in the sound art actor-world.
Identity for practitioners, as identified in chapters four and five, was not fixed but negotiated.
In this way identity, as assumed by the sound practitioner and examined in relation to practice
is an actant in the sound art actor network. Assuming several identities, practitioners work
across, in-between and in opposition to music and visual arts, as well as number of other
disciplinary fields of engineering, acoustics, technology, electronics etc. Practitioners draw on

To refer back to Bourdieu’s Field Theory, economic capital is always more dominant then cultural capital in the field of
practice (Bourdieu, 1986).
3
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multiple disciplinary sources of knowledge and media to inform and inspire their practice
(Appendix A: Tables 4-1 to 4-6) to secure economic and cultural capital in the field of
practice. This also reflected the multidisciplinary nature of interviewees’ practice (Appendix
A: Table 4-2, 4-3, 4-4 and 4-5) and their pragmatism in disciplinary alignment and
assumption of labels/terms (Appendix B: Q. 2. b and c). Most used the title of sound art/ist,
reluctantly as a general locator of practice to secure funding and institutional support. Some
felt that it afforded their practice some flexibility since it was such a broad, vague and nonspecific term (Appendix B: Q. 1. d). The majority felt it marginalised their practice and
encouraged theories of sound practice that did not attend to the unique material and
experiential specifics of their work (Ibid). Most expressed a general distrust of and disdain for
the term, as if it somehow discredited and cheapened their practice conceptually (Appendix B:
Q.2.c). This indicates that outside of specific institutional settings, in their artistic
communities for example, the identity of sound artist attributed negative connotations to
themselves and their practice. These attitudes were informed by their knowledge of
scholarship surrounding the term and their experiences of how it could be used for or against
their creative practice. Sound practice/practitioners are not committed to any stable idea of
sound art (Appendix A: Table 4-1). Identity for practitioners is negotiated, not disciplinarily
or medium fixed. It is shaped and shapes the way that they are perceived as their practice
tends to be hybrid, collaborative and multimodal.
Sound practice is dynamic, it extends outwards to include multiple methods of practice; it is
not exclusive to medium of sound. Examining sound art practice as a network the medium
specificity implied by the title of sound art is not reflective of artists’ practice. For some
artists (Neuhaus 2000; Roden, Rosenfield and Hausswolff 2004; Appendix B: Blamey, Q.1.
d) and scholars (Kelly 2012; Kahn 2006), this alone makes the term sound art problematic.
The media, technology and techniques that practitioners use vary from project to project and
are informed by its specific needs (Appendix B: Blamey, Barclay, Hope, Denley and Jaaniste
Q. 4. a and b). While some practitioners use traditional instrumentation others do not, all
practitioners’ work features an exploration of electrical sound transmission, via broadcast or
electroacousically, or sounding electrical signal paths. Some explore the acoustic implications
of the electrical transmission architecture, while for others it is the electrical set-up itself, its
mal/functionality. In the former cases electric circuits and equipment tends to remain boxed,
while in the later they are exposed, opened out, altered and played with. While these methods
and media may be situated within other disciplinary locals, this does not mean that practices
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that incorporate them are disciplinarily defined as this would imply demarcation,
differentiation and a static framing of practice. Sound art practice extends out to include other
methods of practice, and media which can become actants in the sound art actor network too.
Within the sound art actor-network sound is not fixed or static but a dynamic actant which
touches the body, inhabits space and shapes and is shaped by context (English 2010; Vitiello
2004. Alvin; Lucier 2003; Appendix B: Q. 1 Blamey, Hope, Black and Barclay; Q. 8.d,
Denley, Blamey, Smith, Wozniak-O’Conner and Jaaniste). While this actant will be discussed
in detail later as vibrant matter, it is important to note here that all practitioners expressed an
intense interest in the physicality of sound (Ibid) and a deliberate openness to the possible
affects and affecting of it in their exhibited or performed practice. While framed within
specific objectives, artists install and perform their work without necessarily knowing the end
result. All practitioners entered their performances and exhibitions as listeners affected and
affecting sounding, bodies and context (Appendix B: Topic 3, Q.4-7). The only fixed aspects
of their practice are the time and space allotted to them by the institutional context of the
work. Rather than maestros in complete control, practitioners viewed themselves as explorers
of acoustic, perceptual, technological and social phenomena. Practitioners’ accounts of sound
practice unanimously show that sound and sounding technology are actants in this ecology,
affecting and shaping their performances socially, spatially, acoustically, perceptually and
contextually.
Listening in the actor network is a mode of relating to sound. All note that the relationship
between bodies, space, technology and sound explored in their work is entered into via
listening. Practitioners differentiate between hearing and listening, and identify listening as
the decision to consciously engage with the sounding ecology that one is presented with.
While one cannot easily shut out what one hears, one can choose to attend to sounds through
listening (Appendix B: Q. 8.a and Q. 9. a). Practitioners adopt personal models of listening,
inspired by practitioners ranging from Edgard Verese to Evelyn Glennie and La Monte Young
(Appendix B: Q. 8 and 9). While artists do not demand specific models of listening when
audiences attend their work, the act of listening is identified as a disciplined act on the part of
the artist and the audience members. At the same time, listening as a mode of perception to
engage with their practice is not the only perceptual mode in operation and thus in need of
attention. Listening is not limited to the ear, but is felt through the body, and the experience of
sound is informed and confirmed through the interaction of all sense modalities. As more than
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one practitioner points out, the process of listening is an oscillation between hearing and
listening, the simple perception of sound and the decision to consciously engage or investigate
it (Appendix B: Q. 8.a).
Examined in the actor network, practice is not a perfect finished aesthetic object but a
process. Resonating with practitioners emphasis on liveness (Appendix B: Q. 5. c, and Q.6.a)
and listening the actor network accounts for the networks and connections that practice
generates in the moment of performance/exhibition. Dismantling audience performer divides
through the non-staging of some practitioners’ work (Appendix B: Q.5 f and Q. 5. b, Jaaniste,
Wozniak-O’Conner and Blamey) artists focused on developing a deeply personal listening
experience in which they saw their role as a sonic guide, not more knowledgeable then the
audience but an equal listener with them (Appendix B: Q. 5. b and Q. 9. b and c; Roden,
2002; Lockwood 2003; Jerman 2003). Responding to the context, sound and audience in each
instance, practitioners incorporated audience responses during and after the performance
folding it into their practice (Appendix B: Q.5 f and Q. 5. b) Jaaniste, Wozniak-O’Conner,
Blamey; Vitiello 2004). Artists tended to approach performances and exhibitions as
opportunities to test out new techniques and concepts, rather than final outputs. The actor
network allows for practice to be critiqued as process not product, an opening out of practice
which does not demand it be disciplinarily demarcated and fixed.
Disciplinary knowledge from science, technology and art, was drawn upon by artists in their
practice to strategically and methodologically develop their practice. These bodies of
knowledge were not used to disciplinarily situate their practice but fed into it in a dynamic
and fluid way. All considered every performance, exhibition and event, even if informed by
the same concept and technical set up, as different; a new opportunity to engage with sound
and a specific context (Appendix B: Q. 5. d ande, Barclay, Smith, Gough and Black; Q5.e,
Hope, Wozniak- O’Conner; and Q. 5. d, Blamey, Jaaniste; Q.9. a, d and e et al; Curgenven
2008; English 2008; Roden 2005). The use of technology and the contingency of malfunction,
at times built in to their installations, was a celebrated part of the investigative nature of the
sound event. Technology in sound practice is an equal actor, facilitator of actions and
reactions in the cultural field of sound production. Sound practice is not limited to developing
a fixed or definitive ontology of sound and listening, but sees practice as an experimental
method to understand sound, sounding as a continuum, something that is embodied/relational,
continuous and fleeting or ephemeral. Most reflected on their performances and exhibitions
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through note taking, specifying technical, conceptual and social concerns and findings of
specific set-ups (Appendix B: Q. 6. d and e).
Analysing sound art as an actor-network reveals the entities, in/organic actants, in the making.
It follows the processes of translation that structure this ecology of practice. By mapping “the
way in which actors define and distribute roles and mobilize or invent others to play these
roles” (Callon and Law, 1988, p. 285), ANT demonstrates how practitioners navigate
identities, institutions and terminologies to ensure that their work is supported, funded and
exhibited. ANT allows sound art to be mapped as a dynamic ecology of things. The sound art
actor-network reveals a multidisciplinary ecology, where artists explore sound not as a known
or controllable output or product of their practice but as an equal actant in it. This is illustrated
by the emphasis that they place on liveness, the attitude with which they engage with sound,
as an equal listener with the audience, entering each instance of their practice as the potential
for a new discovery and or experience. The openness to malfunction, the commitment to
opening out electronic sounding signal paths or the sonic experiences that electroacoustic
transmissions and broadcasts allow, as well as a keenness to fine tune and develop one’s
perceptual modes of experience reveal an artistic practice that is both conceptual and
experiential, structural and phenomenological, material and virtual at the same time.
As a theoretical construct sound art is an attempt to black box an ecology of practice without
attending to practice, its complex historical disciplinary roots, contemporary transdisciplinary position and its multi-media and multi-modal concerns. The qualitative data
collected on identity and terminology exposes some of the key players in this actor network. It
gives voice to the practitioners and unravels some important assumptions about sound
practice: that sound art is disciplinary, that practice is not conceptual, and that practice is only
concerned with the experiential and phenomenological qualities of sound. As suspected by
scholars, practitioners’ accounts show that sound art does not adequately define a specific
practice. The problems with sound art also reveal deeper theoretical problems with scholarly
approaches in this field of practice. Specifically, that aurality can be accounted for using
epistemological engines informed by visuality; and that an emphasis on formal and perceptual
aspects of artistic practice and listening excludes a conceptual one. Simplified in the black
boxes of Sound and Listening and Sound Practice respectively, the following sections will
open these assumptions out to propose sound practice does not have to be either conceptual or
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phenomenological, subjective or objective, but like sound, all experience and knowledge, it
can be both.
Sound and Listening
This vibrant matter is not the raw material for the creative activity of humans or God.
Jane Bennett, 2010, p. xv

As outlined in the first section of chapter two and the third of chapter three, scholarship,
across disciplines, traditionally posits sound as contingent on human existence, often as a
secondary perceptual quality akin to colour, propounding the experience of sound as
subjective (O’Callaghan 2014, 2009; Casati and Dokic 2010; Nudds and O’Callaghan 2009;
Cox 2013; Metz 2013; Macpherson 2011). Postulated in this way, sound is affected by human
bodies and intention but it does not have any agency, it does not affect human bodies or
intention. Considering the traditional epistemological engine of knowledge in which the
subject and object are clearly defined and separated, and the objective eye of knowledge is
constructed, sound’s role in developing a theory of sound art, a critical approach that accounts
for meaning making in practice, is tangential or at least not of much consequence.
Challenging the notion that sound is the object of human perception, this section, drawing on
Jane Bennett’s notion of vibrant matter and Latour’s ANT, posits sound as an equal nonhuman actant. In this way sound becomes an important part of an ecology of sound art.
Listening, the process through which human bodies tap into the sonic flux, also needs to be
opened out. More than just the simple perception of sound by the ear, listening is a complex
embodied experience, a multisensory relational process of the perception of matter that cannot
be situated in subjective/objective, phenomenological/structural binaries. Attention needs to
be paid to the specifics of sound and sounding in the network, not by borrowing visually
informed epistemological engines of knowledge but on sound’s terms, to develop an
embodied-entangled, objective-subjective, structural-experiential theory of sound art practice.
Considering sound as an equal actant in the sound art actor-network introduces new
considerations and relations into it.
As shown in chapters two and three, the discipline of music has featured strongly in the
development of conceptions of sound. Chapter two outlined how musical notions of sound
have strongly influenced scientific explorations of sound and listening with investigations
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focusing attention on standardised, harmonious sounds4 examined in the controlled
environment of the laboratory and the adoption of musical measurements of sound, for
example frequency and its relationship to pitch. Like science, traditional philosophical
approaches to sound posit it as contingent upon human perception and existence, the result of
a sound wave striking the eardrum of a human subject. As outlined in chapter three, scholarly
attempts to conceptually engage with sound art have tended to focus on phenomenological
models. Seth Kim-Cohen (2010) believes that this is largely due to the continued influence of
the work of key figures such as John Cage and Pierre Schaeffer whose practice focuses on
sound and listening. Underpinning Kim-Cohen’s proposed structural turn is the notion that
sound is static, fixed, contingent upon human perception, subjective and therefore not
conceptual. While positing process over product, he fails to ‘see’ that sound and practice is
always process. Kim-Cohen’s argument assumes that formalist and phenomenological
approaches to sound practice are in direct opposition to the development of conceptual
practice and that sound theory is not conceptual because sound practice is not. Without
developing a clear ontological understanding or approach to sound, Kim-Cohen assumes a
visualist paradigm object/subject relationship to the sound work, framing it as if static,
objective, and a physical artefact. The visually informed approach to knowledge that he
employs in order to make sound theory and practice conceptual, fails to listen about the work,
but rather look. This is also partially due to his attempt to situate sound art within visual art,
in opposition to music. Just as a phenomenologically-focused approach to sound practice is
limited, so too is the militantly structuralist turn encouraged by Kim-Cohen.
Kim-Cohen’s position is not dissimilar from traditional scientific perspectives on perception
and objective knowledge. As outlined in chapter two, objective knowledge, coming out of
visually verifiable data, underpins the credibility of scientific knowledge, its objectivity. In
turn this perpetuates the notion of the objective disembodied mind’s eye. This is clearly
illustrated in the more conventional cognitive psychologists’ perspective on perception versus
the ecological psychologists’ detailed in the third section of chapter two, Listening and Sound
informed by Music, Science, Religion and Magic. The cognitivist works on the assumption
that stimuli, all sense data, are impoverished, fragmentary and fallible and therefore the
perceiver must rely on mental representations to come to know the world (Michaels and

4

Sound is still predominantly posited as a medium whose existence is contingent on human perception. This is reflected
clearly in the scientific definition of sound, “A vibration in an elastic medium at a frequency and intensity that is capable of
being heard by the human ear” (Oxford University Press, 2009). Sound outside of the human frequency spectrum of hearing
is considered infra or subsonic and knowledge of its existence verifiable because it can be measured and visually observed.
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Carello, 1981). As such cognitivists reject the significance of variable features in the objects
of perception, working on the assumption that knowledge comes out of a series of structural
mental processes such as language and memory. Cognitvists work on the assumption of
indirect perception (Ibid). Alternatively the ecological psychologist, exploring perception
outside of the laboratory in the everyday, posits that perception is direct (Gibson, 1979, pp.
56-57). That is, knowledge of one’s surrounds is a process of interaction between the
perceiver and their environment (Ibid). Unlike a behaviorist model where perception is
wholly a stimulus response, or the cognitivists’ mentalism, ecological psychology draws on
both forms of information to explain how the perceiver comes to know and respond to
context. Kim-Cohen’s approach to sound theory could be considered a “cognitivist” concept
focused model of sound practice, while more phenomenologically focused models, like that
proposed by Salome Voegelin (2010), could be considered behaviourist. As such ecological
psychology, suggesting a dynamic interaction between the two, provides a useful conceptual
model for sound practice.
Practitioners’ notions of listening and sound within their sound practice shared many
similarities with ecological psychology models. Characterised by exploration and
experimentation, the qualitative data revealed that their methods of practice emphasised the
dynamic relationship between sound, liveness, performance, context and listening. For
example when detailing the live performance of their work practitioners focused on their role
as attentive listeners, acutely aware of the space, the different social dynamics and acoustic
differences that the presence of bodies made (Appendix B: Q. 4 to 9). Listening in their
practice was multimodal, drawing on sight, haptics and proprioception to explore the
sounding environment. Rather than demanding specific disciplines of listening, they tried to
facilitate and encourage a listening audience. This commitment to and awareness of all the
elements that shape their work’s sounding and the listening experience is illustrated in their
preference for and attention to technical specifications for live performances (Appendix B: Q.
5 Barclay, Smith, Gough). When these technical specifications could not be met practitioners
tailored their performances to the architectural, technical and audience interaction specifics of
a venue (Appendix B: Q. 5). Furthermore, practitioners’ attitudes to recording demonstrated
an emphasis in their practice on sound as a live situated event, rather than a static object
(Appendix B: Q.6. c and e). This was reiterated by their preference for photographing and
taking notes of their work as part of their process of practice over audio-visual recordings
(Appendix B: Q. 6. e)). Exploring different material and experiential aspects of sounding and
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listening in their practice, artists do not adopt objective/visualist frameworks of exploration.
Rather their practice demonstrates an openness and flexibility towards sound and listening
that is not discipline-specific but multidisciplinary, embodied and materially specific, akin to
ecological psychology models.
Electroacoustic scholarship and practice considers ecological psychologists’ models of sound
and listening as potential ways of engaging with sound practice (Emmerson and Smalley
2014; Leigh 2007; Windsor 1997). The attraction of the model is that it attends to both
structural and existential elements of sound and the experience of it as contextual and
variable. William Gaver’s model of aural perception employs the standard ecological
psychology assumption that perceiver and environment interact to shape one’s experience and
knowledge of it. Gaver maps the experience of sound as “the continuum of world to
experience” (Gaver, 1993, p. 6). As detailed in chapter two, Gaver’s model breaks down the
auditory or sound event into a series of relationships which affect and are affected by the
affordances specific to that aural instance (Ibid, p. 287). As such, every sound event is
different, directly related to and influenced by to the time, place, space and objects present.
Gaver’s model proposes that it is in the situated specific encounter of the sound where detail
of auditory perception will ensue.
Two key features of Gaver’s model need to be highlighted. Firstly, sound is the world
continuum: it is contingent upon human perception, though not any one supposedly individual
perception, but equally any given listening subject is contingent upon sound. Sound and the
individual listener is modified by the environment, its architecture and the objects it can
resonate in, through and about. Secondly, sound perception is not the exclusive property of
the ear. Rather, the ear is just one part of auditory experience, an experience that essentially
involves more than one sense. While the ear comes to know location, amplitude, frequency
and distance of a sound through aural data, other sense perceptions contribute to the
perceiver’s knowledge of, reaction to and interaction with the continuum. As philosopher
Mathew Nudds argues, along with Casey O’Callaghan (2007; 2010), the experience of sound
is multi-modal, involving two or more senses (Nudds, 2001, pp. 210-229). That is, while one
can come to know a sound through sound memory, to verify its location, identity or the nonsounding qualities of the sound source, other sense modalities need to be utilised. Binaural
hearing relies on the physical interactions between the listening body and outer ear, and
acoustic vibrations; thus it takes advantage of the body’s presence in the continuum in order
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to localise the sound. Gaver’s ecological approach to sound is a call to approach sound
practice on its own terms, in this case with an understanding of sound and sound perception,
not as a secondary quality or as pure sound, but as vibrant matter. This is not motivated by
strict notions of listening as the domain of the human ear but an understanding that human
perception is multimodal, and the relationship between the human body and sound is not
limited to the ear and touch. Just as Bennett’s vibrant matter affects and is affected, so too in
Gaver’s model of listening, sound, space/context, location/environment, bodies and objects
affect and are affected in the world continuum.
As detailed in chapter three, philosophical ontologies of sound since the late twentieth
century have moved towards an understanding of sound and listening which bears a striking
resemblance to those offered by psychoacoustics and ecological psychologists. Don Ihde
(1976), Christoph Cox (2006; 2011), Casey O’Callaghan (2007; 2010) and Jean Luc Nancy
(2007) all maintain that sound is not the product of human hearing. Sound exists independent
of the human subject, it is a dynamic and “constant flux that reveals time” (Ihde, 1976, p.
102) and space. Listening, the perception of sound, is not a secondary quality, but a process
through which the individual taps into the flux in the sound event through their whole body,
the ear as the focal organ of hearing (Ihde, 1976, p. 44). This position is confirmed by
psychoacoustics and ecological psychologists alike. Sound is not intentioned by the listening
subject but rather shares its structure, form and movement through resonance. The listening
subject is a penetrated subject, a resonant subject (Nancy, 2007, 1p. 4), not an objective
observer of represented sound but a vessel of sounding, opened inside and out infinitely by it
(Ibid). As such, sounds cannot be individuated, to individuate and isolate sounds is to remove
them from the sonic flux (Dyson, 2010, 6p. 3), and so one does not hear one instant followed
by another but “…an enduring gestalt within which the modulations of melody, the speech,
the noises present themselves” (Ihde, 1976, p. 89). Just as the ecological psychologists argued
in favour of analysing perception outside of the controlled laboratory into the variable
everyday context, so too sound art practice needs to be addressed where it is conceived, made,
experienced and explored, as an interaction between bodies, space, objects and media.
This sense is clear when practitioners talk about their practice as unfolding, as an adventure in
which they test out or find and follow sound through different methods and materials
(Appendix B: Q. 5. d and Q.8.c). Trying to capture such a sound practice in an instant, to
frame it to attribute meaning to practice, to make it conceptual, is approaching sound as if it is
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without agency, contingent upon human existence, an objective entity. In the case of sound
art, based on the qualitative data collated, listening plays an important role in structuring the
relationship between bodies, sound, context and materials; but that relationship is not wholly
contingent upon listening. Rather sound in this practice is vibrant, it affects and shapes artists’
practice, audiences, objects, media and the contexts in which they work while at the same
time they affect sound. As such sound is both structural and existential, generating an
experience that is embodied, both subjective and objective at the same time. To quote Jane
Bennett, “I equate affect with materiality, rather than posit a separate force that can enter and
animate a physical body” (Bennett, 2010, p. xiii). Sound, the body, artistic sound practice, the
practitioner, media and contexts affect and are affected, both subjective and objective,
material and virtual, inanimate and animate; no longer one or the other. And so to engage in
such an ecology, to come to know it, requires that one does away with binaries and “… gets
caught up in it” (Bennett, 2010, p.xv).
Sound Practice
An artist does not give form to a given matter according to a function of knowledge
Ranciere, 2006, p. 1.

Philosopher Jacques Ranciere observes how the analysis and evaluation of aesthetics in
artistic practice “…designates a specific regime of visibility and intelligibility of art” arising
from Kantian notions of disembodied knowledge. In trying to objectively account for sound
and the listening subject, visual critical modes of analysis try to wedge a divide between the
subject and object, making sound a simple representable quality of perception, to create the
oxymoronic notion of a disembodied listener. Not only does such an approach fail to listen to
sound practice but it also perpetuates ancient notions of sound as mystical and defying
explanation. In this way sound practice has become a black box, ignoring its complexity and
inner workings. However, in sound practice, the exhibited or performed sound work, the
artist, location, environment, time, the media, the technology, the audience are not products,
unaffected or unaffecting agents. Rather, they are all becoming, all affecting and reacting at
the same time. As Ranciere suggests, “the aesthetic object demands a reconfiguration of
sensible experience and historically determined interpretation” (Ranciere, 2006, p. 1). As
such, rather than looking about the frame, as suggested by Seth Kim-Cohen (2009), it is
necessary to listen about the practice, for there is no frame. To adequately engage with sound
art practice, sound art theories need to acknowledge the institutional context, the architectural
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and geographical specifics of the space, the bodies, the sounds, the objects, the technologies
and the context of the artist’s practice. They need to attend to the material and experiential
specifics of sound practice.
Exhibitions and performances of sound practice tend to frame them as frozen contained
happenings as if final outputs of practice. In this way they fail to understand sound practice as
process, and fail to consider the multiple layers of practice. The exhibition or performance is
part of a continuum of practice that is affected and affects other nodes in the ecology of sound
art actor-network. On a macro scale the affected/affecting actant is the institutional context.
On a micro scale the actants include; sound, audiences, location, artist, instrument/artwork.
As Jane Bennett suggests, when one equates affect with materiality, rather than a separate
force of the animate physical body, the non-human actant is no longer passive, mechanistic or
divinely infused (p.xiii) but both inanimate and living bodies, both natural and cultural objects
are affective (p.xii). In this way sound work is not the result, output or product of an artistic
practice but a transient manifestation of a practice which is folded back into it. Practice is
fluid; as such by examining the components that make it up, its relations, its conceptual and
phenomenological meanings will be revealed. To demonstrate the complex multilayered
networks of sound art practice, the following section analyses a specific instance of that
practice. Rupture, an evening of performances and installations curated by Gail Priest, was
presented at the Museum of Contemporary Art ArtBar, Sydney, Australia, on 27th June 2014.
Several works from the evening are discussed in order to highlight different aspects of this
ecology of practice, but the work of Peter Blamey, a participant in the qualitative research,
will be explored in detail. Blamey is singled out because his Rupture performance can be
triangulated with the qualitative material collated on his practice (Appendix B: Peter Blamey).
The purpose of this is to illustrate the process of unpacking a performance, to evidence the
multiple agencies and actants within and without of a work which shape it and give it
meaning.
As the qualitative data revealed, for the majority of artists performances and exhibitions are
not final outcomes of their practice but considered as opportunities to experiment with new
concepts, spaces, equipment and bodies (Appendix B: Q.6. b) Barclay, Blamey, Denley,
Gough, Jaaniste and Wozniak-O’Conner). The performance alone does not always reveal the
multiple structural, phenomenological and technological explorations that an artist is
considering. One interviewee found this so problematic that he proposed the idea that the
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practitioner’s workshop or studio be opened out, an inclusion of their notes, sketches and
technical concerns in analysis of their practice (Appendix B: Jaaniste, Q. 3. a and b).
Practitioners’ artistic community or particular artistic movement plays an important role
providing peers, studios and exhibition spaces to discuss, test out and acquire feedback on
one’s practice (Appendix B: Q. 7. a and b). Many noted the importance of audience and peer
feedback after performing their work; this aspect is largely absent from more formal
institutional settings such as the art gallery or concert hall (Ibid). Moreover, practitioners were
drawing on a range of disciplinary bodies of knowledge, histories, techniques and
methodologies, from acoustics, psychology and music to electronics, visual arts, performance
and neurology. Practitioners engage with sound (materials) and their perception but this is
never all they engage with (Appendix B: Q. 4. b).
Considering sound practice in the context of Gaver’s model of auditory perception, the sound
source – Gaver’s car – could be replaced with the exhibited, performed or installed work
found in the gallery, university, or concert hall. A black box, the opaque shell of the car hides
the various processes and materials at work making the car sound, olfact, move, and affect its
environment. The black box also conceals the various expertise, manufacturing and
developmental research involved in the production of the car. If one needs to simply
recognise a car approaching or drive the car, then the black box within which all its
mechanics, expertise and experimentation is assumed will suffice. However, when the car
starts to fail then it needs to be opened out so that it can be examined in greater depth, it needs
to be unpacked. Like the car, sound art is a complex multilayered network that produces
sound. To make things more complex the instrument or artwork producing sound is itself a
node in the network of the artist’s practice. John Bowers refers to the sound artist’s
instrument, the physical technical sounding configuration, as hybrid resonant assemblage
(2014). This term will be borrowed to unpack and explore the implications of the non-human
and human actants of the artwork. Sound art works are hybrid because they explore a variety
of conceptual, material and technical interactions. They are resonant because they sound and
they are assemblages because like the sound art actor-network they are not fixed, but full of
potential, transient and thus always different. The transience and potentiality embedded in the
hybrid resonant assemblage is actualised through the interplay of human and non-human
actants, electrical technological sounding and performative gesture. As already demonstrated,
the sound art actor-world is a black box which is not functioning as it should. Sound practice,
like sound, listening and sound art, is another black box or node in the ecology of sound art
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practice which needs to be unpacked. This will be demonstrated through the unpacking of
Rupture from a macro to micro level, examining the event itself, its context and program.
Finally, focusing on Peter Blamey’s live set in detail, the following section will seek to
demonstrate the mode of ecological, conceptual/phenomenological, materialist analysis that
this thesis calls for.
Rupture was described as an exploration of “the sheer physicality of sound as it plays with the
mind, shaking the brain loose allowing for an altered state of consciousness.”5 Experimenting
with “seductive and repellent sounds”, works included recorded sound, sound performance,
sound installation and audio visual screenings. A three-hour evening event, participating
artists included Cat Hope, Song-Ming Ang, Kate Carr, Sam James, Jack Shit, Michaela
Davies and Reuben Alexander, Luke Jaaniste, Daniel Whiting, Peter Blamey, DJ Ariane,
Andrew Gadow, Scissor Lock and Pimmon (refer to Figure 6-1). Without much information,
context or direction, just a program listing the time, artwork form, artist name and location as
a guide, audiences chose the works they wished to attend (refer to Figure 6-1). Curated by
Gail Priest, this event has a distinctive selection and choice of artists. Strongly linked to the
Sydney experimental music scene, Priest has predominately curated sound practice in artist
run galleries (ArtSpace 2007), performance spaces (Performance Space 2002-3, 2006, 2007)
and festivals (Electrofringe 2003, 2004), but has also curated exhibitions at regional galleries
(Manning Gallery, 2006) and internationally recognised institutional venues (Opera House
2004). As such it is fitting that the artists included in Rupture were all strongly tied to this
community, an eclectic mix of practitioners with a variety of backgrounds including classical
music, experimental music, electroacoustic music, community radio, underground/warehouse
communities, dance, theatre and multimedia. The artists selected are reflective of the sound
practice community that Priest is tied to but is also representative of the interdisciplinary
nature of sound practice in Australia.
Held at the Museum of Contemporary Art, the event carried with it a certain sense of prestige
and expectation. The Museum brands itself as having a “commitment to innovative
programming with ground-breaking exhibitions of contemporary art from Australia, the Asia
Pacific region and around the world” (Ibid). The MCA has, over its history, run sound art
specific exhibitions such as BOOM! (1999). The prestige of this institutional context demands

5

MCA ArtBar, http://whatson.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/events/23916-mca-artbar-curated-by-gail-priest-for-sonic-social,
accessed 08/07/2014.
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work that is representative of Australia and worthy of a national and potentially international
stage. Funded by Audi, Rupture also carried with it sponsorship demands. This is reflected in
the use of an Audi car for a sound installation out the front of the gallery. In regards to
expectation, the MCA invokes the specific conventions of a contemporary art gallery, as
opposed to a traditional art museum, a concert hall or a warehouse. In a contemporary art
gallery, there is the expectation of difference or avant-garde practice and experience.
However the MCA still carries with it certain institutional conventions reflected through its
physical environment, audience practices/conventions and subsequent acoustic qualities of the
context. The internal architecture is typical of a contemporary art space: large, rectangular
rooms with hard white walls and concrete floors. This establishes a harsh, reflective acoustic
environment which in turn assumes and encourages a relatively silent setting. Also, a public
venue, the audiences who attend events and exhibitions come from a variety of backgrounds,
not necessarily part of any specific artistic community. Thus the institutional setting of
Rupture at the MCA has already shaped expectations and implied certain conventions for the
audience, the artists and their practice. To demonstrate how, Peter Blamey’s work will be
examined in detail.

Figure 6-1: Rupture Rupture Program, MCA, June 2014
Peter Blamey’s untitled live set began in a corner of the well-lit level two gallery. An
unassuming act amongst the carefully placed permanent exhibitions that surrounded him, his
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set-up involved a guitar, a pick-up, hand-held solar panels and a light bulb. The guitar rested
on a seat bench and the lamp on a white pedestal, obviously gallery furniture (depicted in
Figure 6-2). The guitar case and boxes that the equipment came in were in plain view, not
concealed. Blamey stood behind the pedestal with a solar panel attached to each of his hands.
The signal output of the guitar was sent to two speakers unceremoniously placed on the
ground; one faced outside the room and the other angled in towards the centre of the room.
Observing the performance it became clear that the solar panels acted simultaneously like a
fuzz box guitar effect pedal and a Theremin. But instead of the clean sine wave tones of a
Theremin, the setup produced complex square-wave sounding harmonics, of varying
amplitude and pitch, which resonated off the reflective gallery walls as Blamey moved the
solar panels up, down and towards the light bulb. The pitch was affected by the vertical
movement of the panels in relation to the light, while the amplitude was affected by the
proximity of the solar panels to the light.
Throughout the set Blamey explored the resonant harmonics in the room, using the solar
panels as independent signal generators. Once the resonant frequencies of the room were
found he maintained the position of his left hand and moved the other solar panel with his
right hand to generate harmonic/acoustic beating. The immediate experience of this sounding
assemblage was simultaneously overwhelming, disorientating and lucent, as one felt the
sounds resonate in and through one’s body shifting between complex and simple
combinations of pure tones. The standing waves that Blamey generates are three dimensional
patterns of pressure within the space produced by sustaining two sounds of slightly different
frequencies to produce a perceived periodic variation in volume, resulting in beating. At
different locations within the space, these patterns are different in pressure and therefore
sound. A sonic phenomenon which is interlinked and shaped by the spatial, sonic and
psychoacoustic properties of the context/environment, sounding assemblage and listening
bodies. As the space was not closed or acoustically dampened in any way, the sounds
produced recklessly reverberated off the stark gallery walls creating a sense of displacement
and disorientation, saturating the gallery space.
The performance occurred without introduction or program caption. Blamey’s set was
scheduled to run for 30 minutes. However, the actual playing of this hybrid resonant
assemblage went for a total of 20 minutes, leading one to the conclusion that the set up and
pack down of the set is part of the performance. To add to this was the obvious display of the
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guitar case, upon which the guitar lay (Figure 6-2), a feature that would normally be
concealed in a musical performance. Both observations point to the important role that
process plays in the construction of the sounding assemblage. This work was not the simple
presentation of a sonic object but part of an intentionally exposed process. The setup/pack
down, the obvious display of the guitar case etc. are all part of this process. The electrical set
up of the work was never explained but the simplicity of the set up and the exposed cable runs
made it easy to decipher reiterating the notion of process.

