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This essay collection and its accompanying CD have emerged from a sense that the field 
of sound, and our understanding of it, are undergoing a set of changes. The starting point 
for the idea arose from a Leverhulme Artist-in-Residence Fellowship held by BJ Nilsen in 
the UCL Urban Laboratory during 2012. Other points of connection include the regular 
Stadtklang events organized by the Urban Laboratory, and emerging intersections at UCL 
between architecture, acoustic ecology, and the study of urban soundscapes. 
Our critical engagement with sound has been facilitated through the development of inter-
disciplinary fields such as “acoustic ecology” and “sound studies,” yet the topic is nonethe-
less extremely difficult to accommodate within existing approaches to the organization of 
knowledge. The study of sound is marked by a series of intersecting domains derived from 
history, physics, law, musicology, and many other areas—each bringing its own set of intel-
lectual concerns and institutional entanglements. 
The Acoustic City comprises five thematic sections: urban soundscapes with an emphasis on 
the distinctiveness of the urban acoustic realm; acoustic flânerie and the recording of sonic 
environments; sound cultures arising from specific associations between music, place, and 
sound; acoustic ecologies including relationships between architecture, sound, and urban 
design; and the politics of noise extending to different instances of anxiety or conflict over 
sound. In putting together this collection, we have also sought to de-centre some of the im-
plicit assumptions underlying earlier approaches to the study of sound by including femi-
nist insights, post-colonial threads, and other approaches that necessitate a more nuanced 
reflection on the sensory realms of modernity. 
Financial support for the production of this book was provided by the Leverhulme Trust, 
the UCL Urban Laboratory, and the UCL Grand Challenges programme. At UCL, we 
would like to thank Ben Campkin, Andrew Harris, Kate Jones, Louis Moreno, James 
Paskins, and Ian Scott. Thanks also to Stephen Barber, Yasminah Beebeejaun, and Michael 
Flitner for their thoughtful comments and advice at different stages of the project. We are 
grateful to Inez Templeton for her careful copy-editing of the text and to Knut Enderlein 
and René Lehmann at Loki-Found for assistence with the production of the CD. We owe 
special thanks to Sandra Jasper who provided extensive editorial support for the project, 
including original research for many of the images used in the collection. We would also like 
to thank Philipp Sperrle, Susanne Rösler, Jutta Bornholdt-Cassetti, and Franziska Fritzsche 
at jovis for their superb input to the project at every stage.

ACoUSTiC TerrAinS:  
An inTrodUCTion
Matthew gandy

The lower level of the Spichernstrasse U-Bahn station, located in the former West Berlin, 
has an unusual feature. Set in the wall of the southbound platform is an illuminated case 
containing details of an installation completed by the sound artist Gabriele Stirl as part of 
the refurbishment of the station in 1987.1 The pattern of coloured tiles chosen by Stirl for 
the tunnel walls corresponds to a musical score comprising twelve colour-sound (Farbklang) 
instruments. Her synesthetic response to the redesign of a utilitarian space connects with 
wider interest in the aesthetic complexity of urban soundscapes, encompassing fields such 
as acoustics, musicology, and multiple cultural discourses surrounding the meaning, signifi-
cance, and perception of different sources of sound. 
Urban soundscapes are marked by a dense layering of sound that ranges from the humming 
spaces of the domestic interior to vast infrastructures of noise extending across the city. The 
acoustic city has a porous and disruptive spatiality through which we may encounter “the 
other” or simply others. In one of Siegfried Kracauer’s vignettes from Weimar-era Berlin, he 
describes being startled by sudden screams or shouts in the night as if the streets themselves 
could no longer bear the emotional burden of their human inhabitants.2 Similarly, Jonathan 
Raban’s encounter with early 1970s London in Soft City is suffused by a series of dense sound-
scapes that mirror the social heterogeneity of the inner urban neighbourhoods at the time.3 

Sound is a concrete phenomenon that is spatially distributed: it can be experienced across 
great distances; it exhibits immense variability through its diverse material and environmen-
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tal interactions; and it may also impact vast areas if the source itself is mobile. Yet sound is 
not only a measurable focus of regulatory control or scientific research but also a highly sub-
jective realm of perception encompassing different degrees of sensitivity to acoustic stimuli. 
There is a spatial intricacy to sound so that different sources of potential disruption may 
mask each other to produce different fields of sonic anxiety. As sound enters the cultural 
and political domain, we find that it increasingly eludes the grasp of techno-scientific un-
derstanding.4

The incessant and sometimes dramatic incursions of sound into domestic environments 
betoken a fragility in the socio-spatial order of modernity. The multilayered phenomenon 
of “background noise” is constituted through a mix of corporeal, imaginary, and material 
sources that can be punctuated by moments of what the musicologist and philosopher 
Jean-François Augoyard refers to as “agonizing silence,” when mechanical systems such as 
air-conditioning units, refrigeration appliances, and other elements of techno-modernity 
temporarily cease operation.5 The auditory realm of modernity is marked by a contrast 
between spaces of intense collective listening, exemplified by the purpose-built concert hall, 
and micro-spheres of individualized indifference that transform the sensory realm into a 
meaningful or endurable form. 
For the literary critic Steven Connor, sound has the “capacity to disintegrate and reconfigure 
space.” Connor’s rendition of the “auditory self ” dispels bounded conceptions of the human 
subject and challenges “the flat rationality of