Figure 6-2: Peter Blamey, Rupture Rupture, Sydney, June 2014. Photo: Jenn Brewer.
Shown in Figure 6-3 is the simple signal flow of the sounding assemblage which Blamey had
constructed. Informed by the qualitative data collated on his practice (Appendix B: Blamey Q.
4- Q. 9) and a blog article (Blamey, 2014), the exposure of the electrical set up was
intentional. Again reflective of process, it highlights the aesthetic and conceptual explorations
of Blamey’s work; he outlines concerns with reuse, variability, connectivity and the fragility
that can result. Re-use is reflected in the distinctive alternative use of the guitar, solar panels
and light bulb. Connectivity is reflected in electrical signal flow and fragility in the constant
possibility of malfunction and signal failure. The introduction of variability requires a more
complex diagram of the sounding assemblage (Figure 6-5).
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Figure 6-3: The signal flow of Blamey’s sounding assemblage.

Figure 6-4: The ecology of Peter Blamey’s practice. The interaction of human and non-human
actants
Figure 6-4 illustrates the variability that Blamey introduces into the assemblage he has
created. Blamey moves the solar panels in response to the sound he hears produced by the
electrical assemblage he has constructed. This in turn affects and potentially changes the
movement and place of the solar panels and as a consequence the sound that is produced.

207

However, this is not a closed circuit. The audience, the location/architecture and the
environment or context in which it takes place also affect the sound, and therefore Blamey
and the electrical set up. The architecture affects the assemblage by affecting the way that the
sounds produced resonate and in fact which tones will resonate based on the size, materials,
temperature6 and the bodies and other objects in the room. This in turn changes the way that
Blamey moves the solar panels and the soundings of the assemblage. The sounding
assemblage affects the architecture by creating a new acoustic territory, a dynamic
configuration of sound and pressure. Soundings of the assemblage are unceasingly contingent
upon the material, sonic and spatial fields in which it is performed over time. Even while
Blamey’s rig emits the same signal into the space, subjective ‘sound’ will vary with location
and time.
As John Bowers explains in his notion of hybrid resonant assemblages, the interplay of
technological, conceptual, material and human aspects generate multiple potentialities and
thus transient possibilities. While Bowers draws on Tim Ingold’s desire to “follow materials
in creative work” (Ingold, 2013, p. 85), positioning objects as things (Bowers, 2014, 8p. ) that
other things interact with, this chapter draws on Jane Bennett’s notion of vibrant matter,
where non-human and human actants are of equal agency, affecting and affected by
interactions and relations within an ecology. The notion of fragility Blamey investigates in his
performance at Rupture is particularly interesting. The more connections in an electronic
circuit, the greater the possibility of malfunction, and the greater the fragility of the hybrid
resonant assemblage. While the circuit grows richer in potential it simultaneously becomes
more vulnerable. The electrical components of this work, along with the environmental,
locational and human aspects of it reflect an openness to failure or malfunction. The multiple
contingencies that both human and non-human actants pose are demonstrated Figure 6-4.
Unlike most work exhibited in a formal institutional context, this work did not conceal
process or malfunction, much like the attitudes expressed by artists interviewed (Appendix B:
Q. 4 – Q. 7). Rather it is an accepted part of such hybrid resonant assemblages. More than a
celebration of sound for sounds’ sake, hybrid resonant assemblages explore acoustics,
psychoacoustics, electronics, social relations, electricity and the effect that variability has on
the experiences they generate.

6

The time of day can affect the temperature of a space. Changes in temperature affect the ways in which different materials
behave. As a consequence, a space’s resonant qualities can change as a result of temperature dictated by the time of day.
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This openness to malfunction, the interplay of non-human and human variables, was also
evident in other works at Rupture. For example Andrew Gadow’s performance, rewiring
signals so they are intentionally misread, generated images out of sound data and sound out of
image data. Variation in Gadow’s assemblage of technical components is intentional. This
assemblage is therefore not malfunctioning, but deliberately seeking out its own technical and
sensual potentials (Whitelaw, 2008). Luke Jaaniste’s Portal performance also demonstrated
qualities of potentiality and transience. In this surround sound work Jaaniste played several
keyboards mixed and spatialised to different speakers around the room. The work began
without announcement by generating complex electroacoustic harmonic textures. However,
within two minutes Jaaniste noticed that not all the speakers were working; the artist rewired
the system and the sounding resumed. The malfunction of the system, far from being an
impediment to the performance, exposed part of Jaaniste’s process: a close and disciplined
listening from the outset to check that the electroacoustic playback of the performance is
working. Malfunction, potentiality and transience of the hybrid resonant assemblage revealed
that signal flow, electronics, listening and improvisation are all part of the sounding ecology
of practice.
Simultaneously the audience and the context in which the performance is taking place affects
and is affected by the sounding assemblage. As already mentioned the presence of bodies in
the space affects the sounds produced and to a degree the resonance of the room. Acutely
aware of this Blamey, listening to the room, the resonances and watching the audience whilst
maintaining attention on moving the panels and the functioning circuit, guides the audience
through the sound, encouraging them to enter into the aural experience that is being
generated. As he states in the qualitative data collected,
In performance at any given moment I’m listening to the relationship between the sonic qualities of the
current batch of sounds and the previous one, all the while determining how much time they will be
listened to before changing to something else (assuming that hasn’t happened of its own accord). As
sets develop as they will – i.e.: somewhat randomly – I’m continually listening for the way in which
repetition, novelty, volume, high and low frequencies and audience reaction play a role in the
performance (Appendix B: Blamey, Q. 9. a).

Different contexts demand different social norms, which in turn affect Blamey’s performance,
the sounding of the assemblage and the expectations and actions of the audience. Not depicted
in Figure 6-4 are the multiple bodies of knowledge which inform Blamey’s practice. As
demonstrated by the set-up of his work, the qualitative data, his website (Blamey 2014a;
2014b), profile and blog on TheInstrumentBuilder’
s project (Blamey 2014c; 2014d),
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Blamey’s work touches on and is influenced by electronics, technology, sociology,
psychoacoustics, acoustics, experimental music, electronic music, art, installation,
performance and media theory (Ibid). Blamey’s thesis, Sine waves and Simple Acoustic
Phenomena in Experimental Music (2008), also suggests that his work is strongly influenced
by La Monte Young’s exploration of long tones and Alvin Lucier’s experimentation. All of
these fields of knowledge are drawn on to develop his practice, construct his sounding
assemblages, generate sound and facilitate ways of engaging with sound through listening.

The venue, examined within the context of the ecology of practice, affects the way in which a
performance is situated and thus engaged with. The performance of Blamey’s work in the
MCA carried with it certain affordances and expectations affecting the assemblage. Blamey’s
work is often performed in warehouses, private galleries or university galleries. This work for
example has been performed at The Red Rattler (January 2013, Sydney), 401 Hibernian
House (April 2012, Sydney) and Tin Sheds Galley (August 2012, Sydney University).
Although each performance used the same electrical assemblage, it was framed as
experimental music in the first two venues and electronic music at the Tin Sheds. In all three
of these venues the performance was conducted in darkness (Figures 6-5, 6-6, 6-7) while the
performance at the MCA was conducted in full light. Often darkness is employed by
practitioners as a device to simultaneously focus attention on sound and to dissolve audience
performer conventions; Blamey tries to communicate and facilitate these shifts in his
performances (Appendix B: Q.5. f).

The Red Rattler and Hibernian House venues lend a certain sense of community which is
distinctly different from that cultivated at the MCA. Unlike the MCA both the Red Rattler and
Hibernian House are not-for-profit artist-run venues located in inner city Sydney. The Red
Rattler is a legal warehouse in the industrial suburb of Marrickville which prides itself on
showcasing alternative arts, performance and grassroots activism (Red Rattler, 2014).
Hibernian House is a five storey artist studio, residence, alternative theatre and gallery space
building in Surry Hills. Both venues have hosted experimental music and sound art events
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such as The Now Now7, The Splinter Orchestra8 and High Reflections9. As Blamey stated in
his interview responses he considers his practice grass roots, involved with several different
communities and networks, and he prefers to work with local groups of artists (Appendix B:
Q. 3. a). He tends to perform in contexts where he feels communally supported, as opposed to
institutionally supported (Q. 5. e), and he has the opportunity to “hear what people have to say
about my work, and to discuss the concepts that underpin it” (Q. 5. f). While interaction in
other contexts such as the warehouse facilitates a more relaxed relationship between artist and
audience, the MCA did not. At the MCA interaction between audience and artist was
minimal, although the set-up of the work in no way suggested such a separation. With no
seating or stage indicating a conventional audience/performer relationship audience members
maintained a distance of two to three metres in front of Blamey and the set up. Audiences
remained stationary throughout, facing Blamey at all times. No one stood behind him, to the
side or walked around the space. There was a respectful stillness maintained throughout, as if
the focus of the performance was Blamey himself. Even once the performance ended, more
daring audience members only edged closer to the electrical set up, never touching it, standing
away from it as if it may electrocute them or set off an alarm. After the performance finished
the crowd simply but awkwardly dissipated without applause or comment.

Figure 6-5: 401 Hibernian House, photo by Jenn Brewer.

7

The NOW now is an artist run collective that explores a diverse and unique mix of experimental, improvised, noise, soundart, free and unpopular musics. They have performed both at The Red Rattler (2012) and Hibernian House (28/10/2013).
8 The Splinter orchestra is a large-scale electro-acoustic improvising ensemble based in Sydney which formed in 2002 and
consists of thirty plus members. They have performed at The Red Rattler and Hibernian House in association with The NOW
now.
9 High Reflections began as an irregular event held at Serial Space in early 2009. Its gigs display a diverse and eclectic
experimentalism across a range of sounding genres and practices. The last show to take place at The Red Rattler was in May
2011.
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Figure 6-6: Red Rattler, photo by Jenn Brewer.

Figure 6-7: Tin Sheds Gallery, photo by Jenn Brewer.
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This audience behaviour was not limited to Blamey’s set but observed at the majority of
Rupture performances and installations; audiences’ eyes remained fixed and focused on the
artists. This was demonstrated by the spatial and social relationship which audiences
maintained throughout performances. While in Blamey’s set this was not instigated by the
architectural set up of the space (with no seats or stage), Andrew Gadow’s performance took
place in a lecture theatre. Gadow was placed at the front of the theatre, to one side. This
placement was not particularly advantageous technically or creatively but instead made it
difficult for him to see, listen and respond to the projected audio visual display. Jaaniste’s
work, Portal, took place in a classroom/workshop room which was more enclosed than other
spaces used in the event but still had highly reflective concrete walls and floor. In this
surround sound work, Jaaniste was seated amongst the speakers on a rug surrounded by his
assemblage. Audience members gravitated to sit in front of the performer, fixed on his
activity rather than exploring the sonic space. Most audiences did not remain for the entire
length of the live sets, perhaps because they found them too challenging, or perhaps as per the
conventions of the gallery, where one looks briefly and then moves on. Artists did not
introduce their works or interact with audiences. The general non-engagement of practitioners
with audiences in Rupture supports the sense in the qualitative data that these artists tend to
see themselves as facilitators rather than auteurs or performers (Appendix B: Q. 5. B and Q. 9.
b and c); Roden, 2002; Lockwood 2003; Jerman 2003). However in the gallery the artist’s
role was not necessarily received or framed in this way. Rupture, taking place at the MCA,
implied certain conventions which audiences followed. Specifically, one goes to the art
gallery to look, not to listen and this relationship between work, artist and audience was
evident throughout the evening. Non engagement with audiences by the artists and the stark
bright lighting of their sets reinforced notions of looking rather than listening. Audiences
engaged with the work in the conventional art gallery way, as removed, silent observers.

Audience, artist, artwork relationships established at the MCA are distinctly different from
those experienced at warehouse events for example and described by artists in interviewee
responses (Appendix B: Q. 3. a). At warehouse events such as High Reflections held at The
Red Rattler (2011), there is often no architectural differentiation between audience and artist.
Often artists set up their works not on a stage but on a level grounding with audiences.
Performances are often staged with low or no lighting. Seating is absent or informal. Instead
audiences haphazardly move and sit around the space. Performances do not always end with
clapping or public displays of appreciation but there is free conversation and interaction
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between artists, audiences and their artworks. In these spaces understandings and approaches
to sound and listening are generated through community. This is observed in the review of
different listening and sound practices in chapter three and practitioners’ reflections on the
role of their artistic communities in their practice (Appendix B: Q. 3. a). Community includes
conversation between artists and audiences, magazines, performances, website and even
retreats and conferences. The MCA did not facilitate this sense of community; rather it
facilitated an event where audiences from outside this practice could experience an artistic
practice as if it belonged to the gallery. Audiences adopted traditional gallery behaviours: they
stand at a distance, observe and go; the audience is silent, the artwork and artist are separate
and sacred. There is little or no conversation between audience members, each cohort keeps to
themselves, and do not bother the artist or the artwork. Situated in this way Blamey’s work
became wholly focused on the artist as performer with little or no attention given to the
sounds generated or how they were generated, why and what this all meant. From this
perspective the works of Blamey Gadow, Jaaniste and others at Rupture were nothing more
than weird combinations of sounds made by people using electronics in unfamiliar ways. In
the MCA, the significance of the electrical set ups, the sounds they were producing, and their
relationship to the space/time, bodies and objects were largely obscured by the focus on the
artist performer. This does not mean that all these different layers of exploration and
investigation were not occurring; but framed in the gallery context the works of Rupture were
presented as final outputs, a complete painted canvas, to be regarded and received with
admiration and wonder.
Viewed from a structural perspective the experimental and experiential aspects of hybrid
resonant assemblages could be overlooked. With an expectation of the unusual the MCA
presented the sound works of Rupture as complete works to amaze the audience, final outputs
of artistic process. The technical, social and conceptual concerns and explorations of their
practice were packaged into twenty to thirty-minute sets without caption or introduction.
Positioned in this way perhaps the comments of visual arts scholars and curators reported in
Blake Gopnik’s 2013 New York Times article make more sense. In “Did You Hear That? It
Was Art; Museums Embrace Works Made of Sound” (2013) Gopnik refers to the writings and
commentary of Seth Kim-Cohen and Caleb Kelly, concluding that sound art has struggled for
recognition because much of it is simply “retreads of John Cage’s postwar innovations”.
Aligned with experimental music, sound art works make “…strange beeps and buzzings for
their own sakes” (Gopnik, 2013) creating a purely cochlear art. While Kelly responded to this
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article feeling that he had been misquoted (10th August, 2013), Gopnik’s statements are
reminiscent of Clement Greenberg regarding the aims and characteristics of Modern art
(North 2013; Day and Riding, 2004). As Greenberg states, “Modernist art should be hailed as
the start of a whole new epoch in art, making a decisive break with all customs and
conventions of the past” (Greenberg, 1960, p. 93). Dismissal of these works as “retreads”
ignores the many contingencies that each hybrid sonic assemblage generates which affects
and is affected by environment, location, audience, artist and sounds. Approaching sound
practice as product and not as practice fails to acknowledge the multiple layers of material,
conceptual and experiential investigation entailed in these resonant assemblages. Rather, it
impliesa
disconnection
“
from the habitual conditions of sensible experience” (Ranciere,
2006, p. 1) situating the artistic work as neither an object of knowledge or of desire, only
knowable and appreciated by the individual “who can abstract themselves – or who believe
they can from the sociological law which accords to each class of society the judgements of
taste corresponding to their ethos” (Ibid, p. 2). The qualitative data collected demonstrates the
significance of these layers to sound art practitioners. Assuming visual critical modes of
analysis to engage with sound practice fails to adequately explain, explore and account for the
specifics of sound, listening, materials, methods and thus may overlook the conceptual
elements of a work, as simple investigations of sonic phenomena.
Recognizing the difficulty that sound practitioners have exhibiting in art gallery contexts,
some scholars have called for the architecture, technical equipment and conventions of the
gallery to be adapted (Kelly 2009; Connor 2008, 2005). While not adverse to such proposals
this chapter calls for a more fundamental reconsideration. The purpose of opening out sound
art, listening and sound practice is to demonstrate the multiple layers of material, experiential,
technological, technical, methodological, acoustic, psychological, sociological explorations
that sound practice undertakes. The ecology of sound art reveals that human and non-human
actants affect and are affected, generating modulated environments, locations, humans (artist
and audiences), soundings and listenings through hybrid resonant assemblages. Importantly
all actants in this ecology bring with them different expectations, conventions, visibilities and
connections which in turn affect and are affected. To just look at practice in the context of an
exhibition/performance is to misinterpret this practice. Like sound, practice is not fixed and
cannot be separated out, frozen in a particular instance or context. It is part of a whole: work
inside and outside the studio, different artistic communities and movements experienced
within different contexts, with layers of technical, conceptual, phenomenological and social
215

concerns. At the same time sound practice is not a generalised whole but each practitioner’s
practice is specific and individual and thus needs to be analysed as such. In opening out Peter
Blamey’s work and the Rupture performances this chapter sought to demonstrate the potential
of such an approach.
Summary and Conclusion
Tracing the development of this fragmented field of practice through sound and listening, it
became clear that while attempts have been made since the 1980s to contain it under the title
of sound art, it is a black box which refuses to close. Observing that that the practitioner’s
voice seemed largely absent or marginalised from scholarship, this project draws on a series
of interviews with practitioners in order to challenge scholarly assumptions. Specifically: 1)
sound practice is non-conceptual because it is focused on sound and listening, 2) there are no
critical approaches to practice because it is not conceptual, 3) experiential practice cannot be
conceptual and vice versa, 4) Sound art is still re-hashing the same old Cagean and
Schaefferian experiments. Drawing on ANT and the notion of vibrant matter this chapter
synthesised scholarship with the qualitative data to posit contemporary sound art as an
ecology where practitioners continually negotiate disciplinary and institutional boundaries
while articulating distinctive models of listening and conceptions of sound.
Examining the relationships between practice, scholarship, media and the in/animate entities
that each involved, three key assumptions, or black boxes, are identified for examination:
sound art, sound and listening and sound practice. Sound art with its multidisciplinary
histories and scholarly homes is a zone of continual turmoil and disciplinary tension. As such,
while definitional debates are examined, and the key disciplinary players identified, situating
practice within specific disciplines not the intention or desire of this research. As the data
revealed practice cannot be anchored in a single discipline because it is intrinsically multiand interdisciplinary. This chapter posits sound art as an ecology of practice between and
across disciplinary demarcations, a fundamentally dissonant practice, a noisy concept. Sound
art, sound practice is a network of diverse entities, inclusive of economic/cultural power,
in/organic matter, subjective/objective qualities; a continuum of potential relations.
Sound art probed as an actor-network revealed assumptions within scholarship about sound,
listening and practice hindering the development of effective conceptual models.
Assumptions included: 1) that sound is contingent on human perception, 2) that listening is a
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wholly phenomenological practice specific to the ear and 3) that analysis of practice can be
limited to the output of an artist’s work in an institutional context. Interviews with sound
artists show that while sound and listening feature strongly in sound practice, the practice
does not serve a purely experiential end. Rather, drawing on multiple disciplinary bodies of
knowledge, sound practice is informed by both formalistic and conceptual concerns which
feed into each other. Using ANT and the notion of vibrant matter, practice, sound and
listening that sound practice can be engaged with based on its material and experiential
qualities. Not a wholly phenomenological or semantically focused analysis, but an account
that does not differentiate between the two, rather extrapolating meaning out of the relations
and interactions between entities in the ecology.
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Chapter Seven: Conclusion
Facts and machines in the making are always under-determined. Some little thing is always missing to
close the black box once and for all
Bruno Latour, 1987, p. 13.

Thesis Summary
In this thesis sound art and its scholarship have been examined in order to develop a theory of
sound art practice that emerges out of practice. Drawing on concepts of sound and listening
from the humanities and sciences, this study develops a detailed understanding of how
practitioners explore and apply these concepts in their practice. In order to move between
reading theory and attending to practice, this study uses a combination of critical and
empirical methods. The qualitative research conducted here forms the basis of the major
contribution to knowledge that this work offers. Through a series of semi-structured
interviews with Australian sound artists, this investigation gives voice to the practitioner,
revealing a field of practice that is interdisciplinary and dynamic. When examined as a social
field of relations and then unpacked to account for the prominent role of material agencies, an
ecology of contemporary sound art practice emerges. This account recognises the
fundamental interdisciplinarity of the field as well as this practice’s distinctive engagement
with the embodied experience of sound and listening. This chapter will summarise the
findings of each chapter in this thesis, demonstrating their contribution to the development of
this ecology. Limitations of this study and possibilities for further research are also
considered.
Chapter two situates vision as the dominant sense, and one central to the western
epistemological tradition. In that context this chapter accounts for and examines the
development of pre-modern notions of sound and listening. Establishing the development of
biological and acoustical knowledge on the process of listening and sound, two major
observations emerge: from a modern perspective, pre-Enlightenment thinking on aurality is
wildly interdisciplinary; and scientific models of aurality developed slowly. Most theories of
aurality were based on those proposed by ancient Greek philosophers, most of which went
unchallenged until the sixteenth century. Magic, music, religion and mathematics all influence
pre-Enlightenment knowledge of sound and listening. Drawing on the mathematical
relationships of sound and harmony, the “music of the spheres” aligns music with notions of
perfection, spirituality, godliness and moral purity. Research across fields, including scientific
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research, up until the Enlightenment was strictly informed by musical notions of sound and
listening. The social changes that accompanied the Enlightenment along with the new
technologies and methodologies adopted by scientific practice in particular, demonstrated a
shift in this relationship, with scientific research coming to influence musical practice, and
theories on aurality. However, even with the new sounds offered by new technologies, tools
to measure them and the solid development of acoustics, theories of sound and listening were
still strongly tied to laboratory and musical notions of sound. The demarcation of disciplinary
practice and research simultaneously specialised and limited research, allowing the fields of
music and science to dominate knowledge of sound and listening. While scientific research
post-Enlightenment failed to account for listening and sound in the everyday, outside of the
laboratory, not tied to the musical score, new tools and scientific practice brought sound, and
later aural perception, into the spotlight. No longer elusive and magical, sound could be
measured and recorded and listening better understood.
Chapter three focuses on the artistic and theoretical development of sound art practice and
scholarship. Industrialization, the emergence of the modern city and the middle class and new
technologies, fundamentally changed the landscape of culture and artistic practice. The
proliferation of sounding technologies and equipment saw the incorporation of new tools and
sound into artistic practice, challenging established notions of sound and listening. Examining
the artistic practices of Pierre Schaeffer, John Cage and R. M. Schafer, this chapter outlines
major shifts in thinking regarding the ontology of sound and a phenomenology of listening
that they represented. These practitioners allowed for sound practice to leap out of constructs
of music, a move away from the score, traditional notation, towards concepts of time, process
and experience. Each contributed a unique approach to sound and listening; artistic practices
that engaged with sounds, on their own terms in their own environments. Their influence is
evidenced in artistic practice that succeeded them. While inspired by Cage, Schaeffer and R.
M. Schaeffer these practitioners and practices — Pauline Oliveros, La Monte Young,
Electroacoustic music and Onkyo — have all developed their own distinctive ontologies of
sound and practices of listening. For Oliveros, Deep Listening, a form of meditation,
facilitates a whole body engagement with one’s internal and external sonic environment to
promote experimentation, improvisation and collaboration (Oliveros, 2012). La Monte Young
generated sustained tones to facilitate a listening experience enabling one to get inside sounds
(Young, 2003). Electroacoustic music continues to develop ontologies and structures of
listening to sound which extend on Pierre Schaeffer’s sonic object and the acousmatic. Such
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approaches, unlike Schaeffer, attend to the intrinsic and extrinsic qualities and meanings of
sound (Windsor 1996, 2000; Windsor and Clarke 2000; Smalley 1997; Emmerson 1986).
Onkyo’s minimal, improvisational approach to sound focuses on its texture, the spaces
between sounds, encouraging and emphasizing a highly disciplined and focused listening
(Plourde, 2008). Depending on the institutional support these practices enjoyed and the way
in which they documented their practice has led to different practices being situated in music
or the visual arts. Chapter three goes on to detail sound art a historical and institutionally
borne concept which has become increasingly entangled in a disciplinary tug of war. The
1990s saw the beginnings of sound culture scholarship encouraging a general shift towards a
favouring of the ear, instead of the eye, and a call towards a more interdisciplinary approach
to sound in the arts (Erlmann 2010; Kahn 1999; Sterne 2003; Toop 1995, 2010).
Simultaneously within philosophical research there has been a push for multisensory and
multi-disciplinary approaches to sense perception; to not favour one sense over the other
(Macpherson 2011; O’Callaghan and Nudds 2009; O’Callaghan 2008; Connor 2001; Nudds
2001; Scott 2001; O’Shaughnessy 1989). Increasingly there is a turn towards the notions of
sound in the arts, an inclusive, interdisciplinary approach to sound practice.
The relevantly nascent field of sound art scholarship is still ambivalent about the disciplinary
location and definition of sound art (Cox 2006, 2009, 2011; Dyson 2009; Hegarty 2007; KimCohen 2009; LaBelle 2006, 2010; Licht 2007, Voegelin 2010). Most confrontational was Seth
Kim-Cohen’s work (2009) which proposed that sound art theory and practice was
conceptually stunted because of its continued return to phenomenological frameworks.
Inspired by the Derridian notion that nothing is outside the text, and situating sound art
against and outside of music, wholly within the visual arts, Kim-Cohen’s framework reads the
sound work as a product of relationships between institutions, artists, spectators and the act of
artistic practice. It refuses to attend to the specifics of sound and listening. While many
scholars applauded Kim-Cohen’s call for a more conceptual scholarship, many also disagreed
with the complete dismissal of all phenomenological aspects of sound practice. Problematic
aspects of his framework include the use of visual epistemological engines to conceptualize
the aural, the conflation of phenomenology with anti-conceptualism and the assumption that a
sound practice concerned with the experiential cannot be conceptual. By contrast,
contemporary philosophies of listening and sound have shifted towards affect and materialist
theories as a way to conceptualize and account for both the material and the experiential
aspects of sound and listening (O’Callaghan 2010, 2008, 2007; Michael Nudds 2001;
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O’Callagahn and Nudds 2009; O’Shaughnessy 2000; Casati and Jérôme Dokic 2005). This
approach has come to feature in recent scholarship on artistic sound practice and culture
(Biddle and Thompson 2013; Evans 2013; Schrimsaw 2013; Cox 2013; 2011; 2009; 2006).
For all the scholarly noise that surrounds sound art there is scant evidence of scholarship
acknowledging the practitioner’s voice. While sound art is analyzed and the occasional artist
statement or interview cited (Hegarty 2007; Kim-Cohen 2009; LaBelle 2006, 2010; Licht
2007) or compilation published (Kelly 2011; Zurbrugg 2004; Bandt 2001), practitioners’
critical methods of production and analysis remain muted in sound art scholarship. This is
highlighted in the underlying assumption and impetus for Kim-Cohen’s thesis: that there is no
critical mode of analysis for sonic art because there is an absence of any conceptual practice.
The data from sound artists presented in chapters four and five contradicts this. Acutely aware
of the theoretical debates that surround their practice, practitioners navigate disciplinary and
institutional concerns, situating their practice and identity as required to secure funding,
respect, support or exhibition. While united in their interest in the physicality of sound, its
ontology, they utilize a range of distinctive materials and explore a variety of aesthetic,
sociological, physiological, psychological, methodological and philosophical conceptual
concerns. The data strongly illustrates the disparity between scholarship and practice:
participants expressed their dislike of the term sound art and the title sound artist. For
practitioners these terms fail to explicate the diversity of their practice, assuming that their
work consists only of sound. They do not account for the materials, techniques, concepts and
methods utilized in practice, but imply a dated, stagnant, medium-specific, non-conceptual
practice.
Questions regarding practice and listening also revealed that, unlike the literature reviewed in
chapter two, practitioners’ notions of sound and methods of listening are not disciplinarily in
nature. Rather, understandings and practices emerged out of an interplay of multiple different
discipline specific knowledges. Practitioners’ understandings of sound and listening align
with those of contemporary philosophers Casey O’Callaghan and Michael Nudds and the
models of sound and aural perception offered by ecological psychologists Bregman and
Gaver. These models posit sound as dynamic flux explored through different practices of
listening. Practitioners’ responses also show that sound practice is not a wholly intuitive and
subjective exploration but one based on technical, epistemological and practical
investigations. A single work could simultaneously include aspects of social organization,
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acoustic phenomena, agency, variability, aesthetics etc. Practice is characteristically not fixed,
but always contingent upon a specific interplay of space and place, sound, context and
environment, audiences, bodies, objects and technology. In failing to listen and examine
practice in the making, through practitioners, theory fails to account for the dynamic and
complex character of sound art practice. Rather scholarship has focused on defining this field
of practice in terms of specific disciplinary paradigms and histories.
Using Bruno Latour’s actor-network-theory (ANT) and Jane Bennett’s Vibrant Matter (2009)
chapter six synthesised the scholarship detailed in chapter two and three with the qualitative
data of chapters four and five to posit contemporary sound art as an ecology where
practitioners continually negotiate disciplinary and institutional boundaries while articulating
distinctive models of listening and conceptions of sound. To begin the key nodes in the sound
art actor world were unpacked: concepts and identities of sound art; models of sound and
listening; and the specifics of sound practice. This process revealed theoretical issues with
schorlarly approaches to sound art, that aurality can be accounted for using epistemological
engines informed by visuality; and that an emphasis on formal and perceptual aspects of
artistic practice and listening excludes a conceptual one. By embracing inanimate and animate
actants, and encouraging a non-binary epistemological understanding of matter, the theories
of Latour and Bennett offer a way to account for the material and experiential qualities of
sound practice without diminishing its conceptual depth. This was demonstrated through a
detailed analysis of the Rupture (2013) event at the MCA, Sydney, in particular the work of
Peter Blamey. Sound art, an ecology of practice, extrapolates meaning out of the relations and
interactions between entities in the ecology, not by applying a readymade theoretical
framework. In this ecology sound is not contingent upon human perception; practice is not
fixed; and sound art practice is multidisciplinary, conceptual and embodied. Sound practice is
a continuum of potential relations simultaneously affecting and affected by a diverse network
of constituent entities.
Limitations and further research
This thesis has focused on trying to unravel and explore the relationship between practice and
theory, probing practice to solve problems in theory. Rather than creating a grand critical
framework to apply to sound practice, it has tried to draw on practice itself to develop an
account of practice as both phenomenological and conceptual. As Bruno Latour notes in
applying ANT it is necessary to be specific, singular and complex. Each instance, event,
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happening, needs analysis. As such to account for and critically engage with a particular
practice it is necessary to unpack each artist’s work as its own ecology, its own actor-network.
The analsyis of Peter Blamey’s performance at Rupture (2014) gestures towards this specific
attention; however a large-scale application of this approach was beyond the scope of this
project. Instead the focus here has been on arguing for and developing a critically attentive
approach. By unpacking both sound art, as a disciplinary and institutionally constructed
notion, and artistic practice, through qualitative research, this thesis reveals the complexity of
animate and inanimate actants involved.
The qualitative data upon which many of these arguments rests is drawn from interviews with
nine Australian sound artists. This data entails a number of limitations. While an attempt was
made to sample practitioners from a variety of disciplinary backgrounds, there was not an
even spread. Although beyond the scope of this thesis, data from more sound art practitioners,
with different disciplinary backgrounds and/or different geographical locations, would
provide a more comprehensive account of sound art practice. In order to address the
limitations of this sample, a number of published interviews and artist transcripts were used
for triangulation. It is notable that in all instances themes and trends found in the interviews
were supported in these secondary sources, with little or no discrepancy. As evidenced in this
thesis, much can be demonstrated and revealed through an examination of sound practice
from the ‘inside’ rather than in applying established institutional positions. As illustrated in
the interviews conducted, practitioners draw on numerous bodies of knowledge to inform
their technical and conceptual concerns and methods of practice. While this analysis focused
on ecological psychology, the fields of acoustics, psycho-acoustics, neuroscience, electronics,
electrical and sound engineering, amongst others, were of more or less importance to different
artists’ individual practices.
This thesis has emphasised that scholarship has left sound practice largely unpacked. This is
not however intended to imply that sound practice is somehow unable to shape or inform
scholarship. Scholars too are actants in the network and increasingly, as noted in the
qualitative data, many practitioners are becoming more involved in scholarship. As hybrid
academic-practitioners, many perceived the acquisition of a doctorate as a way to have their
practice legitimised, across disciplines, a way to affect scholarship. This thesis calls for
scholarly approaches to sound art and practice to take into account the complex ecology
within which it operates. There is some evidence in current critical scholarship of such
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approaches, specifically the notion of sonic materialism proposed by Christopher Cox (2011)
and the ecological psychology approaches (Gaver 1993) adapted by electroacoustics
(Emmerson and Smalley 2014; Leigh 2007; Windsor 1997). However progression is hindered
by the persistence of disciplinary demarcation. Debates around where sound art belongs, if it
even exists, and attempts to locate and critique it in discipline-specific models are particularly
limiting. Disciplinarity and visually-founded notions of objective knowledge continue to
hinder the development of conceptual scholarship on sound practice.
In terms of further investigation it is hoped that this thesis encourages more dialogue between
practice and theory. The limitations of this research indicate prime areas for further
investigation: for example broadening the sample of practitioners from a variety of
disciplinary backgrounds. At the same time, just as scholarship could benefit from studying
where and how sound art is generated and made, perhaps practitioners, also actants in this
ecology, could consider taking on methods of exhibition and performance which make it
easier to tap into the multiple conceptual and formal concerns of their practice. As one
interviewee suggested, the notion of practice as process rather than product could be better
communicated through an opening out of the artist’s workshop, or exhibitions including
technical set up and explicating the phenomena being explored (Appendix B: Q. 3. a and b).
While there is evidence of this occurring in less formal contexts, such as warehouses and
artist run galleries and initiatives (Appendix B: Q. 3. f and g, Q. 5. b) there are opportunities
to develop this approach in more formal (and culturally prestigious) institutional settings such
as art galleries or concert halls, in parallel with the lobbying for better technical and
architectural curation (Kelly 2003; Appendix B: Barclay, Q. 3. b).
Summary
This thesis presents an examination of sound practice, explored in the making, to reveal an
assemblage of heterogeneous actants tied together by key concepts and terminologies. It
demonstrates that sound art practice is conceptual, technical, experiential and
multidisciplinary. To develop this account this project uses a combination of theoretical and
empirical research methods to critically read, interpret and organise data. Examining sound,
listening and practice as actants in the sound art actor-network reveals a dynamic interplay of
social relations and agencies of inanimate and animate actants in this field of practice. The
qualitative research reveals distinctive features of this field of practice, including the practical
and social methods that artists use to navigate it. By giving voice to practitioners this thesis
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achieved its aim of developing a theory of sound art from the inside; a theory that recognises
the interdisciplinarity of sound practice and attends to its material and experiential specifics
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Appendix A: Tables from Qualitative Data

Fine Arts

L. Barclay
x

C. Hope

x

T. Smith

X

L. Jaaniste

No formal
training

X
X
X
Xx

x

J. Denley

X
*

P. Gough
V. Wozniak

X

Totals

2/9

Key

Media
Production

Xx

P. Blamey

C. Black

Music

5/9

x
*

x

3/9

2/9

X undergraduate studies
x postgraduate studies

* No formal training but based on experience has been located in this discipline

Table 4-A. Disciplinary Backgrounds of Interviewees
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LB

CH

PB

Musician

X

X

X

Sound artist

X

X

X

Performer

PG

VW

CB

X

X

JD

LJ

TS

TOTAL

X

X

X

6/9

X

X

5/9
X

X

4/9

Composer

X

X

2/9

Curator

X

X

2/9

Audio engineer

X

X

2/9

Radio producer

X

X

2/9

X

1/9

Radio artist
Academic

X

1/9

Audio artist

X

1/9

Installation artist

X

1/9

Artist

X

1/9

Aural alchemist

X

1/9

Key X name no longer used.

Table 4-B. Participant Titles
LB CH PB
Artist

X

X

X

Musician

X

X

X

Performer
X

Curator

X

VW

CB

JD

X

X

X
X

X

Composer

Audio Engineer

PG

X

X

X

TS TOTALS
6/9

X

X

6/9

X

X

4/9

X

3/9

X

2/9

X

Academic

2/9
X

Radio producer
Aural alchemist

LJ

X
X

1/9
1/9
1/9

Key X name no longer used

Table 4-C. Participant Titles (condensed)
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Table 4-D: Titles correlated with disciplinary backgrounds
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Solo
LB

Collaboration

X

x

CH

X

PB

X

PG

X

JD
CB

x

x

X

x

X

x

TS
VW

X
X

x

LJ

x
X

TOTAL
Key

Both

4/9

2/9

X predominant mode of practice

3/9
x secondary mode of practice

Table 4-E: Context – Solo or Collaborative practice
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Appendix B: Interviews
Interview transcripts coded to each question and theme
Leah Barclay
Topic #1: Sound Art
1. (a) Yes, I find it a very useful term that covers a broad spectrum of practices that involve
creatively working with sound.
1. (b) No, I think the term is still used in a variety of contexts and the disciplinary practices
vary greatly between countries, generations and accessibility to technology (socio-economic
situations).
1. (c) An interdisciplinary contemporary art practice where the primary focus and medium is
sound, usually aided by technology.
1. (d) No – I find it’s used in a diversity of contexts often for specific (and sometimes
contradictory) purposes. I prefer the spectrum of the term sound art (I find it more accessible
then ‘music’ for example) and I’m regularly in situations where it is used in a negative
context. For example, it an academic context ‘composers’ generally have more respect than
‘sound artists’, I believe this is now partly due to the accessibility of technology. In review
committees for festivals etc., I have experienced situations where compositions are
occasionally defined as ‘just sound art’ rather than ‘multi-channel electroacoustic music, or an
‘acousmatic compositions’. I feel this is highly problematic and as many academics
continually state, the terminology associated with sound practices (particularly electroacoustic
music and acousmatic music) it still quite underdeveloped and occasionally contradictory.
Topic #2: Identity
2. (a) I call myself a composer, sound artist and curator. I believe I am a sound artist because
while I work across a variety of contexts and disciplines, my primary medium is always
sound.
2. (b) I’m a classically trained musician, raised on western classical music originally as a
performer (piano / percussion) followed directly by Conservatorium training as a composer of
western art music.
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As a young composer, my work always involved some degree of experimentation, searching
for a distinctive voice and exploring the unknown. I was driven by a desire to discover new
sonic languages, yet I always found the confines of Western music insufficient in
communicating my sound world, this led me to study the music of other cultures particularly
the Carnatic music tradition in South India, which opened my ears to other soundscapes, and
the fact that music could be more than just musical instruments. But it didn’t click until my
first experiment with electroacoustic music in late undergraduate studies that instantaneously
provided me with the sonic liberation I had been searching for. Under the guidance of New
Zealand composer John Coulter I created my first electroacoustic composition using
environmental field recordings and processed instruments and gained a pivotal insight into
this rich and diverse genre of music. The technology that I had previously feared was now
opening up a musical language of infinite possibilities.

I understood that Electroacoustic music evolved from the traditions of musique concréte and
electronic music, two significant developments in Europe in the 20th Century, (though I was
not exposed to the term sound art at this point). The use of natural sounds, enhanced by
technology, allows us to claim that this is the first musical genre ever to place under the
composer’s control “an acoustic palette as wide as that of the environment itself” (Simon
Emmerson). Although this liberating concept is credited to electroacoustic music, the
proposed use of natural sound in music composition is of course insinuated in John Cage’s
famous 1937 lecture where he spoke of how he heard the future, saying; "I believe that the
use of noise to make music will continue and increase until we reach a music produced
through the aid of electrical instruments which will make available for musical purposes any
and all sounds that can be heard". His visionary genius was clearly evident to me as I became
more committed and passionate about a musical world of infinite possibilities.

What became obvious is there were great opportunities for experimentation in what I defined
as intercultural electroacoustic music, this sparked a spectrum of projects across Australia,
India and Korea and also formed the foundation for my PhD exploring electroacoustic music
as a tool for cultural change. I was drawn back to the validity of sound and Attali’s (1985)
seminal text where he refers to music as not just simply a reflection of culture but a
“harbinger of change”. He states that “for twenty-five centuries, Western knowledge has tried
to look upon the world. It has failed to understand that the world is not for the beholding. It is
for hearing. It is not legible, but audible.” In a world where the catastrophic effects of climate
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change are rapidly becoming a bitter reality, there must be a role for our auditory perception
in generating a shift in consciousness. Based on my previous work I was aware that
electroacoustic music was an incredibly powerful tool in generating a connection to the
natural environmental. Fortunately others share my vision, such as EMF President, Joel
Chadabe in New York. He recently stated that the current artistic practices of electroacousitc
music composers are rooted in the idea that new technologies, unlike traditional musical
instruments, can produce sounds used to communicate core messages, including information
about the state of our environment. He claims that this field is participating in the emergence
of a new type of music accessible to anyone, which can be used to communicate ideas that
relate more closely to life than those communicated through traditional musical forms. He
believes composers need to think of themselves as “leaders in a magnificent revolution rather
than the defenders of an isolate and besieged avant-garde”. It was around this point that I
started using the term sound art, mainly due to its accessibility in a community context. It also
seems to be acceptable to be very experimental within something defined as ‘sound art’ (as
oppose to music composition).

2. (c) No, although I often sway more towards sound artist in a festival / commercial context.
In the context of funding, I’ll certainly put more focus on my more traditional work as a
composer for straight music applications, and more focus on interdisciplinary sound art work
for InterArts applications.

2. (d) No, except in cases where I am directly commissioned as a composer or sound artist.
Program notes might read ‘composer Leah Barclay etc etc’. But in most cases its ‘Composer,
sound artist, curator’ – although other terms such as acoustic ecologist, soundscape artist,
environmental sound artist, sonic artist, live electronics performer, computer musician,
academic, researcher, sound engineer, producer, sound designer, interdisciplinary artist or just
artist have often been used to describe my work.
2. (e) Yes. It’s more accessible then electroacoustic music composer.
3. (a) I work in a variety of contexts – mainly as a solo/freelance artist, but my large-scale
projects are often collaborative in nature where I usually take the position of
director/composer/sound artist. In this context – I might be working with other live
performers, but rarely other sound artists.
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3. (b) Not really – but I often find when I work in a visual arts context I am constantly
fighting for a respectful understanding of sound art practices. For example; the visuals receive
a high quality projector and pristine projection surface, but this is accompanied by cheap
computer speakers positioned in an acoustically difficult space in an art gallery. In this
context I often find visual analogies very useful, for example, ‘this sound set up is the
equivalent of putting the visuals on an iPhone in the corner etc’. I think this is starting to
change, and we are certainly seeing a rise of sound art interest in the visual arts world.

Topic #3: Practice

4 and 4. (a) Music, sound art, sonic environments, sonic art, immersive performance or multisensory performance. I often use the following statement; “Barclay creates complex sonic
environments that draw attention to our ecological crisis and endangered ecosystems. These
works are realised through immersive performances and multi-sensory installations drawing
on environmental field recordings, multi-channel sound diffusion, live performers and
ephemeral projections.”
4. (b) All of the above, I also work with live musicians, projections and site-specific
environments.
5. http://leahbarclay.com/project/damn-india/ this project has involved significant research,
onsite field-recording, studio composing and collaborative creative development.
5. (b) Intuition
5. (c) Yes, often I work with instrumentalists (or I sometimes play live). I like to work directly
with the performance and I often use a mix of western and graphic notation to work with the
electronics. It’s unlikely I would complete a commission without actually working directly
with the musicians.
5. (d) Absolutely – I rarely allow my works to tour unless I know the environment or I am
there to install/perform.
5. (e) As above, absolutely. Saying that, I accept that my works can’t always be performed on
18-channel diffusion systems in acoustically treated spaces, so I certainly have some
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flexibility. I’m also aware that working in community contexts (such as workshops in regional
India), I need to be extremely flexible with my ideal diffusion situations.
5. (f) Yes, I prefer to be there, but with the environmental intentions of my work I realise
that’s not always possible and often contradictory.
6. and6. (a) All of the above, I also publish works online, like this project for example;
http://leahbarclay.com/project/transient-landscapes/
6. (b) In some situations yes, but it’s generally case-by-case and often my projects involve
multi-platform outcomes and community engagement overtime.
6. (c) For my multi-channel works the real time diffusion experience is essential, but I often
have fixed stereo versions as well.
6. (d) Yes – particularly my site-specific environmental sound work.
6. (e) Video/sound recordings, images of audience/artists, reviews, text write-ups on the
projects etc.
7. and 7. (a) It varies from project to project, but I have received support from local, state and
federal funding bodies and have had varied institutional support (APA Scholarship for my
PhD at Griffith University, ongoing contracts to curate sound art events etc.).
7. (b) As above.
7. (c) No – I would find it very challenging to allow funding bodies and institutions to shape
my ideas and projects. I often see the ramifications of allowing this to happen amongst other
Australian artists and I feel it is extremely detrimental to intuitive creative processes as you
are constantly driven by outcomes and idealistic measurements.
Topic# 4: Listening
Did not respond.
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Colin Black
Topic #1: Sound Art
N.B.: order of response has been altered to put in Q and A format
1. (a) Problematic to my understanding also is that the term sound art - and other international
translations e.g. Klangkunst and les art sonores - all have their own various idiosyncratic
international inflections, intentions and interpretations. Moreover, in this day and age
(especially post David Toop’s contributions to sound art discourse), in predominately English
speaking western cultures sound art seems to also encompass what was once only labelled
experimental music performance and even DJ sets. The infiltration of sound art today has
spread to such an extent that it seems that almost any type of music that can be considered
remotely experimental can be labelled as sound art and that to me is very problematic.
Nevertheless the term sound art appears to be a tempting term within most communities and
is useful in conveying a vague sense of an art-form that explores sound as its medium to the
general public who it seems are more than happy to apply their own interpretations to the
term.
1.(b) I would argue that sound art does not so much define a disciplinary set of practices, but
defines a willingness to engage with sound as a creative medium, or conceptual framework
for works that may not include any apparent physical sound at all. Therefore defining sound
art is highly problematic, especially as art-forms evolve conceptually. Interestingly Leigh
Landy however argues that sonic art is a subset of music.
Currently it seems trendy to possibly call every kind of sound base practice sound art
excluding the more traditional genres. However the term sound art, in my mind, could be
easily replaced with other terms like acoustics art, sonic art, audio art, ars acustica, akustische
Kunst, organised sound (which could also imply locative and spatial aspects) or even nues
Hörspiel at times.
1. (c) What I understand sound art to be is comparable with what I understand the term visual
art to be. That is, it is a sense specific and/or focused art-form with an enormous scope and as
such the term sound art is somewhat ambiguous.
1. (d) Currently it seems that sound art attempts to accommodate all of the different types of
sound practices, which leads to greater ambiguity of the term itself.
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Topic #2: Identity
2. (a) It is more what other people or communities like to call me. In some circles I am called
a composer, in others a sound artist, sonic artist and others still a radio artist, audio engineer
or radio producer.

2. (b) I believe my background and training has influenced what I prefer to label myself, as
my understanding of the nuances of various sound practices has deepened.

2. (c) So my identity changes somewhat depending on the social and/or professional
environment. Nevertheless I currently prefer to call myself a radio artist (even though it is not
as trendy as “sound artist,” which I also use), as radio art encompasses a creative engagement
with sound, spatial considerations of the broadcast/transmission and application of new
technologies especially associated with the evolving trans-media landscape.

2. (d) On reflection I think that all art is political and that has something to do with what
people and communities want to call my work. There are also hegemonic factors to consider,
especially associated with funding and marketing.
2. (e) I am not sure how useful “sound artist” is as a title; it all depends on a lot of factors.

3. (a) and (b) I feel isolated most of the time. I think that is just part of trying to do something
a bit different as an artist and/or my preference of calling myself a radio artist instead of the
more trendy labels of sound artist or even experimental musician/composer. In a sense, my
work (especially my radio art work) does not seem to fit into the perceived sound art pigeonhole that art schools try to hold onto and promote. In one art class – that I audited - on sound
art I was told by the lecturer that because I had studied music formally at university I could
not really be considered a true sound artist at all! The claim made was that only art students
could become sound artists. This didn’t really make sense to me as Max Neuhaus had
received both his bachelors and master’s degrees in music from the Manhattan School of
Music. Nevertheless this anecdotally supports my claim that art schools, to some extent, try to
sustain their own existence by implementing a kind of elitist viewpoint and exclusionism
rather than an inclusive approach to the exploration and development of sound as a medium
for art.
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Topic #3: Practice

4. Currently, I primarily label my practice radio art, as I am fascinated with the sonic, spatial,
cultural and aesthetic aspects associated with broadcast, transmission and networked
structures that include new technologies and the evolving trans-media landscape.
My work Soundprints: Sealed In Sweden (duration 50:50) has to date been broadcast in its
entirety on more than five national public radio networks internationally (including Australia,
Austria, Sweden, Finland and Germany) which would conservatively have allowed the work
to be listened to by more than 50,000 listeners. So in that sense I see the radio broadcast space
as an attractive exhibition environment and public access point for sonic experimentation...
4. (a) My radio art work is chiefly an exhibition of sonic experimentation being presented in a
temporary radio art gallery space constituted of the sum of non--‐contiguous locations where
the transmission is received and the work is audible. Logically this type of gallery space is
curated and generated by the radio broadcaster. Moreover, this type of art gallery space can
resonate across time schizochronically (schizochronic a term John Potts coined in 1995) via
the use of time shifted media such as podcasts and therefore can also be considered
conceptually as the sum of all the non- synchronous components.
5. 5. (a), 5. (b), 5. (c), 5. (d), 5. (e), 5. (f). I am not the kind of artist who wants to express
how I feel through my work but prefers to reveal what I have learnt of someone or somewhere
else, from my perspective. The aim of my work is to chiefly create sonic portraits (and
landscapes) of people, places and their situations; perhaps it’s a kind of sonic ethnography. I
want the work to reveal the subject’s cultural complexities and express the world from their
point of view without imposing my own assumptions, values or opinions. However my
subjective involvement must logically introduce a unique dimension to the representation of
the data and this work also encompasses these interpretive and interactive realities.
The process for creating much of my work is similar to conducting grounded theory research,
a qualitative methodology. First, I conducted a literature review of available publications in
English. Next, utilizing purposeful sampling, a core group of participants are selected for
semi--‐structured interviews that initially explore the work’s themes. The interviews and
written publications are coded and the dimensions and properties of the codes are explored to
link and form higher order metaphoric categories. Along side these recordings I also gather
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location recordings and conduct a similar process to form higher order metaphoric categories.
Instead of writing up the analysis of the data, the report takes the shape of a radio artwork that
usually features the location recordings and interviewee’s voices further abstracted with audio
editing, effects and musical instrumentation in some cases. My radio art work utilises what
perhaps Patricia Leavy would label as a “musical portraiture” arts--‐based research
methodology, as it is a kind of artistic “music--‐based analysis, interpretation, and
representation” of the data. However, I would prefer to call it a sound--‐based analysis,
interpretation, and representation rather then “music--‐based...”
6. (a) See question 4.
6. (a), (b) and (c) It is pluralistically both.
6. (d) Yes (See question 4)
6. (e) That’s a good question. How do you document the amorphous properties of the radio art
gallery space that is constituted of an unknown number of non--‐ contiguous locations where
the transmission is received that is further fragmented across time by time shifted media? I
have a .wav file I call the master but that is by no means the entirety of the radio artwork.
7. Yes, but I choose not to always follow the hegemonic influences.
7. (a) Yes, the more open-minded institutions/communities that are also engaged in radio art.
7. (b) and (c) Yes, but I choose not to always follow the hegemonic influences.
Topic# 4: Listening
There is a very simple answer to these questions; sound is a material that I use to create work
and as an aware artist the use of this material has many implications. These implications can
be aesthetic, symbolic or cultural to name but a few. Understanding these implications is part
of being an artist.
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Peter Blamey
Topic #1: Sound Art
1.(a) It has its uses. No term ever can ever completely describe or account for its alleged
subject, perhaps even less so in the arts. ‘Sound art’ (and its synonyms ‘audio art’, ‘auditory
art’, etc.) is a term maybe best applied from without than within – the idea of an artist or
collective describing their own work as ‘sound art’ strikes me as a bit of a deficit of
imagination on their part! It does seem to have some currency in funding circles, perhaps
slightly less so with curators (more to do with a reluctance to deal with the prospect of
exhibiting sound- based work). But used casually it is not so bad, although I wouldn’t use it to
describe my own work.
Identifying what might or might not be suggested by the term ‘sound art’ is rather difficult,
and this maybe the fault of the words themselves. It would seem to be modelled on ‘visual
art,’ yet is not its equivalent (that would be ‘audial’), replacing a sense with a more
ambiguous word that describes (and occasionally confuses) both sensation and a physical
phenomenon. And while these two meanings of the word ‘sound’ seem to allow ‘sound art’ to
refer to a wide range of achievements, at the same time it hampers a strict definition. Again,
taken casually this ambiguity can create a productive space for people to locate their practice
without having to submit to a heavily demarcated or contested field, such as music.
Also, as a term, ‘sound art’ is not particularly evocative. Even the terminally daggy ‘sound
sculpture’ at least allows a little metaphorical assistance; the blankness of ‘sound art’ seems a
little didactic in comparison (“Do you hear that? That’s art”), or like a generalisation.
Personally I think that, as a term, ‘sound art’ has done its dash. Where once it was a useful
term that may have helped encourage those within the arts who were previously unfamiliar
with the broad range of artistic uses of sound (either due to their preference or their education)
to consider sound a valid medium in and of itself, that time has now past. The weight of
scholarship into sound and auditory culture, both within and beyond the arts, plus the general
rise in attention paid to sound in the arts since 2000, has made the acknowledgement of sound
in the arts more commonplace. That, plus arguments that no art form is ever entirely the
domain of one sense (see for example WJT Mitchell, "There are no Visual Media" in
MediaArtHistories, ed. Oliver Grau [Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 2007], and Douglas Kahn,
"Digits on the historical pulse: Being a way to think about how so much is happening and has
happened in sound in the arts"), has made the wider arts world more cognisant of its ears.
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With that in mind, the former political imperative behind the term ‘sound art,’ which
previously indicated a separation from the concerns of music, now needs to shift gear. Instead
of reinforcing a needless separation between aesthetic uses of sound in art from a field
otherwise regarded as being solely ‘visual’, the aim should be to contend that this approach
should be included in the broader spectrum of 'art' in general. It might be a tougher argument,
but one worth having.
Lastly, artists can use whatever medium they choose. If an artist can use paint without it being
called ‘paint art’ or use garbage without it being called ‘garbage art’ then an artist can use
sound without it being called ‘sound art.’ As unpopular as it might be, on the whole I don’t
think it’s unreasonable to use a few more words to describe an artist, an art work or a field of
endeavour.
And even if a simple term is used, surely the artist (or artists), their practice and their work is
more important than any designation.
(Having said that I’m not now going to argue the toss over ‘sound art’ all the way through
these questions! I’ll be taking it as given.)
1. (b) No. The term has already been applied to such a broad range of artistic endeavours that
a distinct set of practices would be very difficult to define.
1. (c) Sound art for me has its greatest currency when considered from a historical
perspective. From the 1970s onwards it became increasingly apparent that all instances of
sound in the arts weren’t necessarily covered by the purview of music. This was in part due to
tendencies within musical discourse and practice that sought to isolate or abstract sounds from
what they signified (what Douglas Kahn has called ‘musicalisation’). That this process was
found to be at work even within experimental music – largely seen as the bastion of
incorporation of so-called ‘non-musical’ sound – left the door open for other investigations
into sound in art that approached the subject of signification and sound in a different fashion,
along with a panoply of other non-musical uses of sound.
I guess what I am trying to say is that for me the term ‘sound art’ became useful at the time
when artists using sound felt a need to identify themselves and their work as something
outside of the traditions, practices and aesthetic considerations of music (this is similar to the
way in which the term ‘filmmaker’ was used more as a political distinction between someone
whose concerns around cinema differed from those of mainstream ‘directors’). However,
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there is obviously very blurry edges between what might be regarded as distinctly ‘music’ or
‘sound art’ practices, aesthetics and artistic output.
1. (d) No, as doing that would either subsume music under the umbrella of sound art (or even
make them synonymous), or effectively place music outside the arts all together. I’m more
interested in sound as a medium being included in the arts in general rather than defending a
category distinction or discipline.
Topic #2: Identity
2. (a) Generally speaking I call myself an artist. Occasionally I might say ‘artist and
musician’ depending on the context. I would only use ‘sound artist’ for a funding application.
2. (b) It’s probably more to do with my attitude towards the history and current usefulness of
the term (see above). I have no formal qualifications as either a musician or artist, if that
counts for anything.
2. (c) My work doesn’t determine how I view myself. I would only use ‘sound artist’ for a
funding application, but even then only alongside other terms like ‘artist’ or ‘musician.’

2. (d) Not in any meaningful way, or at least none I can put my finger on.

2. (e) I think it can be for some people. It depends on the context and how they would like
their practice to be perceived: within what might be regarded as the ‘visual arts’ or ‘fine arts’
world, the term ‘sound artist’ might be a much better ‘quick and dirty’ identifier for certain
types of musicians than terms like ‘experimental musician’ or ‘experimental composer’ or
what have you. However, it seems that within music circles there is some hostility towards the
term ‘sound artist’ (especially by those who don’t regard sound art as existing in any way
outside of music – experimental, Avant Garde or otherwise), so its usefulness may be limited
there.

3. (a) Predominately I work alone, although I am part of several different communities and
networks (local, national and international), and have an informal but significant connection
with a group of local artists of different kinds (who work with sound or otherwise), with
whom I share a number of key aesthetic and conceptual factors. In general I feel my
involvement is more at a ‘grass roots’ level, which is characteristic not only of the work I do
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but who I do it with and for.
3. (b) Not overly, but then I don’t expect much in the way of institutional support or attention
from within a given discipline.
Topic #3: Practice
4. and 4. (a) This is context-specific. As a rule, if I’m present and doing something it’s a
performance. A performance in either an art gallery or a music venue might be construed
differently by each audience, but I don’t (and in fact can’t) change what I do for each context:
it’s the same performance. I really don’t mind if people call it music, as long as they don’t get
upset when other people disagree. The same goes for recordings.
If I make work where my presence is not required, be that in an exhibition setting in an art
gallery or elsewhere, then it’s an installation. Some of these have been interactive.
Occasionally someone will refer to them as ‘instruments’ – I’m not keen on that.
4. (b) I don’t consider I work with sound alone. Even in a performance that consists simply of
me and my equipment making sound, both the sound and the equipment are there for reasons
underpinned by concepts and considerations.

That aside, currently I do performances, I make physical works for exhibition, and I make
recordings for whatever medium (CD, download, etc.), but I’m open to other avenues and
collaborations.
5. Over the last few years I’ve been working on a project that has resulted in about half a
dozen installations and 12-13 performances, all of which revolve around notions of what
might be called ‘open electronics’ and explore connectivity, ecology, feedback and re-use
(and also electricity and experimentalism in a more general sense). Each work uses salvaged
computer mother boards and tangled strands of copper wire, along with small battery- or
solar-powered amplifiers, to form complex, random feedback networks, the sound which is
altered by the copper wire as it makes and breaks an unknown number of connections.
With this project the underlying concept and the materials and processes from which the
works are constructed came together gradually over time, and each informed the other to a
degree. It was an impulse towards recycling, reuse and repurposing that saw me bringing
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home old computers that had been dumped in my neighbourhood in order to find another
trajectory for these technological artifacts than heading to landfill. The sculptural aspects of
the mother boards lent itself to a reimagining as an intricate system not entirely divorced in
form or function from other natural, ecological or human systems. My long history with
feedback systems also complemented that line of thinking, and using those techniques gave
the project a footing in experimental art contexts from music to video and beyond. My
inclination towards making an ‘open’ work – one that was neither a ‘closed’, hermetic or selfreferential system but open to external factors, nor enclosed or concealed but exposed and
accessible - meant a lengthy period of trial and error. Eventually I arrived at what is a fairly
simple set of processes that has turned out to have numerous iterations and variations not just
in scale but in format, sound and emphasis.
I’m not sure any of that answers your question! Anyway, despite the fact that I work with
repurposed electronics, I guess one thing I don’t is ‘hack.’ Hackers tend to take an existing
piece of technology and alter it so that it performs a different function – they ‘hack’ into
something, then they ‘hack’ it into something else. At best I could only be said to do the first
part: after physically opening a computer (and then sending the unwanted parts to e-waste),
the mother boards stay ‘in the open’ so to speak; they aren’t repackaged in any away. So
instead of making a complete, finished object, what is normally internal or hidden within
electronic equipment is left open, ‘unfinished’ and exposed. This, for me, is a significant part
of the work.
5. (b) The point here would seem to be to elucidate the ecology or putative ‘aliveness’ of the
feedback system through the random, undetermined character of its connections and
interactions, along with the mere fact of having sound indicate any kind of functioning state –
an expectation derived from the process of developing the work. With that said, were the
initial results uninspiring I may not have continued with it for so long! The trials and
developments produced a rich, volatile and changeable sound that held my interest. That the
process was capable of yielding that kind of outcome must have been the point at which it
‘worked.’ In other words, once the concepts bore fruit I didn’t mind too much what kind.

5. (c) A bunch of old motherboards with copper wire strewn on top hardly qualifies as any
kind of instrument! As far a relationship goes, even in performance I like for my set-up to be
somewhat autonomous, with my contribution being more about keeping the performance
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going (if, for example, things get stuck in one sound for too long) rather than creating or
manipulating sounds per se: I set it up, it does its thing, and I ‘help.’
5. (d) Not in these works, but that isn’t always the case.

5. (e) While I find it easier to perform and exhibit in a context where there is some
opportunity that the work will be supported and appreciated, working outside of those
contexts is challenging and shouldn’t be discounted. That doesn’t mean I’m prepared to show
or perform work in a context in which I feel compromised for whatever reason.

5. (f) I like to have the opportunity to hear what people have to say about my work, and to
discuss the concepts that underpin it. However, I don’t want my presence to overshadow or
influence anyone’s experience of an installation or performance.
6. and 6. (a) All three. My preference for each varies depending largely on what I’ve done
recently!
6. (b) Rarely. The performances are a live process, involving a large degree of randomness.
Installation works are less so, but are one-off assemblages that are more iterations or
developments of a previous work or based on a given performance set-up.

6. (c) I consider them to be very different things, both of which are important.

6. (d) and 6. (e) For an installation I would aim to photograph, record and take video of the
work in situ both with and without an audience. Any work I do tends to be accompanied by a
fair amount of writing and note taking, which document both the technical and conceptual
background of each installation.
7. 7. (a), 7. (b) and 7. (c) In recent years I’ve performed and exhibited at a number of
festivals, such as Electrofringe, Liquid Architecture, The NOWnow Festival, and What is
Music? and been involved with local (that is Sydney-based) concert series, such as
Impermanent Audio, High Reflections, Disorientation, The NOWnow, and Sound Series (to
name a few), along with innumerable performances in ARI (Artist Run Initiatives) galleries,
warehouse spaces and other informal settings. Although each of these events has its own
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emphasis (be that improvised and experimental music, new media, sound art, and so on) they
all are willing to openly interpret that emphasis as they see fit.
Despite some attempts, I don’t feel that there is any particular tertiary institution or
institutions making all that much out of sound art or related areas at either a theoretical or
practical level at the moment. Perhaps sound is now widely accepted as an artistic medium
and no longer requires a special focus, but I doubt it!

Topic# 4: Listening
8. a) Generally speaking I would say that hearing (for those who have it) is a physiological
fact, and listening is a psychological act. The relationship between the two hangs on notions
of attention, where inattention is an equally important factor. What one hears or mishears, or
listens or doesn’t listen to, or pays attention to or passes over seems to oscillate moment by
moment, and this oscillation forms our both perceptions of and negotiations between our
external and internal environments, and between the personal and the social: in other words,
you could say that it’s in the figurative space of these oscillations that meanings are made.

As such I find it difficult to draw an active/passive distinction between them. That the
physical operations of the body continue on without my explicit attention doesn’t sound all
that ‘passive’ to me; equally, if hearing a sound can trigger an act of listening then which is
the ‘active’ agent? In short, while I draw a distinction between what these two terms mean, I
wouldn’t say that either of them are more significant than what they deliver in combination.
8. b) Cox’s statement seems to echo the traditional stance of musicology – a discipline that
struggles to make an account of music beyond the score, and one that I personally don’t feel is
very relevant. Without going into great detail I basically think the idea that music eludes
representation and signification has been more or less debunked.
I’m not sure I even understand precisely what ‘structural listening’ might mean! Identifying
structures doesn’t seem to hold much as an activity in and of itself, especially when compared
to what a listener might further make of those structures. Whatever, I find it hard to believe
such a ‘structural’ rationale could hold true for every musical instance.
8. c) The relationship between sound, medium and context is more or less inextricable. It is,
however, plastic. For me, listening plays a role in the perception of physical spaces and in the
construction of social and cultural places, working to situating listeners within the overall
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environment or ecology. When this engagement correlates with a listener’s internal states,
auditory perception and ideation produce orientation.
8. d) Kim-Cohen’s plea for an ongoing appraisal of the sound arts in relation to notions of
conceptualism is valid. Of course, sound, music and performance were active ingredients in
the formulation of conceptual art from the get go, via John Cage, Fluxus, the proto-Fluxus loft
concerts series of Yoko Ono and La Monte Young, minimal music, and the work of Robert
Morris, along with many many other examples, all of which predate the schema Kim-Cohen
uses as one of the bases of his argument.
Is too much attention paid to sound? Maybe, but compare the number of studies of sound and
perception in relation to sound art to the number of commentaries and critiques of vision in
the visual arts, or on tactility and sculpture; it won’t be any greater. Maybe it’s just that there
is a lot of fairly ordinary writing on the subject.
9. a) In performance at any given moment I‘m listening to the relationship between the sonic
qualities of the current batch of sounds and the previous one, all the while determining how
much time they will be listened to before changing to something else (assuming that hasn’t
happened of its own accord). As sets develop as they will – i.e.: somewhat randomly – I’m
continually listening for the way in which repetition, novelty, volume, high and low
frequencies and audience reaction play a role in the performance.

Technical requirements aside, for me, listening in relation to recording has two distinct
phases: a performative one that is similar to the above, followed by a more critical listening
that concentrates heavily on duration. As I don’t modify the sounds in my work once
recorded, and do not edit within recordings, listening to how sounds play out over time
becomes a crucial factor in determining a compelling recording.

9. b) and c) Listening has an important social function, and in both performance and
installation I’m continually aware of how my role as the artist gives me a privileged position
in relation to listening to the work. As such I feel there are some factors within my practice
that work towards evening out that relationship, such as randomness, improvisation and
interactivity, and also some rather reductive performance strategies that emphasise the audible
and material aspects of the work rather than my performance of it.
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Beyond that it’s difficult to say. My current practice doesn’t engage directly with notions of
listening in any specific way, yet making my work make sound seems important to me.
Producing works that invite randomness that nevertheless make sounds that I enjoy hearing
suggests that listening plays a role insofar as the work is situated within an aesthetic I feel
comfortable with.
9. e) Not consciously, but I don’t doubt that it’s largely informed by the work of other artists.

Jim Denley
Topic #1: Sound Art
1. (a) Wittgenstein says that words are like buckets, they fill up with experience and
eventually overflow – then you need a new word. 'Music' was a pretty full bucket. 'Sound art'
worked for a while as a new fresh bucket with plenty of room. Initially I thought it referred to
sound work made by visual artists – but then people started using the term as a substitute for
that overused term, music. If we need to make distinctions between music and sound art –
then it is useful. There are reasons why we would need to make that distinction. 1. The term
'New Music' was already used, referring to music from the late 1950's – 1975, you can't then
have Newer new music.
1. (b) Screen culture ate music up. Can you take Nyman's music seriously after the Piano?
Glass after Baraka? But I don't think sound art defines a set of practices.
1. (c) Art work that uses sound and that is trying to make a distinction between itself and
music. Or - music that doesn't seem clichéd in films.
1. (d) That wouldn't really make sense, then music could come under the larger title of sound
art – defeating the purpose of using the term. I'm reminded of the term 'Jazz', coined by
journalists to describe a new phenomenon in music. Initially many of the musicians involved
disliked the term because Jazz was slang for 'to fuck' – so Fuck music, or music for fucking.
But given time the term takes on its own life. I don't think it's up to individual artists to define
these things. Last week I played a gig in Katoomba called 'SoundBites'. I got their early and
asked the Paragon Cafe staff where to go, they said, “are you part of sound bites?” I said,
“Yes, I was going to play music”, they said “Sound Bites isn't music”.
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Topic #2: Identity
2. (a) I have at some times defined myself as sound artist. These days, no. I'm a musician. I
have no problem with the term 'music'. But just like the Paragon Cafe staff, others may define
me differently – OK with me.

2. (b) No I don't think so, but then I don't think I had a formal education.

2. (c) No.

2. (d)Yes.

2. (e) I thought it was at one stage. Now I feel that it's important to educate people so that
what they judge to be music can be a much broader area.

3. (a) Both. I think individuality is a delusion. All my work comes out of community.

3. (b) Apart from the ABC, mainstream institutions have little to do with my life. But I don't
feel isolated, the opposite really.

Topic #3: Practice

4. I see no clear distinctions between my roles as instrumentalist, improviser and composer.
Maybe I should then invent a new term, but 'musician' seems OK.
4. (b) I work mainly with sound, but I'm a performer, so in a sense I work with theatricality,
although I'd be offended if you said my performance was theatrical. Sometimes I make music
for dance.
5. I'm not sure I could ever know. Many of the works are collaborative, so the dynamics of
each ensemble changes the processes, and ensembles change over time. It would take a long
thesis to describe the creative process of each work.
5. (a) I've just made a radio program, “Last Day at Turkey Creek” which is a radio essay. It's
not like anything I've ever made. And that is common to all my recorded outputs – I'd say
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they are methodologically unique. This one has field recordings, text and music of mine.
When I was recording all the material, I had no clear picture of what I'd be making, but I
knew I was making something.
5. (b) Lots of listening. And I sometimes ask others to listen, comment and criticize.
5. (c) Yes. I play wind instruments, alto sax, and flutes. I see no clear distinctions between my
roles as instrumentalist, improviser and composer.
5. (d) Yes, specific place is the basis of the work.
5. (e) Crucial. Australia has unique geography, history, weather, flora and fauna, and all the
elements conspire to create wonderful sonic environments. This is true of our forests,
Sydney's sandstone formations, desert clay pans of far west NSW, down the Todd River in
central Alice, or amongst the boulders of Tibooburra. If you can plunge into these worlds and
play with the elements, then you engage with the place in a way that we rarely, at other times,
do. This engagement is instantly understood by those who attempt to know the place - perhaps
this has always been one the major functions of music. Just as birds delight in space through
sound, there is a delight in finding appropriate human sounds to resonate in space. Inherent in
this is a deep listening to space. This complex activity defies easy analysis - it doesn't begin
with thoughts, but with our body’s engagement with place.
In this state, the world neither surrounds nor is surrounded by musical sounds – they're
intertwined - through the music we can be woven into the world.And between the music and
the world, it's possible that we can catch sight of a pre-established harmony, or natal bond,
5. (f) Yes, I don't make work that has me outside of it.
6. In Performance and recordings.
6. (b) In one sense, it’s a snap shot of work in progress, in another sense totally specific to
that one event.
6. (c) I see recordings as being a distinct, but quite striking by-product of performances. The
recording is not the event, but it has it's own life. Recording can be a quite separate art form to
performance material.
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6. (d) Yes.
6. (e) I've always found sound recording to be a fairly hi-fi form of notation.
Follow up question 6. (e) Via email
When I asked you about how you document your work you called "recording a hi fi form of
notation". Could you expand a little on this?
In a radio program I made recently I said
"My father bought a reel to reel tape recorder into our house sometime in the late sixties.
Sound recording has been central to how I am in the world ever since. ...Sound recordings are
how I am in the world – it's how I engage with place, playing my sax between these two
mountains and hearing the reflections - listening back later.
Merleau Ponty says, “Man is in the world, and only in the world does he know himself”.
Recording becomes my archive of plunging into the world."
And since that time in the 60's I've been involved in a loop with recording technology and my
work that, for many of us, has redefined music making. Recording is essential to how we
think of making music now.
I guess I'm trying to say that recording technology is an essential tool for my generation of
sound makers. We grew up with it and it became part of our corporeal/conceptual system at
fundamental level. The low fi 'notes-on-a-stave' is very little use to me, although I will
sometimes employ it if I need to. Last time was about 2002.
For me there is something essentially and conceptually wrong with conventional notation for
many of us. This was best expressed in the opening chapters of Trevor Wishart's 'ON Sonic
Art',
I tend to think of conventional notation as a passive-aggressive perception shaper. I don't want
my musical instinct to go through the questions it asks.
As for documentation? Well it's clear that Django Reinhardt's guitar, or Charlie Parker's sax
'lives on' just fine in these audio objects we call recordings. If people want to listen to stuff
I've done when I'm dead, I'm happier about audio recordings than scores.
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But getting back to my essential definition of what I do, that I see no clear definition between
my roles as improviser, instrumentalist and composer and that specific place is what I work
with, then it follows that recording is the only documentation that makes any sense.X Mij
7. Yes, I'd say I'm always part of a community and it shapes where I go artistically. But
institutions and funding bodies – I bravely say no!
7. (a) Yes.
7. (b) Both
7. (c) Yes, don’t we all want to be loved? I want my community to like what I do.
Topic# 4: Listening
8. a) When I yawn, pitch changes.

I feel I am conscious of many levels of awareness of sound when I play, and sometimes
tellingly a conscious and unconscious disregard of some sounds. But in much of my work I'm
involved in a listening/sounding totality - and I think a passive notion of the act of listening is
made complex in this circumstance. I'm sure I don't have a homunculus observing and
recording modes of listening, it's only when I listen back to recordings that I observe my
processes.

When I go walking in the bush, I don't like to wear a broad rimmed hat, because it clouds my
perception of where certain sounds are in the environment, and I need to know if there is a
snake rustle. Part of that is knowing what my own sounds are. The hat obscures my
orientation - sound reflections are made more complex by the rim.

Orientation seems to be a key to the act. Sounding out into time/space allows me to aurally
know where I am - it's a way of locating myself in the world. You only know that from
listening not to the sound you make, but to the sound sounding in space. So we know the
difference between source and reflected sounds.

But as the yawn suggests, listening is done through the entire body.
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8. b) yes, when we disregard certain sounds in a sound-field it seems that we are not listening
to the whole, but analysing sounds and characterising them as structural or not within a
musical field. (This doesn't mean they have to start life as deliberate musical sounds). In
working with the German trumpet player Axel Doerner, he was always extremely careful to
make a performance arena as quiet as possible, soundchecks often involved turning lights off
and isolating where various buzzes were coming from - he wanted the arena to be as quiet as
possible. With Embedded, a group I play with now, we accept all the environmental sounds
and consider them to be part of the piece - we wouldn't necessarily turn off a buzzing light
bulb.

Sometimes I can't tell what is deliberate musical signal and what is accidental environmental
sound, but that is rare. Recently i saw a concert of Michael Pissaro working with percussionist
Greg Stuart. Pissaro was playing sine tones and Stuart was playing a bowed crotales. The
sounds interacted and created weird effects - difference tones and beatings. I'm not sure
whether there was a cricket outside the window joining in or not - but I imagine the musicians
knew. If it was a cricket, their awareness of the cricket make it a musical structure.

8. c) In my work I like to see the music as woven into the fabrik of space/time. This quote
from Merleau-Ponty seems important to me
“The Real is a closely woven fabric. It does not await our judgement before incorporating
the most surprising phenomena, or before rejecting the most plausible fragments of our
imagination.” Merleau-Ponty. Phenomenology of Perception. Routledge Classics 2002,
page xi.

I'm happiest with my work when I can perceive a sensitivity to time/place that allows the
world to be structurally implicated in the music and visa versa.

8. d) When I was a kid I hated music theory, it seemed to have very little to do with listening,
it was akin to mathematics. I can't go back to that.

Do I care about the development of sonic art literature? A bit. I like the historians - Douglas
Khan impresses me, but in general I'm largely interested in music and sound art and
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understanding the culture around sound. Listening is my main act not reading. It remains the
main act in making music.

9. a) Listening always changes. There is not one mode. I do allot of detailed work on
production, listening to specific frequencies in the music. Each time I listen to a piece of
music is different. I have to listen many times to get a mix right, or to master a recording for
LP or CD. This sort of listening is different to the listening that went on in the original
recording session. Often I will listen on different speakers and in different rooms - sometimes
on headphones in the bus - to change the context and get different listening experiences.

It is also different to listen in a group than to listen alone.

9. b) I'm aware of Oliveras's 'deep' and Ornette's 'harmomelodic' but I'm happy with 'listening'

9. c) IT is central

9. d) and e) I'm aware of these notions and words around the activity and the music that
results. These are artists who have articulated notions around their listening. But all music
suggests different ways of listening. All music suggests different ways of viewing the body dancing in space/time, and if orientation is essential then the way the body is in space is
important. Sitting down in a concert hall with others is very different to dancing in a club.
Sitting on the ground outside with the stars above is different to a chair in a room. Listening
to Opera on your stereo in the bath is vastly different to being at La Scala.

Evelyn Glennie's listening through the body is maybe something we all do to some extent, so
maybe our focus on ears is too much. Listening to Japanese Noise music with blocked ears
made me realise I heard allot of sound through my
bones. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IU3V6zNER4g

When Sachiko M played her sine tones in the early 2000's the audiences moved their heads to
make/hear changes in music.
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Paul Gough
Topic #1: Sound Art
N.B.: order of response has been altered to put in Q and A format
1.(a) This is the hardest question to answer here! Like most terms, it comes with its own
baggage and responses. I'm not sure it's an entirely useful term - not for me anyway.
1.(b) Sadly sound as art has been a poor cousin to the other disciplines - it seems for most the
visual feast of art fails to translate to the dedication of listening for sound art.
1.(c) So - for me sound art would be loosely termed as sound to be listened to in the context
of installation - performance - sound in specific space/place - it certainly also be composed
works meant to be listened on headphones etc.
I would say it would normally be highly conceptual - dare I say have an academic beginning
or purpose.
1. (d) Sadly sound as art has been a poor cousin to the other disciplines - it seems for most the
visual feast of art fails to translate to the dedication of listening for sound art.
Topic #2: Identity

2. and 2. (a) Given my ideas above - I don't consider myself a sound artist - neither do I
consider myself a musician. I don't really know what to call myself. An aural alchemist
perhaps!

Seriously - I've used the term in situations where someone asks - 'oh - you're a musician?' Normally this would be someone who's field of reference is Elton John and the like. [That
statement sounds snobbish and it's not meant to]. What do you say? So "sound artist" can be a
convenient label at times - but doesn't really seem to fit or sit well for me.

2. (b) From an early age I was drawn to playing with sound. It's that sense of play that has not
only lead me to the place I am in creatively being 'pimmon' - but it's also defined my career
path as an audio engineer working specifically in radio.

My mother had an old reel to reel machine and it was with this I discovered how you could
warp sound - do strange things with microphones, tape manipulation and eventually tape
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loops. It was the loop that became the point in which I really fell in love - something playing
ad infinitum that as you listen over and over reveals small nuances and your mind seems to
find new patterns over time.

2. (d) So the roots of expressing my creativity lie in these early days and has provided a sense
of identity. I had no formal training. I also have been an intense listener since a young
age....both to music - to odd noises (I loved listening to and recording the in between sounds
on shortwave radio). My music appreciation has grown exponentially and I have a wide
listening palette - from 20th century composition - indie pop - even "sound art". For me - this
diversity of listening has been the catalyst for the identity of my work as well - it has a
musicality in it [that has grown over time] that for most would still find more noise than
music.

3. (b) Perhaps it's through growing up without siblings that I've learnt to be happiest in
working with sounds in solo mode. I have on rare occasions collaborated - but even that
practice is done remotely.

This is not that I'm a hermit or socially awkward as someone once wrote in a blog! My
practice or identity grew from a 'solo' place, that is - none of my friends at school were
vaguely interested in my pursuits or musical choices.

3. (b) I don't think I've really felt isolated, but I've certainly never been a part of a collective
or group. In Sydney there is the collective Now Now, which I know people who are involved
- but other than performing at the odd festival I've not been involved. This is due to many
reasons, including having a family and being occupied with unusual working hours.

Topic #3: Practice
4., 4. (a) and 4. (b). What I term it as and what I say it is to others is 2 different things. In my
head it is music. My work comes from an emotional space and
for me has a musicality woven through its core. But I don't expect others to hear that or be
able to whistle the "tunes" as they go for a walk.

As to it being sound art or the like - I'll let others make up their mind.
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My work is always created as a continuation of play - so it's done essentially by me for me.
From the desire to express. If others enjoy it that is great - but certainly not essential. If people
were no longer interested in listening to my work either in performance or via some released
format - I would still have the urge to create.

In recent times I've been approached to use my work in film and dance. This is not work I
seek to do but it offers a challenge. For me it will always be a response to the concept rather
than a desire to be conceptual.

5., 5. (a), 5. (b), 5. (c), 5. (d), 5. (e) and 5. (f). This is the fun bit. There are several phases to
my work. First is what I call the bower bird phase. The collecting of sound elements. This is
through recording sound in certain spaces, using musical elements [I have an old Korg MS20
- a guitar] and collecting sounds from a wide variety
of sampling - usually crappy old CDs/cassettes from sale bins – unwanted things to try and
render into beauty.

Once I've got these elements I then render them using editing techniques/software/tape
manipulation. These 'new' sounds or renderings
are then listened to as loops. This is a long process - I often stay up late and fall asleep - in a
half dream world listening to these sounds
over and over. Eventually they almost start to weave their own tale and much like cooking or
making some chemical compound - a little of this,
a dash of that - I find myself lost in these new places.

As to what works and doesn't work - this is purely governed by my own taste - what please
my ear - what emotive response comes from listening to the piece.

While I have mentioned playing with some traditional instruments - my main instrument is
really software. Over a long period of time I've gotten to
know these tools and use them both as sound forgers and live 'instruments' - the laptop being
the convenient way to transport this.

The process of creation is usually done on headphones but as the piece develops I listen and
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play with it in an open studio environment - through
a variety of speaker systems small and large - stereo and mono.

Space itself can determine whether it sounds "right" from my perspective when performing.
Basically I've played in some crappy environments through
terrible PA's and this then delivers an outcome I find doesn't represent my work properly.
However I don't usually compose a piece based on a "space".
In performance I am present and manipulate loops of sound live using a software interface.
I've not created a piece specifically for an installation.

6., 6. (a), 6. (b), 6. (c), 6. (d) and 6. (e). My work in a public place is via performance
[concerts/festivals] or through private listening on CD/vinyl/mp3 player.
I have a large collection of these rendered sounds/loops I play with. While certain sets of
sounds belong to each other, I'll explain how a work can continue to exist and evolve.
An example - the track Duulbludgers from the Oansome Orbit is a work from the last few
years - it consists of 8 loops - given it's a more recent work
I have documented this and can perform a version of this in a live setting. While it has a
finality to it's structure in a live setting I will free it up in
a more improvised light....perhaps more akin to a 'jam' and will add or subtract elements as I
feel fit. This is not pre-determined but there is a looseness
to ebb and flow as I see fit.

Over time the creation of a work has shifted. In the beginning it was a case of complete work
in a mad whirl - have no clue to what I actually did and
therefore find it difficult later to recreate the piece. Now I make notes - simple text
instructions as to what I'm doing. I will refer to these in a live setting
especially if the work has many elements to it. The difference also now is that in performing
newer ideas live - they can help shape the composition.
Recently I had 2 works I was trying to get right and by combining elements of both in a live
scenario [a happy accident] I came with a new and better piece. Lucky I remembered to write
it down afterwards!

7., 7. (a), 7. (b) and 7. (c). Absolutely not. As mentioned - all is done to keep myself happy 258

as it were. I've only ever applied for funding once - for a performance at a festival in Canada.
[Mutek]. I actually loathe applying for funding as the idea of having to 'sell myself' - in the
sense of explain how good I am etc. [not sure I'm explaining this properly] makes me feel
incredibly uncomfortable. I really need someone else to write on my behalf and then never
look at the application!
Topic# 4: Listening
Did not respond.

Cat Hope
Topic #1: Sound Art
1. (a) Yes, but it does seem to align it with visual art rather than music
1. (b) Yes, more in visual arts.
1. (c) Music with a physical aspect. I’m not sure why acoustmatic (speaker) pieces are called
sound art.
1. (d) It should be.
Topic #2: Identity
2. (a) Composer, sound artist, performer.

2. (b) I did my PhD in art school, rather than music school, so could include sound art in my
research.

2. (c) Yes, it changes according to the need.

2. (d) As above
2. (e) For some people, yes. It’s better than composer, but unlikely to be used that way.

3. (a) Very much. A community of practice pushes you in certain directions
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3. (b) Being in Perth I feel isolated.

Topic #3: Practice

4. (a) Combination, or change depending on the application/opportunity.
4. (b) I always work with sound, sometimes I combine it with photography, dance and film.

5. and 5. (a) Get the brief, make field recordings, music recordings, then put together on an
audio mixing program – and then apply to situation.
5. (b) By listening, and if collaborating, sharing.
5. (c) I do use instruments sometimes, for my scored works. I don’t usually for my sound art.
If I do, its free improvisation.

5. (d) Yes

5. (e) Again, it changes, depending on what it is.

5. (f) No, except in my bass noise practice.

6. and 6.(a). Performances, installations, recordings.
6.(b). Yes
6.(c). Depending on the work. But usually, real time experience is vital (esp. in low frequency
works)

6.(d). Not always

6.(e). As much as I can, though I often forget at the last minute. Video. Photo, audio, writing.

7. and 7. (a) No
7. (b) No. it’s like a lottery.
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7. (c) Sometimes I tailor an idea to a grant opportunity.

Topic# 4: Listening
Did not respond.

Luke Jaaniste
N.B.: order of response has been altered to put in Q and A format
Topic #1: Sound Art
1.(a) The sound art / identity / Australiana questions are all definitional label-making/labelusing questions and for me this raises up issues of how certain practices are discussed, known,
identified, valued etc. in the various scenes or worlds we might engage with. I have some
thoughts and I guess even strong opinions about this - because the way we historise (labels,
canonise, research, program/curate) contemporary making practices makes certain things
harder or easier. Within cultural and educational institutions I am yet to come across a way of
talking/thinking about contemporary practice that does justice to practice. Because I think the
default move is: where does this fit? And that is a very different question to: what does this
open up? Fitting in is about representing within current categorical schemes (do I look like x
or y etc.). Whereas asking about what is opened/opening up is a question about what living is
now being explored and generated through a particular practice.... so for instance, when I am
thinking about 'what I understand sound art to be' I am actually asking myself: what is opened
up by this label/term and the way it tends to be used (there are several trends/tendencies).
Then it is a kind of interesting question. But just to answer sound art = x or y is to repeat the
representational-categorising that I find so dulling. It is about representing within current
categorical schemes (do I look like x or y etc.). Whereas asking about what is opened/opening
up is a question about what living is now being explored and generated through a particular
practice.... so for instance, when I am thinking about 'what I understand sound art to be' I am
actually asking myself: what is opened up by this label/term and the way it tends to be used
(there are several trends/tendencies). Then it is a kind of interesting question. But just to
answer sound art = x or y is to repeat the representational-categorising that I find so dulling."
Here's another way I understand 'sound art' too... In a foot note buried in the middle of his
'Kant after Duchamp' De Duve makes the point that 'minimalism' and 'conceptualism' where
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the last 'isms' and first 'arts' of contemporary art discourse. In that they also go by the name
minimal art and conceptual art. And then we had pop art. And later video art, text art,
installation art, sound art, body art, etc. Before the mid-century, we could name art
movements in terms of isms. Impressionism, fauvism, expressionism, etc, because it was
never at question as to whether they were art or not. We knew what art was, and this was
about a shift of styles. But the era of naming things as 'X Art' was all about the 'problem' of
not knowing whether something is art or not. Because the usually frames of reference and
formats of delivery were all being mixed up: off the canvas and plinth and proscenium arch
and into the real space of the gallery, museum, street etc. So sound art is like this: it doesn't
have the traditional formats of delivery of music. Question is: why so important to name
things as art? Well the art institutions needed to know this, and the practitioners won't to
convince them of it. But post-internet and now in an era when there are so many cultural
contexts and formats not just the smaller range of cultural institutions and popular contexts,
maybe it doesn't really matter at all.
Giving words to something is important and not bad at all, if down from practice, so I'm not
arguing for a non-labelling mode, that's for sure.
1.(b) When I think about this I think of the different contexts that the term 'sound art' comes
to have some meaning and leverage. And here it seems all totally about the way we could as
practitioners intersect with institutions, and the way institutions like to handle cultural
practices. So there is the mode of leveraging against music, and especially conservatoriumstyle music education. Julian Knowles wrote an essay a while back to this effect. Here, sound
art becomes a term to say: I treat sound and music with intent, with detailed thinking and
design, with a sophisticated engagement, but I do it outside of the traditional tropes of (a)
concert hall, (b) score-based composition, (c) distinct composer / performance/ listener
modes, (d) notions of musical expression, from composer to listener, and/or (e) notions of
musical excellence based on handed-down traditions of virtuosity in performance and
composerly harmonic-scored structures in composition, and concerted concert hall dedication
in listening. This all gets tied up in what music departments and sound design departments at
university are wishing to focus on - Julian Knowles wrote then when at UTS I think, and
UWS is implicated here to, and RMIT and Cat Hope's music/sound program at Edith Cowan.
All places where the 'open studio' (post-medium) model of visual arts training (which from
my research I belief goes back to Black Mountain and that's where John Cage was for a
while) is paramount, rather than a composition-based conservatorium model at Qld, Syd,
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Melb conservatoriums, Adelaide too.
The other discourse that plays out in higher Ed, is sound art versus (or as distinct from
merely) visual arts. It's not so anti (The Knowles essay is anti-conservatorium!) but rather
trying to mark out a space that wants to connect with the contemporary art gallery and
museum world whilst still being about sound - so it's gallery, museum and public art based
but not just visual, not static, more temporal and event-based. I think the issue here is that
'sound art' opens up some space for different sound-based practices to attempt to get attention
from visual art curators, programmers, writers and so on. At universities, usually the soundbased people find themselves in whatever counts as the 'misc.' bin of visual art disciplines,
which is sometimes 'sculpture', sometimes 'new media', sometimes 'time-based media' but
from what I understand never sound per se.
But I also think there a kind of porting with poetry and performance art, and the sonic-side of
performance poetry. Somehow this mixes with sound-scapes and post-rave chill. In Australia
this seems less of an issue but it could just be I don't mix with that kind of scene.
I'd really like to see a book that handles all different approaches to sound that people pursues
these days, without going into boxing things up versus mediums, materials, regions, traditions
and so on. That would be really interesting but I don't see it happening yet. Gail Priest's
Experimental Music is great to have, but it was pretty narrowly focused in who it surveyed
but also how it understand what could be surveyed (her 'experimental music' label very much
in the same vein of discourse against music). Saying 'sound art' is NOT x or y (not music, not
visual art, not contemporary performance etc.) doesn't seem that interesting but saying it is
'everything' seems to neuter it as well. I'd prefer some other way entirely, something that
grows out from practices not from fitting into already curated categories. I've been part of
forums in person and online where the question 'is this sound art' became a crucial question
but I didn't see the point - I mean, once we've worked out an answer, either yes, no or
maybe/sort of, what then? Could it help us at all in our practices and connecting with one
another?
…I want to add to the discussion on definitions etc., that I had a rather stimulating if mildly
going-around-in-circles conversation with Clinton Green from Melbourne…He is one of the
main voices for the notion of "experimental music" in Australia with his audio histories of
experimental music in Australia, and his use of the term for his label Shame Files. Many of
the issues of how/what/why regards definitions of 'sound art' are shared by questions of
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definition of 'experimental music'…The basic premise of mine is that we can treat cultural
categories like 'experimental music', 'site-specific art' (and 'sound art' for that matter) in one of
three ways: we can treat the notion as a general function (i.e., what are experiments in any
music anywhere?), as a particular genre/style/movement (i.e., what is the experimental music
movement in Modernist post-classical music?) or we treat it as a historical phrase/idea (ie,
when and who used the term 'experimental music' in what context to what effect?). What clear
here is that while there are overlaps, each of these treatments (functional, formal, discursive)
are very different treatments indeed, and produce very different histories. Also I'd say that
much cultural history and discourse gets these three treatments all muddled up.
It's got interesting aspects, but also as Clinton has said directly he doesn't get the distinctions
I'm making between the three approaches…I would say Clinton is an example of muddling up
these approaches. He, I think, wants 'experimental music' to mean something like a particular
form, so rejects the 'general function' idea as useless and also (I think both correctly and not)
identifies 'experimental music' as a discursive ideological rhetoric of Americanism-versusEuropeanism. And yet when it comes to saying what that particular form is, he then say there
is no 'experimental music' form anymore, so I ask him: do you think the term is just
rhetorical? And he says well actually experimental music does exist. Which seems circuitous!
But maybe I'm being unfair and it could be my own vagaries that are more the issue.
Nyman is the key 'experimental music' theorist and a lot of the Luke-Clinton conversation
hinges on that.
I think there is much to be said for a relaxed, informal, 'lay' person approach. Amateur (as in,
literally, for the love of it) rather than professional (as in, literally, to make public profession
of what one's skilled within). A lot of my approach these days is to find ways to make this
informal space possible .And totally agree it is less threatening. And within that informality
that possibility of connecting to anyone and anything exists (because we are not then vested in
a show and tell, prove you are interesting/worthy/great kind of thing).
1. (c) Giving words to something is important and not bad at all, if down from practice, so I'm
not arguing for a non-labelling mode, that's for sure.
For me as a practitioner, the 'field of practice' I can find out about and speak about and for,
just comes out of my practice-concerns. Which means there is no uber field, just my field,
your field and other practitioner's fields that all interact. Brian Eno said something along these
lines: we no longer have any history, just your story, my story etc. So this gives me heaps of
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freedom to follow my nose and group together anyone and any practice that seems fit to
explore and one's I just follow my nose with and later work out why I'm interested in it.
In that one could get interested in a particular type of practicing, and built their own 'field of
practice' that surrounds this interest. I suggested this kind of thing to some of the art theorists
at the uni I was going to during my PhD, and it was strange to me how much this way of
thinking didn't occur to them - they had the canon and history to worry about, and to worry
how things fitting in with that. Thus, thinking about flash mobs with regards relational
aesthetics was just out of their radar. Of course, art theorists will likely took about flash mobs,
but to me it is usually as a kind of marginal attachment to whatever canon they are building
(around 'art'). There is no joy and pleasure in flash mobs just for their own sake, whatever
they are.
If sonic culture could function as a place for discussion of any relationships to sound in any
culture, then that would be great. Like how Visual Culture was supposed to do. But these
things usually set up by academics, who already are usually, at the very least, a step removed
from practicing and so it starts off my asking what theoretical lens one could apply to what
sorts of cultural forms and practices. Again, it is just more top-down stuff, even if less
narrowly focused than other traditions like musicology and art theory.
Topic #2: Identity
N.B.: order of response has been altered to put in Q and A format
2. (a) Personally, I like to sometimes say I am a sonic artist, which just means I operate with
the sonic in mind without saying musician, composer, sound artist etc. So that just part of the
technique of inventing terms to side-step the baggage of others ones. But really I just use
terms that I think will connect best with whatever institutional or communal audience I am
trying to connect with.

2. (b) Now, I should explain to I'm a training musicologist, did my own PhD and do cultural
research and practice a kid of street philosophy - so I am bound to have some thoughts about
the frame of reference of your questions as a whole, not just my own views as a practitioner.

Within cultural and educational institutions I am yet to come across a way of talking/thinking
about contemporary practice that does justice to practice. Because I think the default move is:
where does this fit? And that is a very different question to: what does this open up? Fitting in
265

is about representing within current categorical schemes (do I look like x or y etc). Whereas
asking about what is opened/opening up is a question about what living is now being explored
and generated through a particular practice.... so for instance, when I am thinking about 'what
I understand sound art to be' I am actually asking myself: what is opened up by this label/term
and the way it tends to be used (there are several trends/tendencies). Then it is a kind of
interesting question. But just to answer sound art = x or y is to repeat the representationalcategorising that i find so dulling.

2. (c) Personally, I like to sometimes say I am a sonic artist, which just means I operate with
the sonic in mind without saying musician, composer, sound artist etc. So that just part of the
technique of inventing terms to side-step the baggage of others ones. But really I just use
terms that I think will connect best with whatever institutional or communal audience I am
trying to connect with.

This is a very pragmatic answer of course, but I'm not sure what else there is. I gave up long
ago with questions like "but is it x?" (The greatest x in this case is 'art'). That gets us know
where fast. I'd rather took about what something is doing, opening up, enabling, making more
possible etc.

When I'm making certainly the question of 'sound art' never comes up at all. It comes up when
I'm asked to categorise my work, for grant applications, pitches and proposals to institutions,
and so on. In which case I'm a label slut - I'll use ant and all of them is it keeps the connection
and conversation going.
2. (d) …so I'm not in a position of importing current categories that fit past practice onto my
own evolving yet-to-be practice. New practice needs new words and these emerge from the
new practice in negotiation with the current shared public language, a public language that
doesn't yet account for my new practice (how could it, it hasn't happened yet). So to the
question of practice first...

2. (e) Now, I should explain to I'm a training musicologist, did my own PhD and do cultural
research and practice a kid of street philosophy - so I am bound to have some thoughts about
the frame of reference of your questions as a whole, not just my own views as a practitioner.
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Within cultural and educational institutions I am yet to come across a way of talking/thinking
about contemporary practice that does justice to practice. Because I think the default move is:
where does this fit? And that is a very different question to: what does this open up? Fitting in
is about representing within current categorical schemes (do I look like x or y etc.). Whereas
asking about what is opened/opening up is a question about what living is now being explored
and generated through a particular practice.... so for instance, when I am thinking about 'what
I understand sound art to be' I am actually asking myself: what is opened up by this label/term
and the way it tends to be used (there are several trends/tendencies). Then it is a kind of
interesting question. But just to answer sound art = x or y is to repeat the representationalcategorising that i find so dulling.

3.(a) and (b) Maybe it's good to start by saying I have several sub-strands of my sound
practice which itself is only one of several main strands of my practices of
sound+visual+writing/thinking+family. These sub-strands are:

* Super Critical Mass (SCM) - public participatory sound art project
SCM is a collaboration between three artists (me, Julian Day, Janet McKay) where we create
fields of spatialised sound using one type of instrument played by groups within public
spaces. Brass around Central Park in New York. Flutes in a renovated industrial warehouse.
Voices in a cathedral. Bells in a public square.

* PORTAL - my own installations and context for group improvisations
PORTAL is the practice of taking many portable music keyboards into homes and other
homely/domestic/informal settings, to set up sound fields throughout all the rooms/zones.
Sometimes this is just a listening space, mixed with party/food/drinks/hanging. Sometimes
there is also people coming to add their sounds (musical instruments, or voice) into this sound
field as the time together progresses. (The sound world is a kind of ecstatic droning and mix
of the drone, melodic, spatial and timbrel worlds of the 1970s/60s New York minimalism of
Young, Riley, Reich and Glass). I collect Yamaha porta-sound keyboards from 1980-1984
and aim to collect at least four of each model; it is the multiplicity of the exact keyboards
trying to do exactly the same thing spread in space that makes for very gorgeous intriguing
phrasing and inter-layering.
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* Black Box 4 and Black Box 2 - a no-input computer-speaker band
This is a new ensemble I've formed with my kids, based on their discovery and further
exploration of a no-input method of making some beautiful-through-to-gorgeously-distorted
feedback sounds on a particular cheap computer speak (mini woofer). It has an installation
format -- in which the speakers are arranged as little black cubes and set to particular
droning/harmonic combinations. It also has a performance format - where the various knobs
of the speaker are manipulated to create changing sound-states (would sound like 'noise music
/ noise-scape' to most people I think).

* A new project in hush-hush RandD phase to create an outdoor dispersed audio installation
app
Don't want to say too much about it now, but it is a project that emerged out of a conversation
with a mate of mine about what it would take to achieve something like my PORTAL sound
field in outdoor all-weather situations. So it is a technology-driven sound-installation-objectscape project with me and an IT network specialist that also has quite an ear and mind for
experimenting with ambient sound/music. * Community/educational workshops and projects
that come from the above and more with school and community settings. We find ways of
creating and learning together in the context of what I tend to do in my sound practice - with
simple objects, easy to manipulate by anyone, devising simply instructions and scenarios to
enact which create situations of whole-body listening and re-experiencing our surroundings
and the possibility of being ambient stranger intimately together. This can go over a short
period of one or two workshops or have a longer engagement across weeks/months.

NB: I used to do other stuff to, including composing-for-ensembles-with-scores-to-performin-concerts, and working with other sound objects like affected turn tables, but this is not
current so won't bother you with that.

-- A few things carry across all these sub-strands of my practice.
The first thing is that they are all conversational and collaborative practices...
Most practice is collaborative in some way just be dent of having other people involved in the
making-public of the practice. My formal training as a composer taught the model of the solo
operator with their own mind and pencil-and-score, that later will get performers to realise the
work. So here the collaborative elements were very much downplayed as assumed to be a
minor element. Even the way the visual art studios at universities are divided up into one bit
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for everyone presumed this as well. Anyways lately I've been realising that I really love, value
and get energised by conversation, dialogue, and collaboration and joining in with others. And
that this occurs in some creative, emergent way. Asking others to 'publish my work please in
your zone' seems so awkward and dull to me know. But chatting to people about ideas I have
and seeing if we can create a context together to explore them with what they can add and
inflect -- that's sweet, that's exciting to me. Now how does this work out in practice?

Topic #3: Practice
4. 4. (a) and 4. (b) Of your questions, Q4 is also something of a question of definitionand
categories (what do I call my practice and why?), which I thinkI've answered a bit already but
I actually want to answer it more directly after going into the questions of practice (Q3, Q5,
Q6, Q7), since at least for me but I imagine for others to the words andcategories are best to
come out of the practice; so I'm not in aposition of importing current categories that fit past
practice ontomy own evolving yet-to-be practice. New practice needs new words and these
emerge from the new practice in negotiation with the current shared public language, a public
language that doesn't yet account for my new practice (how could it, it hasn't happened yet).
So to the question of practice first...
Maybe it's good to start by saying I have several sub-strands of my sound practice which itself
is only one of several main strands of my practices of sound+visual+writing/thinking+family.
These sub-strands are:
* Super Critical Mass (SCM) - public participatory sound art project
SCM is a collaboration between three artists (me, Julian Day, Janet McKay) where we create
fields of spatialised sound using one type of instrument played by groups within public
spaces. Brass around Central Park in New York. Flutes in a renovated industrial warehouse.
Voicesin a cathedral. Bells in a public square.
* PORTAL - my own installations and context for group improvisations
PORTAL is the practice of taking many portable music keyboards into homes and other
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homely/domestic/informal settings, to set up sound fields throughout all the rooms/zones.
Sometimes this is just alistening space, mixed with party/food/drinks/hanging. Sometimes
there are also people coming to add their sounds (musical instruments, or voice) into this
sound field as the time together progresses. (The sound world is a kind of ecstatic droning and
mix of the drone, melodic, spatial and timbral worlds of the 1970s/60s New York minimalism
of Young, Riley, Reich and Glass). I collect Yamaha porta-sound keyboards from 1980-1984
and aim to collect at least four of each model; it is the multiplicity of the exact keyboards
trying to do exactly the same thing spread in space that makes for very gorgeous intriguing
phrasing and inter-layering.
* Black Box 4 and Black Box 2 - a no-input computer-speaker band
This is a new ensemble I've formed with my kids, based on their discovery and further
exploration of a no-input method of making some beautiful-through-to-gorgeously-distorted
feedback sounds on a particular cheap computer speak (mini woofer). It has an installation
format -- in which the speakers are arranged as little black cubes and set to particular
droning/harmonic combinations. It also has a performance format - where the various knobs
of the speaker are manipulated to create changing sound-states (would sound like 'noise music
/ noise-scape' to most people I think).
* A new project in hush-hush RandD phase to create an outdoor dispersed audio installation
app
Don't want to say too much about it now, but it is a project thatemerged out of a conversation
with a mate of mine about what it would take to achieve something like my PORTAL
soundfield in outdoor all-weather situations. So it is a technology-driven sound-installationobject-scape project with me and an IT network specialist that also has quite an ear and mind
for experimenting with ambient sound/music.
* Community/educational workshops and projects that come from the above and more
With school and community settings. We find ways of creating and learning together in the
context of what I tend to do in my sound practice - with simple objects, easy to manipulate by
anyone, devising simply instructions and scenarios to enact which create situations of wholebody listening and re-experiencing our surroundings and the possibility of being ambient
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stranger intimately together. This can go over a short period of one or two workshops or have
a longer engagement across weeks/months.
NB: I used to do other stuff to, including composing-for-ensembles-with-scores-to-performin-concerts, and working with other sound objects like affected turn tables, but this is not
current so won't bother you with that.
5. , 5. (a), 5. (b), 5.(c), 5. (d), 5.(e) and 5. (f) --A few things carry across all these sub-strands
of my practice.
The first thing is that they are all conversational and collaborative practices...
Most practice is collaborative in some way just be dent of having other people involved in the
making-public of the practice. My formal training as a composer taught the model of the solo
operator withtheir own mind and pencil-and-score, that later will get performers to realize the
work. So here the collaborative elements were very much downplayed as assumed to be a
minor element. Even the way the visual art studios at universities are divided up into one bit
for everyone presumed this as well. Anyways lately I've been realizing that Ireally love, value
and get energized by conversation, dialogue, and collaboration and joining in with others.
And that this occurs in some creative, emergent way. Asking others to 'publish my work
please in your zone' seems so awkward and dull to me know. But chatting to people about
ideas I have and seeing if we can create a contexttogether to explore them with what they can
add and inflect -- that's sweet, that's exciting to me. Now how does this work out in practice?
The collaboration then happens at various processes along the way of making and showing...
* Coming to create a context of making/showing together (setting up the situation - the
'opportunity' people might say)* coming to create the sound-fields and what happens over
time (creating the situation - the 'work' people might say)
* coming to understand what this situation has opened up in our experience of the world
(ruminating on the situation - the 'reflection' people might say)
Coming to create the context of the making/showing is the getting together and planning of
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ideas and opportunities and events with people. E.g., For SCM, this is a mix of venues, arts
orgs, music ensembles, festivals and finding the sweet spot that connects all of these into
meaningful projects and event contexts. So we have meetings, we chat and discuss ideas. We
listen to what they get excited about, they listen to what we get excited about, and we see
what overlaps exist. E.g., For PORTAL, it has been a process of simply contacting people I
like hanging with and like discussing big ideas with, and seeing if they would be interested in
me taking the keyboards into their homes. I turn up for an initial test/trial and from there they
can choose if they want to make it into a night/party, who to invite, when it will happen etc.
It's important to do thisinitial test/trial, because it is then with their space and bodies activated
that people can see what it's really about and how it might be worth giving over 5 hours of
their life and giving over them place.
Coming to create the sound-fields and what happens over time... For SCM this is a creative
process whereby we do site visits, explorative workshops with participants/performers,
rehearsals and then the event, and over this time we devise a specific 'algorithm' (memorable
instruction that can generate evolving patterns across a long period of time and across the
group/space). This is authored ultimately by SCM directors but it is only emerging from the
conversations and information we get from the participants, public space and partners as well.
We create algorithms that always work from and make the most of what skill levels and
dispositions people have. An elderly choir said they could neither stand for 45mins nor sit for
45mins so we incorporated a sitting-and-standing aspect into the algorithm itself (sitting to
sing one type of material, standing to do another etc.).
For PORTAL, I create the sound fields in the space but the people from that space are there
and they often suggest ideas or simply walk around and we talk about what we are hearing,
what setting on the keyboard sound better, what else I might do - and from these suggestions a
more refined and focused field is devised. In both houses I've visited so far, they people there
have said: hey, make sure you do something in the bathroom, so I have.
Coming to understand what this situation has opened up in our experience of the world... This
is talking about what we are experiencing -- the phenomenological gap we spoke on last year
(previous email in this chain). Many practitioners do it, and we do it via various means, but I
suppose I have been really seeing this recently as not just an add-on or after-effect but one of
the major things I do. And I've been experimenting with doing it via Facebook groups and
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email dialogues (as part of my larger discussion-based writing practice, with thinks like the A
Book Without A Face I mentioned to you). The trick is how to open up a space of dialogue
where people really start to share their experience and not feel threatened that they don't know
art/sound/music language, but also that I can ask follow up questions and ways of getting
them to unpack what they say which in the first instance might be rather clipped. Someone
might write to me "that was beautiful" or "I loved the feeling of being in it" and instead of just
saying, hey thanks, I have learnt the art of the follow up question... "so can you tell me some
of what made it beautiful for you, where there more beautiful parts of it?" and "can you say
how your body felt being it in, and is this a kind of feeling you get in any other situations of
your life, past orpresent?" etc. And then once the floor gates open there is all manner of very
interesting ideas and stories and insights that come from this experiencing-emerging-intothinking.
That's enough for now, I think. I will have a go and answering more pointedly your questions,
now I've unearthed this wider background of my practice.
Q.5 Follow up comments: email received 1st Feb 2013, 2:07pm
I think there is much to be said for a relaxed, informal, 'lay' person approach. Amateur (as in,
literally, for the love of it) rather than professional (as in, literally, to make public profession
of what one's skilled within). A lot of my approach these days is to find ways to make this
informal space possible. And totally agree it is less threatening. And within that informality
that possibility of connecting to anyone and anything exists (because we are not then vested in
a show and tell, prove you are interesting/worthy/great kind of thing).

'Homely' is key word for me at the moment that conjures this shift for me. Only in a reflective
session with another friend (who also does music/sound stuff) around Nov last year did I start
to realise what the home/domestic situation meant for me. For a long time it has been my
studio site (as it is for many practitioners, cheaper and more immediate than paying for a
studio etc.). I've known this since I lived in a house by myself (ridiculously for $50 rent in the
late 1990s) for around 8 months and started making a lot of work there around all the rooms
etc. And then over the last decade I've come to realise the domestic is not just the studio site,
but it is also the source of my materials: things that are cheap, toy-like, basic, nonprofessional, like the Lego, sticky tape and A4 paper of my visual installation practice (not
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doing this side of things at the moment), and in sound it is cheap old keyboards, cheap arse
computer speakers, the most basic rudiment playing techniques, pieces of wood anyone can
clap together etc. Anyways what's the biggest shift is to realise the home or domestic
'informal situation is also actually the site of presentation (not just making, not just materials)!
Upon realising this -- and realising I had a snobbish kind of attitude deep down within me,
even though I've known for ages that the institutions are just one site and not a guarantee of
quality nor a maker of what's valuable (unless we got for social status etc.) -- it has opened up
new doors and ideas for me, like going into people's homes. Just sitting on the couch and
talking about our experience of the keyboards, or just using Facebook etc., means we are
going to be able to have a conversation and body-connection that a more 'stiff' institutional
setting really works against.

I wonder if that's what happens even in the most underground public
events/performance/concerts. That this is still a formal space with people vying for social
status and so adopt a show-n-tell mentality so we don't get to hear what people really reckon
in the detail they might share in a private, non-threatening space.

What are your thoughts on that? I suppose this links to your bigger research
interests/questions, in that a discourse of 'sound art' is this kind of formal, pseudo-professional
art-world space of jockeying for attention in the cultural sphere (Bourdieu etc.). But that does
seem disconnected to the more bodily, visceral, organic nature of making and practice?
Q.5 Follow up comments: email received 1st Feb 2013, 6:40pm
Just regards my process of practice, one thing I want to add is this: Part of the emergent
conversation is the dialogue with the domestic/humble sound materials.
I don't have an idea, which I then test, or work out (actually, this is what's happened with my
hush-hush project, where I am working with a technical guy... but even this idea comes in the
wake of a practice that first arose out of an emergent playing-around with the keyboards). So I
have this play-play, do-whatever approach to just letting things arise whenever they do. And
once things do arise, I work on ways to refine, amplify, expand and share them.
For instance, the BLACK BOX ensemble... this only turned up because I
got given (almost by accident) a small computer speaker set up, which
my three your old kids (twins) started to play with. In particular they were playing with the
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woofer (a small black box) and one of my kids -- the one that likes to work with cords and
strings and tape and patching things together -- well he just naturally put the input plug
(supposed to go into your computer etc.) into the output hole of the woofer, and then suddenly
the sounds that came out were so intriguing! And the kids then started to work with these
sounds, turning the one dial and the one knob up and down to change the frequency and
distortion levels. I basically just went to have a look at what they were doing... I saw how
much fun they both had doing it, and saw their conflict over wanting to play with the same
one! That I then went and bought another one so they both could do it. Then on hearing just
how cool two sounded together, it was then I realised I could buy more (they are so cheap
$20) and make something of a set of them (like the sets of keyboards and the multiples of the
same instrument in SCM). And then my 8year has really got into working with these speakers
and she comes up with a range of subtle ways of making the sounds interact etc. So she and I
start doing a few more extended things together... And now this has become a very striking
idea and sound state for me. But it has totally emerged out of the contingencies of the
materials and the relationships of the people engaging their bodies with those materials and
each other.
6., 6. (a), 6. (b), 6. (c), 6. (d) and 6. (e) See the homely thing (refer Q.5. first follow up
comment email). But also I do public spaces, festivals etc. So I would say that it is public
accessible spaces and homely informal spaces that are of interest to me, but not the refined
cultural institutional spaces.
7., 7. (a), 7. (b) and 7. (c) Absolutely. But I hope in a negotiated, emergent way. We do it
together, we finds the areas where what excites us individually overlap somehow. I've got so
many strands to my practice (not necessarily an advisable way to be, but that just seems to be
how it flows and rock and rolls for me) that I can juggle things around and tend to be able to
find at least some point of connection with many different people, groups, grant bodies etc. If
one strand doesn't work or fit with something, I can come at it via another strand. (This is the
advantage of having many strands over those practitioners that have a strong sole focus).
Topic# 4: Listening
Q.8 since we were last in dialogue Clare, it seems like listening has become even more a
thing to work with and think into and out of. The 'dronercising' has been going on and on,
especially with Lynette Lancini (composer, musician, whole-body focuser) and James
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Cunningham (dancer, choreographer, new media). We call it DRO FO now, too (DROne
FOcusing). The listening is to is the sounds-in-space-with-our-body, but also to what comes
to think and feel from all this. And we are working with this in a very palpable way. I move
my body and move it around the drone field of keyboards droning out on the floor spread out,
and as I move what I hear changes and shifts and there is a kind of personal making of my
music-path through this field. So it's totally directly by listening but a listening that is not just
ears-brain but our whole body and our interactions in space. It can include things like rapidly
shifting our heads from side to side, putting our heads very close to speakers on the keyboards
and then moving well away, and cupping our hands over and in our ears to shape the
harmonics and overtones (a bodily eq-ing is a way of thinking of this bit). Out of this
listening-body-space-awareness practice, we are also exploring how our playing of sounds
and improvising with piano, bowls and balls, woodwinds, chimes etc. can be not just 'adding'
sounds or 'adding' music but a responsive full bodied way of being further with the sounds we
are there already from the beginning listening within.

So when I look at some of the quotes you have, something feels missing or feels like there is a
'more' to what is being point at.

8. a) Re Hegarty, yes there's perception of sound that could be passive, then there is reflective
hearing, but both these stop short of an embodied full body listening WITHIN rather than to
sound in ways that are more active-spatial-awaring and body-shifting than just consciousness
and reflective (which sounds just in the mind) and perception (which sounds just in the brainear neural space).

8. b) Re Subotnik, yes we can listening to 'just' the aesthetic-musical-sound relationships (I'm
led to think of Susan Langer's concepts of art/aesthetics) and certainly this is how I got taught
at the conservatorium, where music analysis = the dots re-ordering to see abstract patterns. I
can listen like that, but I want something else these days, a listening that is observing a
structure or patterned or abstracted reality over there, but a listening that is with my bodily
processes right here as they are interacting with all the sounds coming all around.

8. c) Re Gaver/Bregman/O'Callaghan, yeah it is more like this for me. But even here
'attending' to the 'entire sound event' feel silk I want more from it - not just attending-to but
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living-in, not just attention but an awareness of and a re-working of self-body-in-vastenvironment.
And 'entire sound event'… well, what is that? There is no sound-event, but a bodily-event that
is a living process which includes being sensitivity to the environment-we-interact-with-andlive-in that includes compression-waves-resonances that are ears-body take as sound but the
compression waves are all around and affect/interact with whole body and the event is not the
sound event but is MY (my living body, me as living process) event with sound.

8. d) Re Cohen, oh there is probably so many reasons that sonic art literature doesn't feel as
deep and alive as I imagine it could be. Yeah, there's major problems with the assumptions
that various bodies of knowledge bring to sonic-experience and sonic-aesthetic-encounters,
like "purely perceptual" (scientific), "purely abstract" (trad music-theory), "purely semiotic"
(which I get from linguistic-vis-art theory) and so on.

9. a), b), c) and d) Now, yes, the modes of listening shift and change depending on what
praters of the practice-processing is being processes at any particular moment. I'm wholebody listening in Dro Fo, I'm wholebody listening-thinking with others in conversation with
their desires and thoughts when I work with other groups in these processes (via Super
Critical Mass, via my own school-based residencies), I'm listening to others openly and
strategically when making plans with partners and participants, I'm listening in a fine grade
manner to various elements and layers of the sound when recording and checking
documentation etc. And the whole-body listening in Dro Fo can be very up-and-active with
moving body but sometimes also very still-and-focused with a body less moving (still
breathing, twitching etc etc but maybe lying down on my back or tummy or curled up around
a keyboard or in a corner etc etc), and in both of these more and more layers and resultant
tones and harmonies and melodies and textures and nuances and environmental sounds and
linages across sounds can come up or rather I can tune in.
Starting with sound, or music, or art, or listening… all these things no longer feel like the
place to start, if they ever did. I'm alive, you're alive. we are living process unfolding, so
starting with our whole body in living process with each other and the world in the
circumstances we have… that seems the place to start, and then practices that encourage
certain body-listening and body-sounding etc. processes are ways of sensing further into our
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living situation together. Then whatever the materials and structures and patterns are, which
we might call 'a sound practice' or 'descriptions of listening' or 'having a creative practice', we
are enjoying them as modes of living further and deeper and more together, more loving I
might say, as I say right now. Or we could say, more open-and-specific to the here-nowvastness, or we could say, working on rigorous-ridiculous processes of exploration of being
more-alive.
9. e) Re Oliveros-Young-RM Schaeffer-P SChaffer… yes please to all these. And chuck in
Cage. Add Akarawa and Gins. Elaborate with Eno. I'm aware of all these in different ways, to
different degrees. It might take pointing to one bit or another of what they say for us to
discuss any of that further. I like this list of people and what that implies about where you
might be going with this Clare. And now what comes is to think: so much of how we do
sound/music history is okay on its own terms but I want other terms! I want a history of
listening or modes of listening or ways in which being-with-sound, or being "emsounded"
(sorry can't find the person who writes about this - I really like -if I find it will pass it on).

Let me know what you reckon on all this, and if you have further questions or queries or
something here doesn't fully make sense, very happy to chat a bit!

New materialism meet sound-art and experimental-music analysis. I like this. And for me it
shows how much academic has lacked some basic intelligence on this stuff.

Tom Smith
N.B.: order of response has been altered to put in Q and A format
Topic #1: Sound Art
1. (a) Like most terms related to category or genre, 'sound art' is useful in that it describes
something - though what the term describes or defines is very hazy. It might be useful when
recommending someone go to an exhibition. For me, sound art tends to conjure images of
dorky serious people in black t-shirts playing with sine waves or something along those lines.
Sound art is to me, a label that allows certain practitioners to position themselves within the
apparatus of what is traditionally the 'visual arts'.
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1. (b) In my mind, there is some tension between what may be considered the master
discourse, in terms of sound. I'm marginally more comfortable with music, and so I'm happy
for music to largely frame my thinking about sound more broadly - for other people, the
inverse is no doubt true. I don't think it matters greatly, art and music both exist concurrently,
and both have relationships with sound. I feel we're slowly moving towards a vision of 'the
arts' which will be more inclusive, with less and less discrimination against non-object art on
behalf of large institutions. We've already seen the MCA, Artspace, and other large
institutions in Australia accept performance as a legitimate medium for exhibition, and dip
their toes into sound based work. The art establishment, particularly the commercial gallery
scene, is still largely built on commodity exchange - the notion that a work must in some
sense be a saleable object. This is slowly changing, and I think as that change further develops
it will become more and more reasonable to talk about sound in an 'art' context.
For me, the social implications of the strange ontological category 'sound artist' - are not
particularly alluring or helpful. In fact, I've never heard anyone actively identify as a sound
artist in conversation, most people who work with sound in an art context just like to be called
artists.
1. (c) If I was forced to define sound art I would say it tends to be non-musical, non-narrative,
can comfortably be placed in a gallery context, and displays some sort of self-conscious effort
on behalf of the artist, to make sound the primary vector of meaning in the artwork.
Accordingly, it is possible that an artwork may incorporate musical elements, or voiceover, or
sound created by moving parts, or any other miscellaneous sound - but would not be
construed by anyone as 'sound art'.
I think some people like the term sound art because it enables them to make music which no
one would understand as having traditional musical qualities. I think it is wrong to throw
'sound art' at anything that is sound but not explicitly musical. 'Noise' is an interesting case
study - it is not 'musical' in that it does not necessarily employ rhythm or standard pitch
relationships, but it functions as music on a social level. People are payed to perform it,
people turn up to a venue and enjoy it etc.
Accordingly I think 'sound art' is used too often to describe work which though not musical in
form, is musical in terms of its context and social function. Art functions very differently to
music in a social sense, and I think emphasis should be placed on this aspect of a work over
and above its formal qualities.
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1. (d) No sound art does not accommodate all sound practices.
Topic #2: Identity
N.B.: order of response has been altered to put in Q and A format
2. No I don't think of myself as a sound artist - I usually refer to myself as a musician or
academic when pressed. 'Sound Art' as a label is very marginal to me in any discussion of my
identity.

When sound art comes up in discussion, I often think of the joke "How many sound artists
does it take to screw in a light bulb?… No one knows because no one stayed till the end."

For me, the social implications of the strange ontological category 'sound artist' - are not
particularly alluring or helpful. In fact, I've never heard anyone actively identify as a sound
artist in conversation, most people who work with sound in an art context just like to be called
artists.

This sampling habit has also fuelled my engagement with cinema, and has motivated me to
constantly explore genres, different directors and cult cinema. I always loved complex
timbres, and density - people still say my music is way too saturated, that I should take a few
things out - but I started to enjoy the sensation of something like sensual overload, having
more things happening then my brain could really interpret and then traversing the sound
almost horizontally - but not really in a noise way, with all the elements working, but just
kind of too much.
Follow up email 14th February, 2013
Question:

Only thing I would like to know more about is you're background. What I mean by this is how
did you get to where you are now in terms of practice and the different artist communities that
you are part of? For example you mentioned that you have been collecting records since you
were 12yrs old. How did this practice of 'just' collecting records develop into a practice of
sampling?
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Reply:

Okay, I'll embellish.

I come from a family that, although there are some artists - my grandmother trained as an
opera singer, my other grandmother is a painter, my dad paints etc.. none of my immediate
family, and certainly neither of my parents is particularly musical. I played instruments at
high school, in the school band and things like that - but I just never got into it - I couldn't get
excited or really devoted to an instrument because, well, a saxophone pretty much sounds like
a saxophone I suppose, and there just wasn't an interesting community around it where I'm
from.

I invested in a set of turntables and started sneaking out going to forest parties and raves and
things like that. I just got really obsessed with electronic music, I think for me rhythm and
texture has always been really important, the interplay between rhythmic elements, moods,
timbre, production, all that stuff - that became what music was all about for me. When I was
about 15 or 16 I got really into hip hop, and that got me started on the sampling thing - I
suppose I've never really stopped, though I do it less in my music than I used to, and use more
synths and percussion and other things. I became very motivated to find new sounds - to cut
things together in ways i'd never heard before. I have a large collection of LPs, many of which
are unlistenable because I would buy such strange things, just anything that looked like it
would have something. It became a bit of a problem, I would drop hundreds of dollars on
records every other week. I had a big phase around sort of late 60s, early 70s avant jazz stuff i still love that stuff and even picked up the saxophone again for a while. This sampling habit
has also fuelled my engagement with cinema, and has motivated me to constantly explore
genres, different directors and cult cinema. I always loved complex timbres, and density people still say my music is way too saturated, that I should take a few things out - but I
started to enjoy the sensation of something like sensual overload, having more things
happening then my brain could really interpret and then traversing the sound almost
horizontally - but not really in a noise way, with all the elements working, but just kind of too
much.

My engagement with what I tend to refer to as experimental music - music which isn't
danceable or necessarily have discernible melody or anything, began when I was studying and
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became curious about this whole scene of people who were doing something I'd never seen or
heard before, I went along to impermanent audio, liquid architecture, and the now now when
it was getting started, that sort of scene, and became a regular fairly quickly. Even though I
sometimes didn't enjoy the music in a really direct sensual way, I appreciated the social aspect
of this music, I loved the idea that there were all these people intellectually engaged with
something so fleeting and strange. This music also interested me because it had conceptual
elements - I was at art school and reading a lot of theory and I got really into the idea that
music could be a conceptual art form and could be a sort of intellectual game in the way other
art forms are. I've probably moved on from these concerns a little, but I think experimental
musicians are amongst some of the most thoughtful people I know - and I think this type of
music is very good for the brain, as it makes one comfortable with ambiguity, and able to hear
beauty in different ways, and teaches people to explore the present in a way that other art
forms don't.

I got involved with Serial Space around 2009, the people who started it, who were friends of
mine, had moved on for personal reasons, and Alex White just asked me if i wanted to move
in there one day. So I started to take on a role as some sort of organisor, without really
meaning to. I spent 3 and a half years there and it was an amazing time - I think what I took
from it was that it's possible to actually live ones interests, and be connected to people on that
level. The way our society is structured forces you to have your domestic situation, your
work, and your passions often more or less separate - people are structurally isolated from one
another, people go through the whole adult lives being notionally this or that, without really
taking that path. Though it's a little idealistic, and people sometimes laugh at this sort of
sentiment - I think artist communities like that can actually provide a different way of living,
and demonstrate that cities could be very different if real estate wasn't so expensive and there
was a bit more support for things that aren't commercially viable and might irritate neighbours
sometimes.

Anyhow more recently I've just been plugging away on music, doing a few projects here and
there, some curatorial stuff for first draft, putting off applying to do research.. etc etc..

Hope that helps - i can't help but feel you know more about me than i do about you now!
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3. (a) I work as a solo practitioner and in several groups.

3. (b) I feel reasonably connected amongst my peers working in similar fields. I don't feel
connected to any of the top state or national galleries, or any orchestras.

Topic #3: Practice

4. and 4. (a), 4. (b). I say I make music. Though I've been involved with work that has been
exhibited in a gallery context, and have performed in galleries on numerous occasions - I
don't feel the 'art' world is the primary context in which my work exists.
I have worked on several art projects as a sound designer or sound consultant - I don't
consider this to be 'my' work.
5. and 5. (a), 5. (b), 5. (c), 5. (d), 5. (e), 5. (f). I appropriate sounds from various sources, play
instruments and synthesizers, and edit/arrange those sounds using hardware samplers and
computers. Yes I use instruments but I don't consider myself an instrumentalist - I use them as
a means to an end, to make sounds that I'm looking for.
When I perform, I like the PA to be as large as possible, and the room to be as small as
possible to accommodate the crowd that's there. Though I don't get too specific about it with
promoters or bookers because I feel it's necessary to be adaptable, and that, within reason, if
the sounds are good enough it will translate. My presence is not important to the work itself for example, it works just fine on the radio. But in a performance, the context obviously
demands my presence.
Context is perhaps the most important part of performing music, or sound, to an audience. But
that doesn't mean I think context should be controlled in every instance - I enjoy the
experience of playing to people in different contexts and leaving certain aspects of the
performance in the hands of others. Accordingly, the gallery, which is an attempt at a sort of
anti-context, perfectly illustrates the differences between art and music. Though I believe any
practice will be enriched by an understanding of different art forms and their supporting social
structures, and that people's practices can most definitely straddle both art and music.
6., 6. (a), 6. (b), 6. (c), 6. (d) and 6. (e) Recordings released through various independent
record labels, and performances.
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7. 7. (a), 7. (b) and 7. (c). The Sydney experimental music scene has been very influential; I
ran a space for several years. I hosted, witnessed and otherwise facilitated many events where
what I consider interesting music, and what others might consider 'sound art', was the primary
object of attention.
I've also collected records avidly since I was 12 or 13, and so mediation has probably been
just as influential. I've always appreciated music for it's transcendent, social, and emotional
properties - though I appreciate conceptual work and enjoy attending openings, and
performances which operate via a different logic, in my own work I've always been interested
in communicating with that part of the brain that is, I suspect, pre linguistic - and to this point
music has been the appropriate medium to do that.
Topic# 4: Listening

8. a) Well, 'hearing' would seem to describe something more passive. But there's
complications in that hearing can involve active processes, for example people say, “oh yes
I've heard of so and so”, or “I hear you” to denote understanding – so I guess they're related
concepts with minor differences on terms of which sentences we tend to use them words in.
My listening, has changed a lot in that my most dedicated listening tends to be done in a live
context, or at least a public context, whereas I used to be much more engaged in record
collecting and mediation in general. I tend to go out to clubs to hear electronic music as it's
intended to be heard, through bug systems, and most experimental/improv/noise type music
only feels vital and interesting in a live context. I mainly use blogs and various on line media
to simply stay abreast, and keep informed about what's going on, as opposed to actually
listening.

A useful way to mobilise this distinction between listening and hearing might be to think
about the internet and how we use it to consume music – I think the internet helps us hear, but
not to listen. The hyper accelerated on-line environment provides endless information,
context, links - fills one's head with names, ideas, connections, places. But it tends to prevent
people from actually listening due to distraction and information overload – hence why my
listening has moved from a home environment to a public one. Paradoxically, public space
has become a place of dedicated listening, as opposed to the private sphere, which is rendered
noisy and full of distraction by the internet.
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8. b) Not sure about what Cox is saying here – depends in what context he's talking about. I
suppose that's true of certain types of music, but I think there's plenty of instances of music
being discussed in terms of its social function; what it means to the people playing it and
listening to it – in fact I'd say contemporary music journalism tends to focus on the social
aspects of music over and above the formal characteristics of sounds themselves. This might
have something to do with the fact it's so rare to hear genuinely new sounds any more, and so
for music to stand out it must have a point of difference related to something other than the
sound itself. For instance features in major music magazines usually document particular
scenes, or the careers of particular musicians and their philosophies in an effort to provide
music with context, to give readers an understanding of the social circumstances from whence
the music came - as opposed to strings of adjectives or descriptions of formal characteristics.
I guess my own listening does involve this structural element – I do tend to break down music
in that way when discussing it, particularly with other musicians. But to be honest I think Cox
is a little off the mark with this formalist thing – pure formal, abstract listening is not possible
in my opinion. Sounds and music are complex bundles of signifiers: it wouldn't be meaningful
to describe someone's sound or music purely in formal terms – it would also be necessary to
describe which gallery or venue it was in, who was in the crowd, how many people, how
popular or prestigious is the artist, who organised the show, what record label is involved,
which sites reviewed it etc. etc., in order to describe what a particular, sound, piece of music,
or performance actually 'means' to people. So in that sense I think Subotnik's definition of
musical listening as stated here is very narrow.

8. c) I guess this is exactly what I'm saying in the previous question. So yes, absolutely. All
my most important listening experiences of late have been in public places; witnessing a
performance, viewing an artwork, or mixing something live. Generally when I get really
excited about music and sound these days, it's because I’ve helped organise it, or am involved
in some other way, and am thus emotionally bound up in the whole process, and the social
milieu at hand.

8. d) I think it's a bit dramatic to say it's hindered anything. It's difficult to comment without
knowing much about Kim-Cohen, but if writers and reviewers tend not to discuss contextual
issues in relation to a performance or exhibition, it's probably because it's taking place in the
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sort of white, privileged, male, and institutionally supported context that tends to become
invisible due to its generic nature.

The audience and the social context for the type of 'sonic art' not to mention 'sonic art
literature' that I suspect Kim-Cohen is referring to here, is perhaps unremarkable as a point of
discussion and thus we have all this literature devoted to formal and technological
characteristics of work.
What Kim-Cohen is describing is certainly not a problem in the discourse surrounding
contemporary music. In fact if anything, I think there's not enough discussion of sounds in
music criticism, and not enough people attempting to create new sounds. But again it's
difficult to talk about without knowing in what terms Kim-Cohen thinks people should be
discussing 'sonic arts'.

9. a) Yes they're quite different. If I'm mixing something live I'm concentrating on making it
sound as good as possible to as many people in the audience as possible. If I'm performing I
tend to get quite lost in the flow of it and lose awareness of anything much other than what's
coming through the monitors. In some ways I think of producing music as a sort of elaborate
mind game with oneself, the object of which is to encapsulate one’s own listening experiences
in sound - which others will ideally decode and experience. There's all sorts of perceptual
anomalies that creep in to the process – the same thing can sound very different one day as
opposed to the next, so in a sense there's no 'truth' to listening. It's a very slippery
psychological process and one that I sort of battle with constantly, in an enjoyable sort of
way.
9. b) and c) My own creative work is very much informed by listening – it’s all I'm really
doing whilst making a piece of music; listening and adjusting things according to my
preferences.

9. d) I make electronic music, some of it rhythmic, some of it mainly textural, and so my way
of talking about music with my peers is very much informed by the technical and descriptive
vocabulary of music production. When my friends and I are discussing music, other people
sometimes remark on the specificity of the language. As with any specialised discipline, there
is a specialised language to accompany it.
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9. e) I very much like Edgard Varese's idea of organised sound. I suppose my own work has
never become totally divorced from conventions of rhythm and pitch and I find his approach
closer to mine – though I'm certainly aware of all these other approaches.

I decided to call my music organised sound, and myself not a musician but a worker in
rhythms, frequencies, and intensities."

His notion of organised sound, with its focus on pitch, texture, duration, and the physical
qualities of sounds very much prefigured contemporary electronic music - in contrast to the
other thinkers here, he really foregrounded affect, and attempted to manipulate surface and
create a sort of aesthetic artifice.

He wasn't so much seeking to incorporate previously unmusical sounds into music - he wasn't
so interested in music as a master discourse like Schafer and Schaeffer seemed to be - but in
sublimating all sounds in to a field where they could be captured, contextualised, changed and
tinkered with to form organised sound. His vision was less dogmatic in that didn't seek to
subjugate sound within any pre-existing discourse, and doesn't seek to impose a particular
psychological state, or dominate an audience.

Vincent WozniakTopic #1: Sound Art
1. A set of practices connected to working with the audible environment and experience.
1. (a) Sometimes, I think it gets affiliated with performance practices often.
1. (b) Yes, definitely rooted in concepts of western experimental music.
1. (c) I don’t
1. (d) Yes and no, I don’t use the term sound art often, it seems to be restricted in terms of
describing a set of practices devoted to a narrow field of interest. To describe myself or others
working in the field, I would identify practitioners more broadly. Installation artist,
performance artist etc.
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Topic #2: Identity
2. I have previously. I think the nature of practice for me dictates how I work and what
materials or processes I am drawn to. I use sound, like a material: If a project needs it. There
is a perceived pressure sometimes or an expectation that my work is sound related and I like
challenging that.

2. (a) Probably installation artist. My practice is really varied and having live electronics and
bending alongside objects and environments means I use more general labels. Work like
David and Joyce is really important to me, where sound and objects merge along in the same
broader practice.

2. (b) Yes, the bulk of my university experience was at UWS, where you could undertake a
sculpture unit, shoot video and develop photos then make an installation. Projects were
always guided by ideas rather than a specific major. I also still make a lot of objects.
2. (c) I generally get funding from local government via installation type projects. I don’t do
the ozco thing.
2. (d) Sometimes, it’s more like a lean towards different practices.

2. (e) Not for me. I like the term audio. The connotation with digital sound is more relevant to
me. I also really like “handmade electronic music” by Nic Collins. Lately my work sounds
kind of like music, very loosely. I would maybe say sound and installation artist.

3. (a) Solo, but collaborate a lot for performances. Like everyone.
3. (b) I feel isolated from the wider “sound art” scene. Probably by virtue of the installation
aspect of what I do, also I have no musical ability or training.

Topic #3: Practice
4. and 4. (a), 4. (b). I just call it my art practice really. It’s my life’s work and guided by the
kind of work I think needs to be made.
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5. So generally someone will ask me to be in a show or I will lodge a proposal for a gallery. I
am always thinking over concepts and materials that I want to work with. There is always a
sense of trying to push the bending process further.
5. (a) probably the largest scale electronic work was the one featured in Artlink (forgotten
name) In that instance I was working collaboratively to use a unique collection of analogue
video and sound equipment to interact/ modify/ intervene with architecture. We basically
started with unpacking all our gear in the work space and then looked at how we could make
sound interact with it. We had a massive exposed ceiling with aircon tubing etc. and attached
solenoids to different fixtures. The attention to fixtures is part of Mark’s practice. We then
used video feedback from some obsolete video (Vaughan) to trigger Light dependant
resistors. So video feedback formed the control function of a drum machine of sorts. Fixtures
(Mark) video (Vaughan) drum machines/ electronics (Vincent).
5. (b), 5. (c). I use and modify digital drum machines and samplers from the early 2000’s, so
that I can trigger audible failure states. I have sampled live audio previously but am finding
that live triggering of glitches and sequence changes are becoming more important. Hunting
and modifying instruments is key to how I work and comes from work like Rheed Ghazala,
Michel Weiswitz. Reproducing and sequencing from a point of failure is also key, and work
like Pixel, Cyclo and Carsten Nicolai is big for me.
5. (d) Sometimes. I mostly use other peoples acoustic samples or record them and glitch them.
5. (e) Very much so, some works I have done have been intervention works, that dialogue
with spaces. I have done a lot with urban ruins/ empty industrial spaces/ sites or social and
industrial collapse.
5. (f) I like playing with presence and the observer effect in general. There is a lot of concern
for sound/ field recordists for cropping out presence. I think performance is interesting due to
the presence of the performer etc. However, I prefer framing these experiences in nonperformance spaces. It’s less formal and even if there is only a handful of people around it’s
kind of like a séance.
6. and 6. (a) Exhibitions/ performances no recordings
6. (b) Exhibitions are difficult. I make things, which generally end up in a gallery as a final
step. However, there are stacks of photos/prototypes/devices/ furniture that contribute to
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showing a work. I like the model of working through research, but it doesn’t always work like
that.
6. (c) I have listened to recordings of live performances I’ve done and they are kind of nice,
but recording is kind of static and boring to me. I’m not resourced or disciplined enough to do
proper live recordings.
6. (d) I show in galleries, or small events in other spaces. Sometimes you get to show work in
public contexts, which is rarer. I think I have shown work in contexts that are receptive to
what I do, or due to personal contacts.
6. (e) Photographs, limited reference recordings- some video shot by me generally.
7. and 7. (a) The Ari community is a pretty key one. I take on projects in regional galleries
too generally because they are funded. I have had links to galleries like Locksmith, which
were really community based, but after that finished I moved on. The sound community is
insular and it’s hard to keep attending gigs unless you’re living in the inner city (which I
don’t).
7. (b) and 7. (c) Of course, spaces without funding outcomes have more capacity for
experimentation. Galleries are inherently geared to want visual artefacts- which I’m also
interested in. However, working in non-art contexts gives you more play in terms being able
to set up whatever you want in a practical sense, without it ending up as promotional images
or having to look like art.
Been to opening in Sydney lately where you get a 3:1 ratio of social photographers to
people?

Topic# 4: Listening
8. a) I’m into the Hegarty text and the use of hearing as a locative function, immersive and
capable of placing the user in the world. I don’t differentiate between actions of listening and
hearing. For me it’s a continuous sensory function that can place or disorientate.
8. b) I can’t hear musical notes, and am pretty bad with rhythm and musical functions in
general- So I guess I struggle with structuring sound and understanding the formal
290

relationships at play in a musical work. I use drum/ sampling gear that uses time signatures,
so there is a tension in my work where I expect some kind of musical elements, with samples
often conforming to "snare" "clap" and "kick".

8. c) Yes very much so. I previously researched the link between sound and ruined space in
my work so this is of particular interest. I think in general acoustics and spaces are widely
misunderstood and poorly handled- particularly in installation and sound events. The link
between site and sound is an interesting one, but can yield banal results at times, field
recording as a practice can lead to a pretty inane breed of live sound events and a kind of
slushy homogenous genre. I really like the work of people like Aki Onda who uses the
materiality of tape machines, speed control and field recordings to make these tape works. At
its best, the relationship between site and sound can almost feel photographic.
8. d) I’m not sure on this one. I’m pretty into the revelation of phenomena, I once did a
similar process to Alvin Lucier’s “I am sitting in a room” where I acoustically sampled and
replayed a fragment of sound in a space, which stretched out progressively with each
rerecording. The result in situ was nothing short of incredible. I can see the banality in
writing about sound, and reading descriptions of sound objects is kind of boring. However,
this is perhaps a reality of discussing sound both in academic circles as well as simple music
reviews.
9. a) I wish I had the kind of listening function that people like Pierre Shaffer and Aki Onda
have, to be able to curate sound from the everyday. I can get indifferent to sound in general. I
work a lot with power tools (not in a sound/music way) and account for this causing a level of
hearing loss as well as insensitivity to sound.
9. b) Hmm not sure i define it strictly. I like the expanded ideas of listening as a curation
process and looking for sonic objects, however i rarely practice it in terms of field recording. I
am interested electronic sound more than acoustics, so i tend to seek out sound in an electric
environment.
9. c) I record a lot of noise and error signals and often have to weed out useable samples from
walls of static. I have to listen through the noise. Often i record errors and glitches- possibly
from malfunctioning equipment. The electronic space absorbs my audible environment, but
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the performance phase is generally in barren acoustic spaces: factories, cellars etc. So i guess
there is a dialogue between the clean audible space and the dirty space of the site.
9. d) I really like the work of Christina Kubisch who conducted “ electrical walks” using
headphones with a receiver inbuilt. Works were then documented by place – such as “lighting
advertisement: Sendai Japan”. Work like this reveals a connection to site and sound via
listening- but according to the electromagnetic spectrum rather than the audible. It’s almost
like this kind of electromagnetic listening used by artists like David and Joyce.
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Appendix C: Process of Thematic Analysis
Evidenced here are seven examples of the process and organisation of interviewee response
data into themes using code words. The first four are data exported from Nvivo into word.
Example #5 and #6 evidence data manually organised via theme in word.
Example #1: Report of exported Data coded in Nvivo reformatted in MS word.
Theme/node: Sound Art

terminology

Code word: Non-specific
Barclay Interview
Yes, I find it a very useful term that covers a broad spectrum of practices that involve
creatively working with sound.
No, I think the term is still used in a variety of contexts and the disciplinary practices vary
greatly between countries, generations and accessibility to technology (socio-economic
situations).
An interdisciplinary contemporary art practice where the primary focus and medium is sound,
usually aided by technology.

Blamey Interview
It has its uses. No term ever can ever completely describe or account for its alleged subject,
perhaps even less so in the arts. ‘Sound art’ (and its synonyms ‘audio art’, ‘auditory art’, etc.)
is a term maybe best applied from without than within – the idea of an artist or collective
describing their own work as ‘sound art’ strikes me as a bit of a deficit of imagination on their
part! It does seem to have some currency in funding circles, perhaps slightly less so with
curators (more to do with a reluctance to deal with the prospect of exhibiting sound- based
work). But used casually it is not so bad, although I wouldn’t use it to describe my own work.
Identifying what might or might not be suggested by the term ‘sound art’ is rather difficult,
and this maybe the fault of the words themselves. It would seem to be modelled on ‘visual
art,’ yet is not its equivalent (that would be ‘audial’), replacing a sense with a more
ambiguous word that describes (and occasionally confuses) both sensation and a physical
phenomenon. And while these two meanings of the word ‘sound’ seem to allow ‘sound art’ to
refer to a wide range of achievements, at the same time it hampers a strict definition.
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Lastly, artists can use whatever medium they choose. If an artist can use paint without it being
called ‘paint art’ or use garbage without it being called ‘garbage art’ then an artist can use
sound without it being called ‘sound art.’ As unpopular as it might be, on the whole I don’t
think it’s unreasonable to use a few more words to describe an artist, an art work or a field of
endeavour. And even if a simple term is used, surely the artist (or artists), their practice and
their work is more important than any designation.
Do you think “sound art” defines a disciplinary set of practices? No. The term has already
been applied to such a broad range of artistic endeavours that a distinct set of practices would
be very difficult to define.
Do you think “sound art” is accommodating of all sound practice? No, as doing that would
either subsume music under the umbrella of sound art (or even make them synonymous), or
effectively place music outside the arts all together. I’m more interested in sound as a medium
being included in the arts in general rather than defending a category distinction or discipline.

Hope Interview
Do you think “sound art” is accommodating of all sound practice? It should be.

Black Interview
Problematic to my understanding also is that the term sound art - and other international
translations e.g. Klangkunst and les art sonores - all have their own various idiosyncratic
international inflections, intentions and interpretations. Moreover, in this day and age
(especially post David Toop’s contributions to sound art discourse), in predominately English
speaking western cultures sound art seems to also encompass what was once only labelled
experimental music performance and even DJ sets. The infiltration of sound art today has
spread to such an extent that it seems that almost any type of music that can be considered
remotely experimental can be labelled as sound art and that to me is very problematic.
Nevertheless the term sound art appears to be a tempting term within most communities and
is useful in conveying a vague sense of an art-form that explores sound as its medium to the
general public who it seems are more than happy to apply their own interpretations to the
term.
I would argue that sound art does not so much define a disciplinary set of practices, but
defines a willingness to engage with sound as a creative medium, or conceptual framework
for works that may not include any apparent physical sound at all. Therefore defining sound
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art is highly problematic, especially as art-forms evolve conceptually. Currently it seems that
sound art attempts to accommodate all of the different types of sound practices, which leads
to greater ambiguity of the term itself.
It is more what other people or communities like to call me. In some circles I am called a
composer, in others a sound artist, sonic artist and others still a radio artist, audio engineer or
radio producer. So my identity changes somewhat depending on the social and/or professional
environment.

Jaaniste Interview
The sound art / identity / Australiana questions are all definitional label-making/label-using
questions and for me this raises up issues of how certain practices are discussed, known,
identified, valued etc. in the various scenes or worlds we might engage with. I have some
thoughts and I guess even strong opinions about this - because the way we historise (labels,
canonise, research, program/curate) contemporary making practices makes certain things
harder or easier. Within cultural and educational institutions I am yet to come across a way of
talking/thinking about contemporary practice that does justice to practice. Because I think the
default move is: where does this fit? And that is a very different question to: what does this
open up? Fitting in is about representing within current categorical schemes (do I look like x
or y etc.). Whereas asking about what is opened/opening up is a question about what living is
now being explored and generated through a particular practice.... so for instance, when I am
thinking about 'what I understand sound art to be' I am actually asking myself: what is opened
up by this label/term and the way it tends to be used (there are several trends/tendencies).
Then it is a kind of interesting question. But just to answer sound art = x or y is to repeat the
representational-categorising that i find so dulling.

Here's another way I understand 'sound art' too... In a foot note buried in the middle of his
'Kant after Duchamp' De Duve makes the point that 'minimalism' and 'conceptualism' where
the last 'isms' and first 'arts' of contemporary art discourse. In that they also go by the name
minimal art and conceptual art. And then we had pop art. And later video art, text art,
installation art, sound art, body art, etc. Before the mid-century, we could name art
movements in terms of isms. Impressionism, fauvism, expressionism, etc., because it was
never at question as to whether they were art or not. We knew what art was, and this was
about a shift of styles. But the era of naming things as 'X Art' was all about the 'problem' of
not knowing whether something is art or not. Because the usually frames of reference and
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formats of delivery were all being mixed up: off the canvas and plinth and proscenium arch
and into the real space of the gallery, museum, street etc. So sound art is like this: it doesn't
have the traditional formats of delivery of music. Question is: why so important to name
things as art? Well the art institutions needed to know this, and the practitioners won't to
convince them of it. But post-internet and now in an era when there are so many cultural
contexts and formats not just the smaller range of cultural institutions and popular contexts,
maybe it doesn't really matter at all.

Giving words to something is important and not bad at all, if down from practice, so I'm not
arguing for a non-labelling mode, that's for sure. For me as a practitioner, the 'field of
practice' I can find out about and speak about and for, just comes out of my practice-concerns.
Which means there is no uber field, just my field, your field and other practitioner's fields that
all interact. Brian Eno said something along these lines: we no longer have any history, just
your story, my story etc. So this gives me heaps of freedom to follow my nose and group
together anyone and any practice that seems fit to explore and one's I just follow my nose
with and later work out why I'm interested in it. In that one could get interested in a particular
type of practicing, and built their own 'field of practice' that surrounds this interest.

Denley Interview
Screen culture ate music up. Can you take Nyman's music seriously after the Piano? Glass
after Baraka? But I don't think sound art defines a set of practices.

Smith Interview
Like most terms related to category or genre, 'sound art' is useful in that it describes
something - though what the term describes or defines is very hazy. It might be useful when
recommending someone go to an exhibition. For me, sound art tends to conjure images of
dorky serious people in black t-shirts playing with sine waves or something along those lines.
Sound art is to me, a label that allows certain practitioners to position themselves within the
apparatus of what is traditionally the 'visual arts'. No sound art does not accommodate all
sound practices. If I was forced to define sound art I would say it tends to be non-musical,
non-narrative, can comfortably be placed in a gallery context, and displays some sort of selfconscious effort on behalf of the artist, to make sound the primary vector of meaning in the
artwork. Accordingly, it is possible that an artwork may incorporate musical elements, or
voiceover, or sound created by moving parts, or any other miscellaneous sound - but would
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not be construed by anyone as 'sound art'.

In my mind, there is some tension between what may be considered the master discourse, in
terms of sound. I'm marginally more comfortable with music, and so I'm happy for music to
largely frame my thinking about sound more broadly - for other people, the inverse is no
doubt true. I don't think it matters greatly, art and music both exist concurrently, and both
have relationships with sound. I feel we're slowly moving towards a vision of 'the arts' which
will be more inclusive, with less and less discrimination against non-object art on behalf of
large institutions. We've already seen the MCA, Artspace, and other large institutions in
Australia accept performance as a legitimate medium for Exhibition, and dip their toes into
sound based work. The art establishment, particularly the commercial gallery scene, is still
largely built on commodity exchange - the notion that a work must in some sense be a
saleable object. This is slowly changing, and I think as that change further develops it will
become more and more reasonable to talk about sound in an 'art' context.

Wozniak O'Connor Interview
What do you understand sound art to be? A set of practices connected to working with the
audible environment and experience.
Do you think “sound art” is a useful term? Sometimes, i think it gets affiliated with
performance practices often. Do
How would you define sound art? I don’t Do you think “sound art” is accommodating of all
sound practice? Yes and no, I don’t use the term sound art often, it seems to be restricted in
terms of describing a set of practices devoted to a narrow field of interest. To describe myself
or others working in the field, I would identify practitioners more broadly. Installation artist,
performance artist etc.
Code word sub-category: Interdisciplinary
Barclay Interview
An interdisciplinary contemporary art practice where the primary focus and medium is sound,
usually aided by technology.
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Blamey Interview
Lastly, artists can use whatever medium they choose. If an artist can use paint without it being
called ‘paint art’ or use garbage without it being called ‘garbage art’ then an artist can use
sound without it being called ‘sound art.’ As unpopular as it might be, on the whole I don’t
think it’s unreasonable to use a few more words to describe an artist, an art work or a field of
endeavour. And even if a simple term is used, surely the artist (or artists), their practice and
their work is more important than any designation.
Do you think “sound art” defines a disciplinary set of practices?
No. The term has already been applied to such a broad range of artistic endeavours that a
distinct set of practices would be very difficult to define.

Hope Interview
Do you think “sound art” is accommodating of all sound practice? It should be.

Jaaniste Interview
The sound art / identity / Australiana questions are all definitional label-making/label-using
questions and for me this raises up issues of how certain practices are discussed, known,
identified, valued etc. in the various scenes or worlds we might engage with. I have some
thoughts and I guess even strong opinions about this - because the way we historise (labels,
canonise, research, program/curate) contemporary making practices makes certain things
harder or easier. Within cultural and educational institutions I am yet to come across a way of
talking/thinking about contemporary practice that does justice to practice. Because I think the
default move is: where does this fit? And that is a very different question to: what does this
open up? Fitting in is about representing within current categorical schemes (do I look like x
or y etc.). Whereas asking about what is opened/opening up is a question about what living is
now being explored and generated through a particular practice.... so for instance, when I am
thinking about 'what I understand sound art to be' I am actually asking myself: what is opened
up by this label/term and the way it tends to be used (there are several trends/tendencies).
Then it is a kind of interesting question. But just to answer sound art = x or y is to repeat the
representational-categorising that I find so dulling.
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Wozniak O'Connor Interview
Do you think “sound art” is a useful term? Sometimes, i think it gets affiliated with
performance practices often.
Do you think “sound art” is accommodating of all sound practice? Yes and no, I dont use the
term sound art often, it seems to be restricted in terms of describing a set of practices devoted
to a narrow field of interest. To describe myself or others working in the field, I would
identify practitioners more broadly. Installation artist, performance artist etc.

Memo 30/04/2013
-spec
Although not every interviewee uses the term ‘interdisciplinary’ often what they describe as
sound art is a non-specific and diverse artistic practice that involves working with the medium
of sound in various different capacities that are not musical. Interviewees note the
implications of non-specific broad definition of sound art means there is great freedom and
names a general field of practice. This is particularly evident in Leah Barclay’s response.
Others such as Peter Blamey, feel that interdisciplinary understandings of practice shouldn’t
mean non-specify in describing ones practice but suggests that we should call our practice
several names.

Memo Analysis 01/05/2013
Need to do an analysis of the sub categories and mix it into the master theme of ‘nonspecific’. All the nodes in this category need to be quality controlled, i.e.: read over,
confirmed and amended in both nvivo and this doc.

299

Example #2: Exported Data coded in Nvivo reformatted in MS word.
Theme/node: Sound Art - terminology
Code word: Useful
Barclay Interview
Yes, I find it a very useful term that covers a broad spectrum of practices that involve
creatively working with sound.

Blamey Interview
It has its uses. No term ever can ever completely describe or account for its alleged subject,
perhaps even less so in the arts. ‘Sound art’ (and its synonyms ‘audio art’, ‘auditory art’, etc.)
is a term maybe best applied from without than within – the idea of an artist or collective
describing their own work as ‘sound art’ strikes me as a bit of a deficit of imagination on their
part! It does seem to have some currency in funding circles, perhaps slightly less so with
curators (more to do with a reluctance to deal with the prospect of exhibiting sound- based
work). But used casually it is not so bad, although I wouldn’t use it to describe my own work.
Identifying what might or might not be suggested by the term ‘sound art’ is rather difficult,
and this maybe the fault of the words themselves. It would seem to be modelled on ‘visual
art,’ yet is not its equivalent (that would be ‘audial’), replacing a sense with a more
ambiguous word that describes (and occasionally confuses) both sensation and a physical
phenomenon. And while these two meanings of the word ‘sound’ seem to allow ‘sound art’ to
refer to a wide range of achievements, at the same time it hampers a strict definition. Again,
taken casually this ambiguity can create a productive space for people to locate their practice
without having to submit to a heavily demarcated or contested field, such as music.
Also, as a term, ‘sound art’ is not particularly evocative. Even the terminally daggy ‘sound
sculpture’ at least allows a little metaphorical assistance; the blankness of ‘sound art’ seems a
little didactic in comparison (“Do you hear that? That’s art”), or like a generalisation.
Personally I think that, as a term, ‘sound art’ has done its dash. Where once it was a useful
term that may have helped encourage those within the arts who were previously unfamiliar
with the broad range of artistic uses of sound (either due to their preference or their education)
to consider sound a valid medium in and of itself, that time has now past. The weight of
scholarship into sound and auditory culture, both within and beyond the arts, plus the general
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rise in attention paid to sound in the arts since 2000, has made the acknowledgement of sound
in the arts more commonplace. That, plus arguments that no art form is ever entirely the
domain of one sense (see for example WJT Mitchell, "There are no Visual Media" in
MediaArtHistories, ed. Oliver Grau [Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 2007], and Douglas Kahn,
"Digits on the historical pulse: Being a way to think about how so much is happening and has
happened in sound in the arts"), has made the wider arts world more cognisant of its ears.
With that in mind, the former political imperative behind the term ‘sound art,’ which
previously indicated a separation from the concerns of music, now needs to shift gear. Instead
of reinforcing a needless separation between aesthetic uses of sound in art from a field
otherwise regarded as being solely ‘visual’, the aim should be to contend that this approach
should be included in the broader spectrum of 'art' in general. It might be a tougher argument,
but one worth having.

Lastly, artists can use whatever medium they choose. If an artist can use paint without it being
called ‘paint art’ or use garbage without it being called ‘garbage art’ then an artist can use
sound without it being called ‘sound art.’ As unpopular as it might be, on the whole I don’t
think it’s unreasonable to use a few more words to describe an artist, an art work or a field of
endeavour. And even if a simple term is used, surely the artist (or artists), their practice and
their work is more important than any designation. (Having said that I’m not now going to
argue the toss over ‘sound art’ all the way through these questions! I’ll be taking it as given.)

Hope Interview
Do you think “sound art” is a useful term? Yes, but it does seem to align it with visual art
rather than music

Black Interview
The infiltration of sound art today has spread to such an extent that it seems that almost any
type of music that can be considered remotely experimental can be labelled as sound art and
that to me is very problematic. Nevertheless the term sound art appears to be a tempting term
within most communities and is useful in conveying a vague sense of an art-form that
explores sound as its medium to the general public who it seems are more than happy to apply
their own interpretations to the term.
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Jaaniste Interview
The sound art / identity / Australiana questions are all definitional label-making/label-using
questions and for me this raises up issues of how certain practices are discussed, known,
identified, valued etc. in the various scenes or worlds we might engage with. I have some
thoughts and I guess even strong opinions about this - because the way we historicise (labels,
canonise, research, program/curate) contemporary making practices makes certain things
harder or easier. Within cultural and educational institutions I am yet to come across a way of
talking/thinking about contemporary practice that does justice to practice. Because I think the
default move is: where does this fit? And that is a very different question to: what does this
open up? Fitting in is about representing within current categorical schemes (do I look like x
or y etc). Whereas asking about what is opened/opening up is a question about what living is
now being explored and generated through a particular practice.... so for instance, when I am
thinking about 'what I understand sound art to be' I am actually asking myself: what is opened
up by this label/term and the way it tends to be used (there are several trends/tendencies).
Then it is a kind of interesting question. But just to answer sound art = x or y is to repeat the
representational-categorising that I find so dulling.

Here's another way I understand 'sound art' too... In a foot note buried in the middle of his
'Kant after Duchamp' De Duve makes the point that 'minimalism' and 'conceptualism' where
the last 'isms' and first 'arts' of contemporary art discourse. In that they also go by the name
minimal art and conceptual art. And then we had pop art. And later video art, text art,
installation art, sound art, body art, etc. Before the mid-century, we could name art
movements in terms of isms. Impressionism, fauvism, expressionism, etc., because it was
never at question as to whether they were art or not. We knew what art was, and this was
about a shift of styles. But the era of naming things as 'X Art' was all about the 'problem' of
not knowing whether something is art or not. Because the usually frames of reference and
formats of delivery were all being mixed up: off the canvas and plinth and proscenium arch
and into the real space of the gallery, museum, street etc. So sound art is like this: it doesn't
have the traditional formats of delivery of music. Question is: why so important to name
things as art? Well the art institutions needed to know this, and the practitioners won't to
convince them of it. But post-internet and now in an era when there are so many cultural
contexts and formats not just the smaller range of cultural institutions and popular contexts,
maybe it doesn't really matter at all.
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Yes giving words to something is important and not bad at all, if down from practice, so I'm
not arguing for a non-labelling mode, that's for sure.

For me as a practitioner, the 'field of practice' I can find out about and speak about and for,
just comes out of my practice-concerns. Which means there is no uber field, just my field,
your field and other practitioner's fields that all interact. Brian Eno said something along these
lines: we no longer have any history, just your story, my story etc. So this gives me heaps of
freedom to follow my nose and group together anyone and any practice that seems fit to
explore and one's I just follow my nose with and later work out why I'm interested in it.

Denley Interview
What do you understand sound art to be? Wittgenstein says that words are like buckets, they
fill up with experience and eventually overflow – then you need a new word. 'Music' was a
pretty full bucket. 'Sound art' worked for a while as a new fresh bucket with plenty of room.
Initially I thought it referred to sound work made by visual artists – but then people started
using the term as a substitute for that overused term, music. If we need to make distinctions
between music and sound art – then it is useful. There are reasons why we would need to
make that distinction. 1. The term 'New Music' was already used, referring to music from the
late 1950's – 1975, you can't then have Newer new music.
Do you think “sound art” is accommodating of all sound practice? That wouldn't really make
sense, then music could come under the larger title of sound art – defeating the purpose of
using the term. I'm reminded of the term 'Jazz', coined by journalists to describe a new
phenomenon in music. Initially many of the musicians involved disliked the term because
Jazz was slang for 'to fuck' – so Fuck music, or music for fucking. But given time the term
takes on its own life. I don't think it's up to individual artists to define these things. Last week
I played a gig in Katoomba called 'SoundBites'. I got their early and asked the Paragon Cafe
staff where to go, they said, “are you part of sound bites?” I said, “Yes, I was going to play
music”, they said “Sound Bites isn't music”.
Do you think “sound artist” is a useful title? I thought it was at one stage. Now I feel that it's
important to educate people so that what they judge to be music can be a much broader area.
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Smith Interview
Like most terms related to category or genre, 'sound art' is useful in that it describes
something - though what the term describes or defines is very hazy. It might be useful when
recommending someone go to an exhibition.

Wozniak O'Connor Interview
Do you think “sound art” is a useful term? Sometimes, i think it gets affiliated with
performance practices often.

Memo 24/04/13:
I think maybe the code word would be more accurate if it was ‘Ambivalently useful’. Some
frame their responses more positively then others, however, they unanimously come to the
same conclusion. That is, the term ‘sound art’ is useful is describing a vague area of practice.
Interviewees have different reasons for having hesitation towards the label. For some, they
feel that sound art was a useful term that did define a practice but now it is a concept of the
past (JD, CB, LJ, PB, TS). As such they tend to define sound art as a historical happening or
movement. For others they identify that it is confused with other practices such as
performance for VW or a way to label something that is non-musical (TS and CB). In this
way although it is useful to recommend an exhibition to someone (TS) or give an idea of
where a practice is situated, its non-specificity makes it a term that is inaccurate in describing
a practice.
In regards to their own practices some interviewees like to use it to give a vague idea of where
their work sits whilst others don’t mind if someone locates their work as sound art, they
would never call their work sound art. The later interviewees tend to push for this idea that as
an artist you engage with various mediums/techniques/styles and so you there should be
multiple names for what they do. The former interviewees take a more pragmatic approach
and use whatever title works in each situation. For example LB: Depending on context her
title changes.
Useful extracts from interviews to work into analysis as evidence and to make it less general.


Yes giving words to something is important and not bad at all, if down from practice,
so I'm not arguing for a non-labelling mode, that's for sure LJ



What do you understand sound art to be? Wittgenstein says that words are like
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buckets, they fill up with experience and eventually overflow – then you need a new
word. 'Music' was a pretty full bucket. 'Sound art' worked for a while as a new fresh
bucket with plenty of room. Initially I thought it referred to sound work made by
visual artists – but then people started using the term as a substitute for that overused
term, music. If we need to make distinctions between music and sound art – then it is
useful. There are reasons why we would need to make that distinction. 1. The term
'New Music' was already used, referring to music from the late 1950's – 1975, you
can't then have Newer new music. JD


The infiltration of sound art today has spread to such an extent that it seems that
almost any type of music that can be considered remotely experimental can be labelled
as sound art and that to me is very problematic. Nevertheless the term sound art
appears to be a tempting term within most communities and is useful in conveying a
vague sense of an art-form that explores sound as its medium to the general public
who it seems are more than happy to apply their own interpretations to the term. CB



Yes, I find it a very useful term that covers a broad spectrum of practices that involve
creatively working with sound. LB



Personally I think that, as a term, ‘sound art’ has done its dash. Where once it was a
useful term that may have helped encourage those within the arts who were previously
unfamiliar with the broad range of artistic uses of sound (either due to their preference
or their education) to consider sound a valid medium in and of itself, that time has
now past… With that in mind, the former political imperative behind the term ‘sound
art,’ which previously indicated a separation from the concerns of music, now needs to
shift gear. Instead of reinforcing a needless separation between aesthetic uses of sound
in art from a field otherwise regarded as being solely ‘visual’, the aim should be to
contend that this approach should be included in the broader spectrum of 'art' in
general. It might be a tougher argument, but one worth having. PB



Lastly, artists can use whatever medium they choose. If an artist can use paint without
it being called ‘paint art’ or use garbage without it being called ‘garbage art’ then an
artist can use sound without it being called ‘sound art.’ As unpopular as it might be,
on the whole I don’t think it’s unreasonable to use a few more words to describe an
artist, an art work or a field of endeavour. And even if a simple term is used, surely the
artist (or artists), their practice and their work is more important than any designation.
PB
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Example #3: Exported Data coded in Nvivo reformatted in MS word.
Theme/node: Sound Art

terminology

Code word: Restricted and negative
Barclay Interview
Do you think “sound art” is accommodating of all sound practice? No – I find it’s used in a
diversity of contexts often for specific (and sometimes contradictory) purposes. I prefer the
spectrum of the term sound art (I find it more accessible then ‘music’ for example) and I’m
regularly in situations where it is used in a negative context. For example, it an academic
context ‘composers’ generally have more respect than ‘sound artists’, I believe this is now
partly due to the accessibility of technology. In review committees for festivals etc, I have
experienced situations where compositions are occasionally defined as ‘just sound art’ rather
then ‘multi-channel electroacoustic music, or an ‘acousmatic compositions’. I feel this is
highly problematic and as many academics continually state, the terminology associated with
sound practices (particularly electroacoustic music and acousmatic music) it still quite
underdeveloped and occasionally contradictory.

Blamey Interview
It has its uses. No term ever can ever completely describe or account for its alleged subject,
perhaps even less so in the arts. ‘Sound art’ (and its synonyms ‘audio art’, ‘auditory art’, etc.)
is a term maybe best applied from without than within – the idea of an artist or collective
describing their own work as ‘sound art’ strikes me as a bit of a deficit of imagination on their
part! It does seem to have some currency in funding circles, perhaps slightly less so with
curators (more to do with a reluctance to deal with the prospect of exhibiting sound- based
work). But used casually it is not so bad, although I wouldn’t use it to describe my own work.
Identifying what might or might not be suggested by the term ‘sound art’ is rather difficult,
and this maybe the fault of the words themselves. It would seem to be modelled on ‘visual
art,’ yet is not its equivalent (that would be ‘audial’), replacing a sense with a more
ambiguous word that describes (and occasionally confuses) both sensation and a physical
phenomenon. And while these two meanings of the word ‘sound’ seem to allow ‘sound art’ to
refer to a wide range of achievements, at the same time it hampers a strict definition. Again,
taken casually this ambiguity can create a productive space for people to locate their practice
without having to submit to a heavily demarcated or contested field, such as music. Also, as a
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term, ‘sound art’ is not particularly evocative. Even the terminally daggy ‘sound sculpture’ at
least allows a little metaphorical assistance; the blankness of ‘sound art’ seems a little didactic
in comparison (“Do you hear that? that’s art”), or like a generalisation.
Personally I think that, as a term, ‘sound art’ has done its dash. Where once it was a useful
term that may have helped encourage those within the arts who were previously unfamiliar
with the broad range of artistic uses of sound (either due to their preference or their education)
to consider sound a valid medium in and of itself, that time has now past. The weight of
scholarship into sound and auditory culture, both within and beyond the arts, plus the general
rise in attention paid to sound in the arts since 2000, has made the acknowledgement of sound
in the arts more commonplace. That, plus arguments that no art form is ever entirely the
domain of one sense (see for example WJT Mitchell, "There are no Visual Media" in
MediaArtHistories, ed. Oliver Grau [Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 2007], and Douglas Kahn,
"Digits on the historical pulse: Being a way to think about how so much is happening and has
happened in sound in the arts"), has made the wider arts world more cognisant of its ears.
With that in mind, the former political imperative behind the term ‘sound art,’ which
previously indicated a separation from the concerns of music, now needs to shift gear. Instead
of reinforcing a needless separation between aesthetic uses of sound in art from a field
otherwise regarded as being solely ‘visual’, the aim should be to contend that this approach
should be included in the broader spectrum of 'art' in general. It might be a tougher argument,
but one worth having. Lastly, artists can use whatever medium they choose. If an artist can
use paint without it being called ‘paint art’ or use garbage without it being called ‘garbage art’
then an artist can use sound without it being called ‘sound art.’ As unpopular as it might be,
on the whole I don’t think it’s unreasonable to use a few more words to describe an artist, an
art work or a field of endeavour.

And even if a simple term is used, surely the artist (or artists), their practice and their work is
more important than any designation. (Having said that I’m not now going to argue the toss
over ‘sound art’ all the way through these questions! I’ll be taking it as given.)
Do you think “sound art” is accommodating of all sound practice? No, as doing that would
either subsume music under the umbrella of sound art (or even make them synonymous), or
effectively place music outside the arts all together. I’m more interested in sound as a medium
being included in the arts in general rather than defending a category distinction or discipline.
Black Interview
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I am not sure how useful “sound artist” is as a title; it all depends on a lot of factors

Jaaniste Interview
Here's another way I understand 'sound art' too... In a foot note buried in the middle of his
'Kant After Duchamp' De Duve makes the point that 'minimalism' and 'conceptualism' where
the last 'isms' and first 'arts' of contemporary art discourse. In that they also go by the name
minimal art and conceptual art. And then we had pop art. And later video art, text art,
installation art, sound art, body art, etc. Before the mid-century, we could name art
movements in terms of isms. Impressionism, fauvism, expressionism, etc, because it was
never at question as to whether they were art or not. We knew what art was, and this was
about a shift of styles. But the era of naming things as 'X Art' was all about the 'problem' of
not knowing whether something is art or not. Because the usually frames of reference and
formats of delivery were all being mixed up: off the canvas and plinth and proscenium arc and
into the real space of the gallery, museum, street etc. So sound art is like this: it doesn't have
the traditional formats of delivery of music. Question is: why so important to name things as
art? Well the art institutions needed to know this, and the practitioners won't to convince them
of it. But post-internet and now in an era when there are so many cultural contexts and
formats not just the smaller range of cultural institutions and popular contexts, maybe it
doesn't really matter at all. If sonic culture could function as a place for discussion of any
relationships to sound in any culture, then that would be great. Like how Visual Culture was
supposed to do. But these things usually set up by academics, who already are usually, at the
very least, a step removed from practicing and so it starts off my asking what theoretical lens
one could apply to what sorts of cultural forms and practices. Again, it is just more top-down
stuff, even if less narrowly focused than other traditions like musicology and art theory.

Denley Interview
Do you think “sound artist” is a useful title? I thought it was at one stage. Now I feel that it's
important to educate people so that what they judge to be music can be a much broader area.

Smith Interview
Like most terms related to category or genre, 'sound art' is useful in that it describes
something - though what the term describes or defines is very hazy. It might be useful when
recommending someone go to an exhibition.
No sound art does not accommodate all sound practices.In my mind, there is some tension
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between what may be considered the master discourse, in terms of sound. I'm marginally
more comfortable with music, and so I'm happy for music to largely frame my thinking about
sound more broadly - for other people, the inverse is no doubt true. I don't think it matters
greatly, art and music both exist concurrently, and both have relationships with sound. I feel
we're slowly moving towards a vision of 'the arts' which will be more inclusive, with less and
less discrimination against non-object art on behalf of large institutions. We've already seen
the MCA, Artspace, and other large institutions in Australia accept performance as a
legitimate medium for exhibition, and dip their toes into sound based work. The art
establishment, particularly the commercial gallery scene, is still largely built on commodity
exchange - the notion that a work must in some sense be a saleable object. This is slowly
changing, and I think as that change further develops it will become more and more
reasonable to talk about sound in an 'art' context.

No I don't think of myself as a sound artist - I usually refer to myself as a musician or
academic when pressed. 'Sound Art' as a label is very marginal to me in any discussion of my
identity. For me, the social implications of the strange ontological category 'sound artist' - are
not particularly alluring or helpful. In fact, I've never heard anyone actively identify as a
sound artist in conversation, most people who work with sound in an art context just like to be
called artists.

Wozniak O'Connor Interview
Do you think “sound art” is accommodating of all sound practice? Yes and no, I don’t use the
term sound art often, it seems to be restricted in terms of describing a set of practices devoted
to a narrow field of interest. To describe myself or others working in the field, I would
identify practitioners more broadly. Installation artist, performance artist etc.
Do you think “sound artist” is a useful title? Not for me. I like the term audio. The
connotation with digital sound is more relevant to me. I also really like “handmade electronic
music” by Nic Collins. Lately my work sounds kind of like music, very loosely. I would
maybe say sound and installation artist.I feel isolated from the wider “sound art” scene.
Probably by virtue of the installation aspect of what I do, also I have no musical ability or
training.
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Example #4: Exported Data coded in Nvivo reformatted in MS word.
Theme/node: Sound Art - terminology
Code word: Music vs. Art
Barclay Interview
Do you think “sound art” is accommodating of all sound practice?
No – I find it’s used in a diversity of contexts often for specific (and sometimes contradictory)
purposes. I prefer the spectrum of the term sound art (I find it more accessible then ‘music’
for example) and I’m regularly in situations where it is used in a negative context. For
example, it an academic context ‘composers’ generally have more respect than ‘sound artists’,
I believe this is now partly due to the accessibility of technology. In review committees for
festivals etc, I have experienced situations where compositions are occasionally defined as
‘just sound art’ rather than ‘multi-channel electroacoustic music, or an ‘acousmatic
compositions’. I feel this is highly problematic and as many academics continually state, the
terminology associated with sound practices (particularly electroacoustic music and
acousmatic music) it still quite underdeveloped and occasionally contradictory.

Blamey Interview
With that in mind, the former political imperative behind the term ‘sound art,’ which
previously indicated a separation from the concerns of music, now needs to shift gear. Instead
of reinforcing a needless separation between aesthetic uses of sound in art from a field
otherwise regarded as being solely ‘visual’, the aim should be to contend that this approach
should be included in the broader spectrum of 'art' in general. It might be a tougher argument,
but one worth having.

Sound art for me has its greatest currency when considered from a historical perspective.
From the 1970s onwards it became increasingly apparent that all instances of sound in the arts
weren’t necessarily covered by the purview of music. This was in part due to tendencies
within musical discourse and practice that sought to isolate or abstract sounds from what they
signified (what Douglas Kahn has called ‘musicalisation’). That this process was found to be
at work even within experimental music – largely seen as the bastion of incorporation of socalled ‘non-musical’ sound – left the door open for other investigations into sound in art that
approached the subject of signification and sound in a different fashion, along with a panoply
of other non-musical uses of sound.
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I guess what I am trying to say is that for me the term ‘sound art’ became useful at the time
when artists using sound felt a need to identify themselves and their work as something
outside of the traditions, practices and aesthetic considerations of music (this is similar to the
way in which the term ‘filmmaker’ was used more as a political distinction between someone
whose concerns around cinema differed from those of mainstream ‘directors’). However,
there is obviously very blurry edges between what might be regarded as distinctly ‘music’ or
‘sound art’ practices, aesthetics and artistic output.
Do you think “sound art” is accommodating of all sound practice? No, as doing that would
either subsume music under the umbrella of sound art (or even make them synonymous), or
effectively place music outside the arts all together. I’m more interested in sound as a medium
being included in the arts in general rather than defending a category distinction or discipline.

Hope Interview
Do you think “sound art” is a useful term? Yes, but it does seem to align it with visual art
rather than music
Do you think “sound art” defines a disciplinary set of practices? Yes, more in visual arts.
How would you define sound art? Music with a physical aspect. I’m not sure why acoustmatic
(speaker) pieces are called sound art.

Black Interview
What I understand sound art to be is comparable with what I understand the term visual art to
be. That is, it is a sense specific and/or focused art-form with an enormous scope and as such
the term sound art is somewhat ambiguous. Problematic to my understanding also is that the
term sound art - and other international translations e.g. Klangkunst and les art sonores - all
have their own various idiosyncratic international inflections, intentions and interpretations.
Moreover, in this day and age (especially post David Toop’s contributions to sound art
discourse), in predominately English speaking western cultures sound art seems to also
encompass what was once only labelled experimental music performance and even DJ sets.
The infiltration of sound art today has spread to such an extent that it seems that almost any
type of music that can be considered remotely experimental can be labelled as sound art and
that to me is very problematic. Nevertheless the term sound art appears to be a tempting term
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within most communities and is useful in conveying a vague sense of an art-form that
explores sound as its medium to the general public who it seems are more than happy to apply
their own interpretations to the term.

I feel isolated most of the time. I think that is just part of trying to do something a bit different
as an artist and/or my preference of calling myself a radio artist instead of the more trendy
labels of sound artist or even experimental musician/composer. In a sense, my work
(especially my radio art work) does not seem to fit into the perceived sound art pigeon-hole
that art schools try to hold onto and promote. In one art class – that I audited - on sound art I
was told by the lecturer that because I had studied music formally at university I could not
really be considered a true sound artist at all! The claim made was that only art students could
become sound artists. This didn’t really make sense to me as Max Neuhaus had received both
his bachelors and master’s degrees in music from the Manhattan School of Music.
Nevertheless this anecdotally supports my claim that art schools, to some extent, try to sustain
their own existence by implementing a kind of elitist viewpoint and exclusionism rather than
an inclusive approach to the exploration and development of sound as a medium for art.

Jaaniste Interview
This all gets tied up in what music departments and sound design departments at university
are wishing to focus on - Julian Knowles wrote then when at UTS I think, and UWS is
implicated here to, and RMIT and Cat Hope's music/sound program at Edith Cowan. All
places where the 'open studio' (post-medium) model of visual arts training (which from my
research I belief goes back to Black Mountain and that's where John Cage was for a while) is
paramount, rather than a composition-based conservatorium model at Qld, Syd, Melb
conservatoriums, Adelaide too. The other discourse that plays out in higher ed, is sound art
versus (or as distinct from merely) visual arts. It's not so anti (The Knowles essay is anticonservatorium!) but rather trying to mark out a space that wants to connect with the
contemporary art gallery and museum world whilst still being about sound - so it's gallery,
museum and public art based but not just visual, not static, more temporal and event-based. I
think the issue here is that 'sound art' opens up some space for different sound-based practices
to attempt to get attention from visual art curators, programmers, writers and so on. At
universities, usually the sound-based people find themselves in whatever counts as the 'misc'
bin of visual art disciplines, which is sometimes 'sculpture', sometimes 'new media',
sometimes 'time-based media' but from what I understand never sound per se.
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I'd really like to see a book that handles all different approaches to sound that people pursues
these days, without going into boxing things up versus mediums, materials, regions, traditions
and so on. That would be really interesting but I don't see it happening yet. Gail Priest's
Experimental Music is great to have, but it was pretty narrowly focused in who it surveyed
but also how it understand what could be surveyed (her 'experimental music' label very much
in the same vein of discourse against music). Saying 'sound art' is NOT x or y (not music, not
visual art, not contemporary performance etc) doesn't seem that interesting but saying it is
'everything' seems to neuter it as well. I'd prefer some other way entirely, something that
grows out from practices not from fitting into already curated categories. So sound art is like
this: it doesn't have the traditional formats of delivery of music.

I suggested this kind of thing to some of the art theorists at the uni I was going to during my
phd, and it was strange to me how much this way of thinking didn't occur to them - they had
the canon and history to worry about, and to worry how things fitting in with that. Thus,
thinking about flash mobs with regards relational aesthetics was just out of their radar. Of
course, art theorists will likely took about flash mobs, but to me it is usually as a kind of
marginal attachment to whatever canon they are building (around 'art'). There is no joy and
pleasure in flash mobs just for their own sake, whatever they are.

If sonic culture could function as a place for discussion of any relationships to sound in any
culture, then that would be great. Like how Visual Culture was supposed to do. But these
things usually set up by academics, who already are usually, at the very least, a step removed
from practicing and so it starts off my asking what theoretical lens one could apply to what
sorts of cultural forms and practices. Again, it is just more top-down stuff, even if less
narrowly focused than other traditions like musicology and art theory.

Denley Interview
Wittgenstein says that words are like buckets, they fill up with experience and eventually
overflow – then you need a new word. 'Music' was a pretty full bucket. 'Sound art' worked for
a while as a new fresh bucket with plenty of room. Initially I thought it referred to sound work
made by visual artists – but then people started using the term as a substitute for that overused
term, music. If we need to make distinctions between music and sound art – then it is useful.
There are reasons why we would need to make that distinction. 1. The term 'New Music' was
already used, referring to music from the late 1950's – 1975, you can't then have Newer new
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music. 2. Screen culture ate music up. Can you take Nyman's music seriously after the Piano?
Glass after Baraka? But I don't think sound art defines a set of practices. How would you
define sound art? Art work that uses sound and that is trying to make a distinction between
itself and music. Or - music that doesn't seem clichéd in films.

Gough Interview
This is the hardest question to answer here! Like most terms, it comes with it's own baggage
and responses. I'm not sure it's an entirely useful term - not for me anyway. Sadly sound as art
has been a poor cousin to the other disciplines - it seems for most the visual feast of art fails to
translate to the dedication of listening for sound art.

So - for me sound art would be loosely termed as sound to be listened to in the context of
installation - performance - sound in specific space/place - it certainly also be composed
works meant to be listened on headphones etc.
I would say it would normally be highly conceptual - dare I say have an academic beginning
or purpose.

For these reasons I don't consider my work as "sound art" per se - but once I have released my
work into the airwaves it's up for grabs as to how it's labelled by others. My work comes from
an emotive place - a playful place - through discovery for discoveries sake - which sounds
perhaps vacuous that I don't have another purpose other than that. Any meaning or
interpretation for me in my work comes afterwards through reflection.

Smith Interview
For me, sound art tends to conjure images of dorky serious people in black t-shirts playing
with sine waves or something along those lines. Sound art is to me, a label that allows certain
practitioners to position themselves within the apparatus of what is traditionally the 'visual
arts'. Accordingly, it is possible that an artwork may incorporate musical elements, or
voiceover, or sound created by moving parts, or any other miscellaneous sound - but would
not be construed by anyone as 'sound art'.
I think some people like the term sound art because it enables them to make music which no
one would understand as having traditional musical qualities. I think it is wrong to throw
'sound art' at anything that is sound but not explicitly musical. 'Noise' is an interesting case
study - it is not 'musical' in that it does not necessarily employ rhythm or standard pitch
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relationships, but it functions as music on a social level. People are payed to perform it,
people turn up to a venue and enjoy it etc. Accordingly I think 'sound art' is used too often to
describe work which though not musical in form, is musical in terms of its context and social
function. Art functions very differently to music in a social sense, and I think emphasis should
be placed on this aspect of a work over and above it's formal qualities.
In my mind, there is some tension between what may be considered the master discourse, in
terms of sound. I'm marginally more comfortable with music, and so I'm happy for music to
largely frame my thinking about sound more broadly - for other people, the inverse is no
doubt true. I don't think it matters greatly, art and music both exist concurrently, and both
have relationships with sound. I feel we're slowly moving towards a vision of 'the arts' which
will be more inclusive, with less and less discrimination against non-object art on behalf of
large institutions. We've already seen the MCA, Artspace, and other large institutions in
Australia accept performance as a legitimate medium for exhibition, and dip their toes into
sound based work. The art establishment, particularly the commercial gallery scene, is still
largely built on commodity exchange - the notion that a work must in some sense be a
saleable object. This is slowly changing, and I think as that change further develops it will
become more and more reasonable to talk about sound in an 'art' context.
Context is perhaps the most important part of performing music, or sound, to an audience. But
that doesn't mean I think context should be controlled in every instance - I enjoy the
experience of playing to people in different contexts and leaving certain aspects of the
performance in the hands of others. Accordingly, the gallery, which is an attempt at a sort of
anti-context, perfectly illustrates the differences between art and music. Though I believe any
practice will be enriched by an understanding of different art forms and their supporting social
structures, and that people's practices can most definitely straddle both art and music.

Memo Analysis 30/04/2013
Tom Smith, Colin Black, Leah Barclay, Peter Blamey, Luke Janniste and Jim Denley all
identify that there is a tension between music and art made manifest in the use of the word
sound art. This was made evident through the interviewees’ responses to what they thought
sound art was and if they thought sound art was accommodating of all practices. There are
similarities between responses but there are also interesting differences.
Both Peter Blamey and Jim Denley note that the term sound art grew out of the need to name
a practice that involved the sound, being produced from 1970s onwards, that differentiated it
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from music. Whilst they use this point to locate sound art as a historical concept it is also
worth noting that in identifying differentiation between music and art as foundational to the
birth of the term sound art, they have identified that this disciplinary tension is inherent to it.
Interestingly both Tom Smith and Colin Black, note that in contemporary times they believe
sound art has come to refer to anything that is not strictly musical. They both believe that this
is bad thing.

In recent times Luke Janniste believes that this art vs. music tension is perpetuated by
university institutions and their modes of education as he says “The other discourse that plays
out in higher ed, is sound art versus (or as distinct from merely) visual arts…At universities,
usually the sound-based people find themselves in whatever counts as the 'misc' bin of visual
art disciplines, which is sometimes 'sculpture', sometimes 'new media', sometimes 'time-based
media' but from what I understand never sound per se.” As such, the tension between art and
music has become so entrenched that the experience of people who make work with a strong
sound focus find themselves ambivalent towards to title sound art, a miscellaneous space of
practice that practitioners do not relate to because it does not define a field of practice.

Leah Barclay and Colin Black make note of the fact that although they see sound art as an
easy, open and non-specific way of naming what one does the title is not always well received
or accepted depending on the context in which you are working or the disciplinary
background from which you come from. Both Leah Barclay and Colin Black have been
musically trained. Colin Black, a radio artist, was told by a lecturer that he could never be a
sound artist because “I had studied music formally at university I could not really be
considered a true sound artist at all! The claim made was that only art students could become
sound artists.”
Leah Barclay acknowledges that when her work is performed or exhibited events associated
with School of Music the term ‘sound art’ or ‘sound artist’ is viewed negatively. In these
contexts, she finds it more advantageous to refer to herself as a composer. She also notes that
when she exhibits electroacoustic multichannel works in these contexts they are specifically
referred to as ‘just sound art’. Both Leah and Colin’s experiences show an ingrained, almost
ideological, chasm between music and the visual arts revolving around the term of sound art.
Tom Smith states “In my mind, there is some tension between what may be considered the
master discourse, in terms of sound. I'm marginally more comfortable with music, and so I'm
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happy for music to largely frame my thinking about sound more broadly - for other people,
the inverse is no doubt true.” In the case of Tom this disciplinary divide has led to him and
other practitioners feeling the need to align themselves more or less with the title musician or
artist. However, Peter Blamey argues an artists practice is never one thing. It is naïve to
assume that an artist is just a painter or just a sculpture. An artist works across styles,
techniques and mediums and so one should be able to have multiple names for their work. As
such Peter Blamey proposes that in order to move away from this disciplinary tension, sound
as a medium needs to be “…included in the arts in general rather than defending a category
distinction or discipline.” In a similar vein Luke Janniste believes that practice should not be
dictated to by disciplinary institutions but the reverse, titles of practice should open it out not
close it off.

Memo Analysis 01/05/2013
Need to do an analysis of the sub categories and mix it into the master theme of art vs. music.
All the nodes in this category need to be quality controlled, ie: read over, confirmed and
amended in both nvivo and this doc.
Memo 21/05/2013
Added Paul G and Cat Hope’s responses.
Code Word sub-category: Genre
Black Interview
Interestingly Leigh Landy however argues that sonic art is a subset of music.
Currently it seems trendy to possibly call every kind of sound base practice sound art
excluding the more traditional genres. However the term sound art, in my mind, could be
easily replaced with other terms like acoustics art, sonic art, audio art, ars acustica, akustische
Kunst, organised sound (which could also imply locative and spatial aspects) or even nues
Hörspiel at times.

Jaaniste Interview
I would say Clinton is an example of muddling up these approaches. He, I think, wants
'experimental music' to mean something like a particular form, so rejects the 'general function'
idea as useless and also (I think both correctly and not) identifies 'experimental music' as a
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discursive ideological rhetoric of Americanism-versus-Europeanism. And yet when it comes
to saying what that particular form is, he then say there is no 'experimental music' form
anymore, so I ask him: do you think the term is just rhetorical? And he says well actually
experimental music does exist. Which seems circuitous! But maybe I'm being unfair and it
could be my own vagaries that are more the issue.Yes, the underground noise/sound gigs are
the late 20century form of chamber music and salons. I've told this to various people in the
scene and they thing I'm way off. But your reflections on your experiences of it seem to
accord with it.

Smith Interview
Like most terms related to category or genre, 'sound art' is useful in that it describes
something - though what the term describes or defines is very hazy. It might be useful when
recommending someone go to an exhibition.

Code Word sub-category: Historical
Blamey Interview
Personally I think that, as a term, ‘sound art’ has done its dash. Where once it was a useful
term that may have helped encourage those within the arts who were previously unfamiliar
with the broad range of artistic uses of sound (either due to their preference or their education)
to consider sound a valid medium in and of itself, that time has now past.

Sound art for me has its greatest currency when considered from a historical perspective.
From the 1970s onwards it became increasingly apparent that all instances of sound in the arts
weren’t necessarily covered by the purview of music. This was in part due to tendencies
within musical discourse and practice that sought to isolate or abstract sounds from what they
signified (what Douglas Kahn has called ‘musicalisation’). That this process was found to be
at work even within experimental music – largely seen as the bastion of incorporation of socalled ‘non-musical’ sound – left the door open for other investigations into sound in art that
approached the subject of signification and sound in a different fashion, along with a panoply
of other non-musical uses of sound.
I guess what I am trying to say is that for me the term ‘sound art’ became useful at the time
when artists using sound felt a need to identify themselves and their work as something
outside of the traditions, practices and aesthetic considerations of music (this is similar to the
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way in which the term ‘filmmaker’ was used more as a political distinction between someone
whose concerns around cinema differed from those of mainstream ‘directors’). However,
there is obviously very blurry edges between what might be regarded as distinctly ‘music’ or
‘sound art’ practices, aesthetics and artistic output.
Hope Interview
How would you define sound art? Music with a physical aspect. I’m not sure why acoustmatic
(speaker) pieces are called sound art.

Black Interview
I would argue that sound art does not so much define a disciplinary set of practices, but
defines a willingness to engage with sound as a creative medium, or conceptual framework
for works that may not include any apparent physical sound at all. Therefore defining sound
art is highly problematic, especially as art-forms evolve conceptually.

Jaaniste Interview
Here's another way I understand 'sound art' too... In a foot note buried in the middle of his
'Kant after Duchamp' De Duve makes the point that 'minimalism' and 'conceptualism' where
the last 'isms' and first 'arts' of contemporary art discourse. In that they also go by the name
minimal art and conceptual art. And then we had pop art. And later video art, text art,
installation art, sound art, body art, etc. Before the mid-century, we could name art
movements in terms of isms. Impressionism, fauvism, expressionism, etc., because it was
never at question as to whether they were art or not. We knew what art was, and this was
about a shift of styles. But the era of naming things as 'X Art' was all about the 'problem' of
not knowing whether something is art or not. Because the usually frames of reference and
formats of delivery were all being mixed up: off the canvas and plinth and proscenium arch
and into the real space of the gallery, museum, street etc. So sound art is like this: it doesn't
have the traditional formats of delivery of music. Question is: why so important to name
things as art? Well the art institutions needed to know this, and the practitioners won't to
convince them of it. But post-internet and now in an era when there are so many cultural
contexts and formats not just the smaller range of cultural institutions and popular contexts,
maybe it doesn't really matter at all.

But firstly I want to add to the discussion on definitions etc., that I had a rather stimulating if
mildly going-around-in-circles conversation with Clinton Green from Melbourne? Do you
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know him? He is one of the main voices for the notion of "experimental music" in Australia
with his audio histories of experimental music in Australia, and his use of the term for his
label Shame Files. Many of the issues of how/what/why regards definitions of 'sound art' are
shared by questions of definition of 'experimental music'. I've been drafting a rough essay
using what I wrote in this dialogue with Clinton (it was on facebook) and I'm happy to share it
with you if you are interested. The basic premise of mine is that we can treat cultural
categories like 'experimental music', 'site-specific art' (and 'sound art' for that matter) in one of
three ways: we can treat the notion as a general function (i.e., what are experiments in any
music anywhere?), as a particular genre/style/movement (i.e., what is the experimental music
movement in Modernist post-classical music?) or we treat it as a historical phrase/idea (i.e.,
when and who used the term 'experimental music' in what context to what effect?). What clear
here is that while there are overlaps, each of these treatments (functional, formal, discursive)
are very different treatments indeed, and produce very different histories. Also I'd say that
much cultural history and discourse gets these three treatments all muddled up. Anyways, if
you are interested in more, let me know. Since at least for me but I imagine for others to the
words and categories are best to come out of the practice; so I'm not in a position of importing
current categories that fit past practice onto my own evolving yet-to-be practice. New practice
needs new words and these emerge from the new practice in negotiation with the current
shared public language, a public language that doesn't yet account for my new practice (how
could it, it hasn't happened yet). So to the question of practice first...

It's got interesting aspects, but also as Clinton has said directly he doesn't get the distinctions
I'm making between the three approaches. Maybe in reading it you could show me where I'm
being vague/confusing. I would say Clinton is an example of muddling up these approaches.
He, I think, wants 'experimental music' to mean something like a particular form, so rejects
the 'general function' idea as useless and also (I think both correctly and not) identifies
'experimental music' as a discursive ideological rhetoric of Americanism-versusEuropeanism. And yet when it comes to saying what that particular form is, he then say there
is no 'experimental music' form anymore, so I ask him: do you think the term is just
rhetorical? And he says well actually experimental music does exist. Which seems circuitous!
But maybe I'm being unfair and it could be my own vagaries that are more the issue.

Nyman is the key 'experimental music' theorist and a lot of the Luke-Clinton conversation
hinges on that. I think there is much to be said for a relaxed, informal, 'lay' person approach.
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Amateur (as in, literally, for the love of it) rather than professional (as in, literally, to make
public profession of what one's skilled within). A lot of my approach these days is to find
ways to make this informal space possible .And totally agree it is less threatening. And within
that informality that possibility of connecting to anyone and anything exists (because we are
not then vested in a show and tell, prove you are interesting/worthy/great kind of thing).

Denley Interview
Wittgenstein says that words are like buckets, they fill up with experience and eventually
overflow – then you need a new word. 'Music' was a pretty full bucket. 'Sound art' worked for
a while as a new fresh bucket with plenty of room. Initially I thought it referred to sound work
made by visual artists – but then people started using the term as a substitute for that overused
term, music. If we need to make distinctions between music and sound art – then it is useful.
There are reasons why we would need to make that distinction. 1. The term 'New Music' was
already used, referring to music from the late 1950's – 1975, you can't then have Newer new
music.
2. Screen culture ate music up. Can you take Nyman's music seriously after the Piano? Glass
after Baraka? But I don't think sound art defines a set of practices.
How would you define sound art? Art work that uses sound and that is trying to make a
distinction between itself and music. Or - music that doesn't seem clichéd in films.
Do you think “sound artist” is a useful title? I thought it was at one stage. Now I feel that it's
important to educate people so that what they judge to be music can be a much broader area.
Wozniak O’Connor Interveiw
Do you think “sound art” defines a disciplinary set of practices? Yes, definitely rooted in
concepts of western experimental music.

I have previously. I think the nature of practice for me dictates how I work and what materials
or processes I am drawn to. I use sound, like a material: If a project needs it. There is a
perceived pressure sometimes or an expectation that my work is sound related and i like
challenging that.
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Example #5: Manual thematic data organisation in MS Word
Questions 8 and9: trends thematically coded
Defining Sound Art - Listening and space
Q. 8 and 8. a All participants differentiate between the terms listening and hearing. Hearing as more
passive, unconscious and physiological and listening as more active, conscious and psychological.
However, in practice participants expressed a difficulty in separating hearing and listening explaining
that they often happen at the same time. This is probably best illustrated by Peter Blamey as he says,
The relationship between the two hangs on notions of attention, where inattention is an equally
important factor. What one hears or mishears, or listens or doesn’t listen to, or pays attention to or
passes over seems to oscillate moment by moment, and this oscillation forms our both perceptions of
and negotiations between our external and internal environments, and between the personal and the
social: in other words, you could say that it’s in the figurative space of these oscillations that meanings
are made.

Other ideas that emerged around listening was the idea of whole body listening. This concept
was enunciated by Luke Jaaniste, Vincent Wozniak-O’Conner and Jim Denley. A listening
which they referred to as embodied, and which was not located in the ear-brain but very much
related to space and body. A listening that tells you about place and you relationship, as a
body, to it. Perhaps this is what Peter Blamey is referring to when he talks about the
oscillation between listening and hearing to create meaning.
Finally, in regards to space and listening some interesting ideas emerged about the spaces in
which one listens. Tom Smith notes how his listening practice has changed. Once his home
was a dedicated listening place and public space was not. Now home is his distracted hearing
space and public space, events, are where he actively listens. He proposes that this may have
something to do with the internet – home is where he collects ideas for his practice through
reading about events or tracks and collects samples, and so now his dedicated listening is
done at events, in public space. Jim Denley similarly notes that whilst he hears recordings as
playback of listening events it is only at actual events, in public space, that he actively listens.
None of the other participants made comments regarding where they listen or hear.
Q.8 B No one identifies with this notion of structural listening.
Jim Denley does state that he uses structural listening to the extent that he can identify
musical and non-musical sounds when he is improvising but he does not place one over the
other but uses the space, the sounds that come with it, as part of the performance. This is
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slightly different to the structural listening referred to by Subotnik and Cox which places
importance and meaning of a work on formal structures, in the score, over the experience of
them.
Luke Jaaniste notes that this is the sort of listening he was taught at the conservatorium and
whilst he can listen ‘like that’ his listening practice is interested in “my bodily processes right
here as they are interacting with all the sounds coming all around.” As such, he is proposes a
listening akin to Denley’s improvisational listening practice, in which formal musical
structures are not paramount but being in a particular place in time informs and shapes one’s
listening, one’s work.
Inferred in Colin Black’s statement response to all listening questions is the idea that his
listening practice has “…aesthetic, symbolic or cultural” implications. As such his listening
practice is not purely informed by structural listening as it would not address the complex
relationships of meaning he is interested in investigating in his practice.
Tom Smith, Peter Blamey and Vincent Wozniak O’Conner do not relate to the idea of
structural listening at all. Vincent Wozniak-O’Conner states that he finds it difficult to
identify any formal musical structures and as such does not rely on this mode of listening at
all. Peter Blamey and Tom Smith both question the relevance of such a listening and if it still
exists in contemporary music. It should be noted that it was note specified in the question that
structural listening is a paradigm that belongs to classical music. As such as Blamey states,
“Cox’s statement seems to echo the traditional stance of musicology – a discipline that struggles to
make an account of music beyond the score, and one that I personally don’t feel is very relevant.
Without going into great detail I basically think the idea that music eludes representation and
signification has been more or less debunked.”

He continues that such a listening is not of much use as just identifying the musical structures
of sound work does not tell us anything about the work other than formal structures.
Similarly, Tom Smith believes not only that “…pure formal, abstract listening is not
possible…” but that such a listening is very limiting to one’s understanding and experience of
sounds or music. As he states,
“Sounds and music are complex bundles of signifiers: it wouldn't be meaningful to describe someone's
sound or music purely in formal terms – it would also be necessary to describe which gallery or venue it
was in, who was in the crowd, how many people, how popular or prestigious is the artist, who organised
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the show, what record label is involved, which sites reviewed it etc. etc., in order to describe what a
particular, sound, piece of music, or performance actually 'means' to people.”

As such, all participants contend that structural listening, as a concept of the discipline of
music, is not applicable to all musical instances and furthermore that such an approach does
not tell one anything about the experience of a sound or musical work. And so, such an
approach is limiting and uninformative outside of the formal structure of a musical work.
Q 8.c Participant responses unanimously agree that this is how they think about their practice
and how they engage with sound events. All talk about how each particular instance, each
particular sound event, is specific to a specific space, time and bodily interaction. Both
Jaaniste and Blamey talk about the plasticity of an event. Jaaniste places much importance of
a sound event on the body, calling it not a sound event but a bodily event, a living process that
is unfolding. In a similar vein Smith notes that “All my most important listening experiences
of late have been in public places; witnessing a performance, viewing an artwork, or mixing
something live.” Denley, who refers to his work as music, does not use the term sound event,
but holds a similar view to all other practitioners that in his practice he likes “to see the music
as woven into the fabric of space/time”. It should be noted that Colin Black did not
specifically answer this question and it is unclear from his statement if he agrees or disagrees
with an ecological mode of listening. However, it could be inferred from the role he sees for
himself as an artist that this is the case as he states, “sound is a material that I use to create
work and as an aware artist the use of this material has many implications. These implications
can be aesthetic, symbolic or cultural to name but a few.”
Q8.D Most responses are ambivalent to Kim-Cohen’s proposal. Whilst they all note that there
are issues with sonic art literature, they do not feel that too much focus on sonic phenomena is
solely to blame.
9. and 9. a Listening changes depending on practice context for all participants. Smith,
Denley and Blamey note the difference between production/recording listening and
performance listening. Blamey calls post production listening critical listening and
performance as more an engagement with the moment, the relationships between sounds,
bodies and space. Similarly, Smith notes that his post production listening is much sharper
whilst performance listening is more about the flow of it. Denley also notes that
recording/production recording tends to be a more critical listening.
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Colin Black indirectly notes in his general statement that listening plays a role in his practice
but does not specifically reply to this question. Vincent Wozniak O’Conner states that whilst
he wishes he had better listening, his sensitivity to sound has diminished with self-inflicted
hearing damage. As such he states, “I can get indifferent to sound in general.”
9. B and c. All participants identify listening as a part of their creative process.
Only Luke Jaaniste has a name for the type of listening he practices. He calls it whole body
listening. A process which is interested in the unfolding of living process. It is a very
connected, continuous idea of listening. Everyone else just calls their listening practice,
listening, but they specify how they listen or the role it plays in their work. Denley and Smith
see listening as central to their practice. Wozniak-O’Conner specifies that his listening is very
much an electronic listening as opposed to an acoustic listening. Whilst he likes the idea of
acoustic listening, in his practice, he attends mainly to the electronic space.
Peter Blamey, whilst acknowledging that it is an important part of his process in installation
and performance work, serving to ‘even out’ the performer/audience division where the work
is more about listening together than a performance by him, it does not necessarily feature as
central to his work. However, Blamey qualifies that as the making of sounds is import to his
work, listening does play a constant role in his practice but is not central to it.
9.d Peter Blamey did not respond to this question and Colin Black did not specify a type of
listening in his statement response to these questions.
Jim Denley believes that different musics/works demand different types of listening. As such
his listening changing according to context and from this he learns different aspects of
listening. For example; he notes that in listening to Japanese noise music he came to realise
how much he listens through his bones.
Tom Smith, whose practice is primarily concerned with electronic music production, uses very
technical and descriptive music production terminology.
Vincent Wozniak-O’Conner relates to the idea of a listening that is not so focused on the acoustic but
on the electromagnetic spectrum. As he states, listening for him “reveals a connection to site and
sound via listening- but according to the electromagnetic spectrum rather than the audible.”
Luke Jaaniste’s listening, a whole body listening, is informed by identifying the unfolding of
relationships between sounds, people, space and objects over time.
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9. e) Colin Black did not respond specifically to this question, nor did Vincent Wozniak
O’Conner.
Only one participant named a specific practitioner with whom his listening was comparable.
Tom Smith relates to Edgard Varese's idea of organised sound because “…He wasn't so much
seeking to incorporate previously unmusical sounds into music …but in sublimating all
sounds in to a field where they could be captured, contextualised, changed and tinkered with
to form organised sound.” As such he believes that Varese’s organised sound is less dogmatic,
and so an approach that he incorporates into his practice.
The other three participants did not specifically identify with one mode of listening from a
particular practitioner. Peter Blamey says that while he cannot identify a particular artist
whose approach or understanding of listening is similar to his this does not mean that there is
not any. As he states, “…I don’t doubt that it’s largely informed by the work of other artists”
Jim Denely, similar to his previous response, acknowledges all these different types of
listening proposed by different artists but does not relate to one in particular. As he sees each
instance of music or sound art a different context of listening and so one listens appropriately
to the context. His listening changes and he uses different modes of listening in different
contexts. In a similar way, Luke Jaaniste identities with all the listening practices proposed in
the question but states that he incorporates elements of all their listening styles depending on
context and need.
Performance and liveness
9. B and C. All participants identify listening as a part of their creative process.
Only Luke Jaaniste has a name for the type of listening he practices. He calls it whole body
listening. A process which is interested in the unfolding of living process. It is a very
connected, continuous idea of listening. Everyone else just calls their listening practice,
listening, but they specify how they listen or the role it plays in their work. Denley and Smith
see listening as central to their practice. Wozniak-O’Conner specifies that his listening is very
much an electronic listening as opposed to an acoustic listening. Whilst he likes the idea of
acoustic listening, in his practice, he attends mainly to the electronic space.
Peter Blamey, whilst acknowledging that it is an important part of his process in installation
and performance work, serving to ‘even out’ the performer/audience division where the work
is more about listening together than a performance by him, it does not necessarily feature as
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central to his work. However, Blamey qualifies that as the making of sounds is import to his
work, listening does play a constant role in his practice but is not central to it.
Disciplinary Divides
Q.8 B No one identifies with this notion of structural listening. Jim Denley does state that he
uses structural listening to the extent that he can identify musical and non-musical sounds
when he is improvising but he does not place one over the other but uses the space, the sounds
that come with it, as part of the performance. This is slightly different to the structural
listening referred to by Subotnik and Cox which places importance and meaning of a work on
formal structures, in the score, over the experience of them.
Luke Jaaniste notes that this is the sort of listening he was taught at the conservatorium and
whilst he can listen ‘like that’ his listening practice is interested in “my bodily processes right
here as they are interacting with all the sounds coming all around.” As such, he is proposes a
listening akin to Denley’s improvisational listening practice, in which formal musical
structures are n ot paramount but being in a particular place in time informs and shapes one’s
listening, one’s work.
Inferred in Colin Black’s statement response to all listening questions is the idea that his
listening practice has “…aesthetic, symbolic or cultural” implications. As such his listening
practice is not purely informed by structural listening as it would not address the complex
relationships of meaning he is interested in investigating in his practice.
Tom Smith, Peter Blamey and Vincent Wozniak O’Conner do not relate to the idea of
structural listening at all. Vincent Wozniak-O’Conner states that he finds it difficult to
identify any formal musical structures and as such does not rely on this mode of listening at
all. Peter Blamey and Tom Smith both question the relevance of such a listening and if it still
exists in contemporary music. It should be noted that it was note specified in the question that
structural listening is a paradigm that belongs to classical music. As such as Blamey states,
“Cox’s statement seems to echo the traditional stance of musicology – a discipline that
struggles to make an account of music beyond the score, and one that I personally don’t feel is
very relevant. Without going into great detail I basically think the idea that music eludes
representation and signification has been more or less debunked.”
He continues that such a listening is not of much use as just identifying the musical structures
of sound work does not tell us anything about the work other than formal structures.
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Similarly, Tom Smith believes not only that “…pure formal, abstract listening is not
possible…” but that such a listening is very limiting to one’s understanding and experience of
sounds or music. As he states,
“Sounds and music are complex bundles of signifiers: it wouldn't be meaningful to describe someone's
sound or music purely in formal terms – it would also be necessary to describe which gallery or venue it
was in, who was in the crowd, how many people, how popular or prestigious is the artist, who organised
the show, what record label is involved, which sites reviewed it etc. etc., in order to describe what a
particular, sound, piece of music, or performance actually 'means' to people.”

As such, all participants contend that structural listening, as a concept of the discipline of
music, is not applicable to all musical instances and furthermore that such an approach does
not tell one anything about the experience of a sound or musical work. And so, such an
approach is limiting and uninformative outside of the formal structure of a musical work.
Q8.D Most responses are ambivalent to Kim-Cohen’s proposal. Whilst they all note that there
are issues with sonic art literature, they do not feel that too much focus on sonic phenomena is
solely to blame.
Tom Smith finds the notion that it has hindered the development of sonic arts literature “a bit
dramatic” and that “…if anything I think there is not enough discussion of sounds in music
criticism, and not enough people making new sounds.” He also contends that if what KimCohen is proposing is true, then it probably occurs in “a white, privileged, male and
institutionally supported context.”
Colin Black does not make specific comment in response to this question.
Whilst Peter Blamey supports Kim-Cohen’s “ongoing appraisal of the sound arts in relation to
notions of conceptualism” he does not feel that focus on sonic phenomena is to blame for this
not happening. He compares the amount of literature written on vision in the visual arts,
tactility and sculpture and that written on sound and feels that whilst about the same amount
of literature on sound and vision may exist perhaps it is due to “fairly ordinary writing” on the
subject of sound arts that is problematic.
Jim Denley is more interested in the “music and sound art and understanding the culture
around sound art. Listening is my main act not reading. It remains the main act in music
making.” For him sound perception is central to his practice, as such, in terms of its place in
sonic arts literature it matters to him as much as it helps to make sense of his work. For his
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personal practice, conceptualism is not as important as sonic perception and phenomena, it is
central to it.
Vincent Wozniak O’Conner is very ambivalent towards Kim-Cohen’s statement. As his
practice is very interested in sonic phenomena he believes it is important to sonic arts
literature. However, he does agree that too much could be problematic and perhaps makes for
boring reading but this does not mean it should be completely disregarded in conceptual
discussions of sonic arts practice.
Luke Jaaniste whilst not completely disagreeing with Seth Kim-Cohen proposes that it is not
just because of a focus on sonic phenomena. He believes that “there are major problems with
the assumptions that various bodies of knowledge bring to sonic-experience and sonicaesthetic encounters” and that there needs to be a more holistic approach to sonic arts
practice.

Collaboration and interdisciplinary practice
Q.8 and 8.A Finally, in regards to space and listening some interesting ideas emerged about
the spaces in which one listens. Tom Smith notes how his listening practice has changed.
Once his home was a dedicated listening place and public space was not. Now home is his
distracted hearing space and public space, events, are where he actively listens. He proposes
that this may have something to do with the internet – home is where he collects ideas for his
practice through reading about events or tracks and collects samples, and so now his
dedicated listening is done at events, in public space. Jim Denley similarly notes that whilst
he hears recordings as playback of listening events it is only at actual events, in public space,
that he actively listens. None of the other participants made comments regarding where they
listen or hear.

Q. 8. d Most responses are ambivalent to Kim-Cohen’s proposal. Whilst they all note that
there are issues with sonic art literature, they do not feel that too much focus on sonic
phenomena is solely to blame.
Tom Smith finds the notion that it has hindered the development of sonic arts literature “a bit
dramatic” and that “…if anything I think there is not enough discussion of sounds in music
criticism, and not enough people making new sounds.” He also contends that if what Kim331

Cohen is proposing is true, then it probably occurs in “a white, privileged, male and
institutionally supported context.”
Colin Black does not make specific comment in response to this question.
Whilst Peter Blamey supports Kim-Cohen’s “ongoing appraisal of the sound arts in relation to
notions of conceptualism” he does not feel that focus on sonic phenomena is to blame for this
not happening. He compares the amount of literature written on vision in the visual arts,
tactility and sculpture and that written on sound and feels that whilst about the same amount
of literature on sound and vision may exist perhaps it is due to “fairly ordinary writing” on the
subject of sound arts that is problematic.
Jim Denley is more interested in the “music and sound art and understanding the culture
around sound art. Listening is my main act not reading. It remains the main act in music
making.” For him sound perception is central to his practice, as such, in terms of its place in
sonic arts literature it matters to him as much as it helps to make sense of his work. For his
personal practice, conceptualism is not as important as sonic perception and phenomena, it is
central to it.
Vincent Wozniak O’Conner is very ambivalent towards Kim-Cohen’s statement. As his
practice is very interested in sonic phenomena he believes it is important to sonic arts
literature. However, he does agree that too much could be problematic and perhaps makes for
boring reading but this does not mean it should be completely disregarded in conceptual
discussions of sonic arts practice.
Luke Jaaniste whilst not completely disagreeing with Seth Kim-Cohen proposes that it is not
just because of a focus on sonic phenomena. He believes that “there are major problems with
the assumptions that various bodies of knowledge bring to sonic-experience and sonicaesthetic encounters” and that there needs to be a more holistic approach to sonic arts
practice.
Q. 9. and 9. a Listening changes depending on practice context for all participants. Smith,
Denley and Blamey note the difference between production/recording listening and
performance listening. Blamey calls post production listening critical listening and
performance as more an engagement with the moment, the relationships between sounds,
bodies and space. Similarly, Smith notes that his post production listening is much sharper
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whilst performance listening is more about the flow of it. Denely also notes that
recording/production recording tends to be a more critical listening.
Colin Black indirectly notes in his general statement that listening plays a role in his practice
but does not specifically reply to this question.
Vincent Wozniak O’Conner states that whilst he wishes he had better listening, his sensitivity
to sound has diminished with self-inflicted hearing damage. As such he states, “I can get
indifferent to sound in general.”
9.d Peter Blamey did not respond to this question and Colin Black did not specify a type of
listening in his statement response to these questions.
Jim Denley believes that different musics/works demand different types of listening. As such
his listening changing according to context and from this he learns different aspects of
listening. For example; he notes that in listening to Japanese noise music he came to realise
how much he listens through his bones.
Tom Smith, whose practice is primarily concerned with electronic music production, uses
very technical and descriptive music production terminology.
Vincent Wozniak-O’Conner relates to the idea of a listening that is not so focused on the
acoustic but on the electromagnetic spectrum. As he states, listening for him “reveals a
connection to site and sound via listening- but according to the electromagnetic spectrum
rather than the audible.”
Luke Jaaniste’s listening, a whole body listening, is informed by identifying the unfolding of
relationships between sounds, people, space and objects over time.
9. e Colin Black did not respond specifically to this question, nor did Vincent Wozniak
O’Conner.
Only one participant named a specific practitioner with whom his listening was comparable.
Tom Smith relates to Edgard Varese's idea of organised sound because “…He wasn't so much
seeking to incorporate previously unmusical sounds into music …but in sublimating all
sounds in to a field where they could be captured, contextualised, changed and tinkered with
to form organised sound.” As such he believes that Varese’s organised sound is less dogmatic,
and so an approach that he incorporates into his practice.
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The other three participants did not specifically identify with one mode of listening from a
particular practitioner. Peter Blamey says that while he cannot identify a particular artist
whose approach or understanding of listening is similar to his this does not mean that there is
not any. As he states, “…I don’t doubt that it’s largely informed by the work of other artists”
Jim Denely, similar to his previous response, acknowledges all these different types of
listening proposed by different artists but does not relate to one in particular. As he sees each
instance of music or sound art a different context of listening and so one listens appropriately
to the context. His listening changes and he uses different modes of listening in different
contexts. In a similar way, Luke Jaaniste identities with all the listening practices proposed in
the question but states that he incorporates elements of all their listening styles depending on
context and need.
Example #6: Manual thematic data organisation in MS Word
Data arranged in themes
(1) Identity Terminology - Defining sound art
*Performance and liveness
5. (c) Most had some contact with traditional instrumentation however, this was not the main
mode of practice. Some, those from music backgrounds, do have histories of working in more
traditional musical circumstances. However, the way that they use their instruments in their
sound art practice, tends more towards improvisation. Those without a background in
traditional instrumentation and music tend to be more involved with
circuits/electronics/building electronics/software/laptop music. They dabble with trad.
Instruments but they don’t perform with them.
5. (c) Everyone performs and if they’re not present in the work it is an installation or a
recording. Liveness and performance is important for the unfolding of the work
5. (d) Knowledge of the acoustic environment is important to most of the practitioners’ works.
PG is not so important and it is not important for CB as it is transmitted. All recognise that the
space the work is experienced in affects and changes the work even if it is not specifically
created for a particular space. Some focus more on the technical play back (LB, TS and PG,
CB) affecting the experience and other on the acoustic space (CH, VW, JD, PB, LJ).
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5. (e) The place of performance/exhibition (context) is crucial to all – works are made for
specific briefs or experiences. Even if it is ‘just’ the technical aspects of the place it all affects
the reception and experience of the work.
5. (f) All participants had an interesting relationship to the exhibition of their work, their
presence and the implications this had for their work. Strongly linked to ideas of
performativity. PG and TS have to be at performances to play their laptops. LJ, PB and VW
had a very relaxed approach – dismantling of the audience performer divide made for a more
inclusive or relaxed and open experience of their work. Impractical for the type of work of
CB. CH, JD and LB prefers to be present but their presence isn’t important to the work.
6. (a) 4 out of 9 (LB, PB, CH andJD) of the participants exhibit, perform, release recordings
and create installations as a way of showing their work. LB also notes that she distributes
some of her work online. 2 out 9, PG and TS, release their work through performance, held at
festivals/concert/event, and through recordings CD/Vinyl/mp3. TS does this via various
independent record labels and is also likely to play his work in gallery type spaces but it is not
art according to him. LJ Shows work in public accessible spaces and homely informal spaces
but not refined cultural institutional spaces. VW Exhibitions and performance, no recordings.
CB Exhibits work through transmission, on the radio. All participants showing of work
involves some sort of performance but the preference for recording or installation seems to
change based on context in which one is showing their work, or the context in which their
work will be better received.
6. (B) PB, JD, VW, LJ, LB (5 out of 9) see the performance or exhibition as a part of the
process of the work and not a final output. However, they all see the performance/exhibition
as a work in itself, at the same time part of their bigger practice. This is best seen in PG who
talks about how through the documentation process of collecting loops and sounds, new
works come out of old ones, like progressions on them but works in their own rights. TS
answers this question stating that he releases work through labels implying that the albums or
tracks he releases are his final works. CH and CB both see the exhibition/performance, or in
the case or CB the transmission, as the final product of the work.
6. (c) All participants see a recording of the event and the actual performance as two distinctly
different manifestations of the work. In terms of the experience of their works, there is a
definite preference for, and importance placed on, the real time experience of them even for
the live transmission of CB’s works. Even for the TS and PG who release their works through
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recordings, they note a preference for specific venues and technical requirements and how this
affects the experience of the work to the recording of it.
6. (d) The space in which participants work is performed affects or informs their practice in
different and varying ways. For some such as VW, CB, LJ, LB, and JD whose works can be
site specific then the space informs the work in terms of context and acoustics. For CB the
space is important because it metaphorically informs the work, sees his work as a portraits or
ethnographies of different places. However, the space is not always important and is
negotiable, depending on the work according to CH and PB. TS and PG and more flexible
about the spaces their work is performed in, just showing preference for certain technical
requirements and a room with good acoustics.
6. (e) Documentation for most participants is used for reference material and not seen as true
or of equal or to the same experience of the work itself. They use a variety of excerpts of their
works to document it including audio and video rec, photography and many use note taking.
For most interviewees the documentation process feeds into their practice providing new
directions for it. For some, PG and PB, documentation serves as an archive of ideas from
which new ones can unfold from.
*Listening and space – a part of the creative process. It is what informs creative decisions.
This listening is done privately but also in a community context (audiences and creative
peers) to seek feedback on works.
5. (b) To work out what is working and what is not is determined through; personal
taste/intuition, listening, getting others to listen and give feedback.
5. (c) Most had some contact with traditional instrumentation however, this was not the main
mode of practice. Some, those from music backgrounds, do have histories of working in more
traditional musical circumstances. However, the way that they use their instruments in their
sound art practice, tends more towards improvisation. Those without a background in
traditional instrumentation and music tend to be more involved with
circuits/electronics/building electronics/software/laptop music. They dabble with trad.
Instruments but they don’t perform with them.
5. (d) Knowledge of the acoustic environment is important to most of the practitioners’ works.
PG is not so important and it is not important for CB as it is transmitted. All recognise that the
space the work is experienced in affects and changes the work even if it is not specifically
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created for a particular space. Some focus more on the technical play back (LB, TS and PG,
CB) affecting the experience and other on the acoustic space (CH, VW, JD, PB, LJ).
5. (f) All participants had an interesting relationship to the exhibition of their work, their
presence and the implications this had for their work. Strongly linked to ideas of
performativity. PG and TS have to be at performances to play their laptops. LJ, PB and VW
had a very relaxed approach – dismantling of the audience performer divide made for a more
inclusive or relaxed and open experience of their work. Impractical for the type of work of
CB. CH, JD and LB prefers to be present but their presence isn’t important to the work.
6. (d) The space in which participants work is performed affects or informs their practice in
different and varying ways. For some such as VW, CB, LJ, LB, and JD whose works can be
site specific then the space informs the work in terms of context and acoustics. For CB the
space is important because it metaphorically informs the work, sees his work as a portraits or
ethnographies of different places. However, the space is not always important and is
negotiable, depending on the work according to CH and PB. TS and PG and more flexible
about the spaces their work is performed in, just showing preference for certain technical
requirements and a room with good acoustics.
Usefulness of the term sound art
4. (b) What they call their work changes. It changes over time, as their practice develops (VW
and LJ), and depending on ‘application and opportunity’ (CH) or ‘context’ (PB). Practice is
not stagnant. They are artists or creative practitioners, not only sound artists. Interestingly, all
the participants interviewed, in collaborations, always take on the role of ‘sound person’ but
they take on more than just that – they perform, they hack, the cut up, they compose.
Problematic non – specificity of sound art
4. (b) No one works exclusively with sound, they have all collaborated on multimedia projects
and engaged with a variety of mediums. CH says she always works with sound but not
exclusively.
4. (b) What they call their work changes. It changes over time, as their practice develops (VW
and LJ), and depending on ‘application and opportunity’ (CH) or ‘context’ (PB). Practice is
not stagnant. They are artists or creative practitioners, not only sound artists. Interestingly, all
the participants interviewed, in collaborations, always take on the role of ‘sound person’ but
they take on more than just that – they perform, they hack, the cut up, they compose.
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(2) Historical and Disciplinary divides
Disciplinary Background - Disciplinary divides - Isolation and community - Historicization of
sound art
5. (c) Most had some contact with traditional instrumentation however, this was not the main
mode of practice. Some, those from music backgrounds, do have histories of working in more
traditional musical circumstances. However, the way that they use their instruments in their
sound art practice, tends more towards improvisation. Those without a background in
traditional instrumentation and music tend to be more involved with
circuits/electronics/building electronics/software/laptop music. They dabble with trad.
Instruments but they don’t perform with them.
*Funding and institutions
4. (b) What they call their work changes. It changes over time, as their practice develops (VW
and LJ), and depending on ‘application and opportunity’ (CH) or ‘context’ (PB). Practice is
not stagnant. They are artists or creative practitioners, not only sound artists. Interestingly, all
the participants interviewed, in collaborations, always take on the role of ‘sound person’ but
they take on more than just that – they perform, they hack, the cut up, they compose.
5. (e) The place of performance/exhibition (context) is crucial to all – works are made for
specific briefs or experiences. Even if it is ‘just’ the technical aspects of the place it all affects
the reception and experience of the work.
6. (a) 4 out of 9 (LB, PB, CH andJD) of the participants exhibit, perform, release recordings
and create installations as a way of showing their work. LB also notes that she distributes
some of her work online. 2 out 9, PG and TS, release their work through performance, held at
festivals/concert/event, and through recordings CD/Vinyl/mp3. TS does this via various
independent record labels and is also likely to play his work in gallery type spaces but it is not
art according to him. LJ Shows work in public accessible spaces and homely informal spaces
but not refined cultural institutional spaces. VW Exhibitions and performance, no recordings.
CB Exhibits work through transmission, on the radio. All participants showing of work
involves some sort of performance but the preference for recording or installation seems to
change based on context in which one is showing their work, or the context in which their
work will be better received.
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6. (B) PB, JD, VW, LJ, LB (5 out of 9) see the performance or exhibition as a part of the
process of the work and not a final output. However, they all see the performance/exhibition
as a work in itself, at the same time part of their bigger practice. This is best seen in PG who
talks about how through the documentation process of collecting loops and sounds, new
works come out of old ones, like progressions on them but works in their own rights. TS
answers this question stating that he releases work through labels implying that the albums or
tracks he releases are his final works. CH and CB both see the exhibition/performance, or in
the case or CB the transmission, as the final product of the work.
6. (e) Documentation for most participants is used for reference material and not seen as true
or of equal or to the same experience of the work itself. They use a variety of excerpts of their
works to document it including audio and video rec, photography and many use note taking.
For most interviewees the documentation process feeds into their practice providing new
directions for it. For some, PG and PB, documentation serves as an archive of ideas from
which new ones can unfold from.
(3) Negotiation
4.and 4. (a) PG and TS differentiate between work that is their own, which they do for
themselves as part of their practice, and other work that they collaborate on/consult for and is
paid for as not being their work as much but a challenge. Interestingly, both PG and TS like to
call their work music and themselves musicians of sorts as opposed to other participants PB,
LB, CH, JD and LJ who go by various names, engaged in multiple practice and mediums are
all open to collaboration and see it as part of their work.
There are strong themes of ‘negotiation’ reflected in responses to question 4. A negotiation of
titles, identities and practice as determined by context, application and opportunity.
5. (e) The place of performance/exhibition (context) is crucial to all – works are made for
specific briefs or experiences. Even if it is ‘just’ the technical aspects of the place it all affects
the reception and experience of the work.

Multiple identities/contexts
5. (f) All participants had an interesting relationship to the exhibition of their work, their
presence and the implications this had for their work. Strongly linked to ideas of
performativity. PG and TS have to be at performances to play their laptops. LJ, PB and VW
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had a very relaxed approach – dismantling of the audience performer divide made for a more
inclusive or relaxed and open experience of their work. Impractical for the type of work of
CB. CH, JD and LB prefers to be present but their presence isn’t important to the work.
Relationship between identity and disciplinary background?
Multiple modes of practice
4. (b) No one works exclusively with sound, they have all collaborated on multimedia projects
and engaged with a variety of mediums. CH says she always works with sound but not
exclusively.
4. (b) What they call their work changes. It changes over time, as their practice develops (VW
and LJ), and depending on ‘application and opportunity’ (CH) or ‘context’ (PB). Practice is
not stagnant. They are artists or creative practitioners, not only sound artists. Interestingly, all
the participants interviewed, in collaborations, always take on the role of ‘sound person’ but
they take on more than just that – they perform, they hack, the cut up, they compose.
5. (c) Most had some contact with traditional instrumentation however, this was not the main
mode of practice. Some, those from music backgrounds, do have histories of working in more
traditional musical circumstances. However, the way that they use their instruments in their
sound art practice, tends more towards improvisation. Those without a background in
traditional instrumentation and music tend to be more involved with
circuits/electronics/building electronics/software/laptop music. They dabble with trad.
Instruments but they don’t perform with them. *Practice vs product – As a result of
institutions, funding etc this is a constant place of negotiation. Often all that is shown of a
practitioner’s practice is a work that fits into a context. This is a part of the creative process,
part of the practice, but not reflective of their practice, just a part of it.
5. 5. (a) Most explained their works as part of process and even after
exhibition/transmission/performance the concept and the work can progress. Not one spoke of
a finished work, ‘new works’ came/come out of old ones. It’s one’s practice. Interviewees’
practices are varied, open and constantly changing/developing.
5. (f) All participants had an interesting relationship to the exhibition of their work, their
presence and the implications this had for their work. Strongly linked to ideas of
performativity. PG and TS have to be at performances to play their laptops. LJ, PB and VW
had a very relaxed approach – dismantling of the audience performer divide made for a more
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inclusive or relaxed and open experience of their work. Impractical for the type of work of
CB. CH, JD and LB prefers to be present but their presence isn’t important to the work.
6. (B) PB, JD, VW, LJ, LB (5 out of 9) see the performance or exhibition as a part of the
process of the work and not a final output. However, they all see the performance/exhibition
as a work in itself, at the same time part of their bigger practice. This is best seen in PG who
talks about how through the documentation process of collecting loops and sounds, new
works come out of old ones, like progressions on them but works in their own rights. TS
answers this question stating that he releases work through labels implying that the albums or
tracks he releases are his final works. CH and CB both see the exhibition/performance, or in
the case or CB the transmission, as the final product of the work.
6. (c) All participants see a recording of the event and the actual performance as two distinctly
different manifestations of the work. In terms of the experience of their works, there is a
definite preference for, and importance placed on, the real time experience of them even for
the live transmission of CB’s works. Even for the TS and PG who release their works through
recordings, they note a preference for specific venues and technical requirements and how this
affects the experience of the work to the recording of it.
6. (e) Documentation for most participants is used for reference material and not seen as true
or of equal or to the same experience of the work itself. They use a variety of excerpts of their
works to document it including audio and video rec, photography and many use note taking.
For most interviewees the documentation process feeds into their practice providing new
directions for it. For some, PG and PB, documentation serves as an archive of ideas from
which new ones can unfold from.*Collaboration and interdisciplinary practice – has this
become a defining feature of SA?
5. 5.(a) Most explained their works as part of process and even after
exhibition/transmission/performance the concept and the work can progress. Not one spoke of
a finished work, ‘new works’ came/come out of old ones. It’s one’s practice. Interviewees’
practices are varied, open and constantly changing/developing.
5. (b) To work out what is working and what is not is determined through; personal
taste/intuition, listening, getting others to listen and give feedback.
5. (c) Most had some contact with traditional instrumentation however, this was not the main
mode of practice. Some, those from music backgrounds, do have histories of working in more
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traditional musical circumstances. However, the way that they use their instruments in their
sound art practice, tends more towards improvisation. Those without a background in
traditional instrumentation and music tend to be more involved with
circuits/electronics/building electronics/software/laptop music. They dabble with trad.
Instruments but they don’t perform with them.
5. (f) All participants had an interesting relationship to the exhibition of their work, their
presence and the implications this had for their work. Strongly linked to ideas of
performativity. PG and TS have to be at performances to play their laptops. LJ, PB and VW
had a very relaxed approach – dismantling of the audience performer divide made for a more
inclusive or relaxed and open experience of their work. Impractical for the type of work of
CB. CH, JD and LB prefers to be present but their presence isn’t important to the work.
6. (a) 4 out of 9 (LB, PB, CH and JD) of the participants exhibit, perform, release recordings
and create installations as a way of showing their work. LB also notes that she distributes
some of her work online. 2 out 9, PG and TS, release their work through performance, held at
festivals/concert/event, and through recordings CD/Vinyl/mp3. TS does this via independent
record labels and plays his work in gallery type spaces. LJ Shows work in public accessible
spaces and homely informal spaces but not refined cultural institutional spaces. VW
Exhibitions and performance, no recordings. CB Exhibits work on the radio. All participants
showing of work involves some sort of performance but the preference for recording or
installation seems to change based on context in which one is showing their work, or the
context in which their work will be better received.
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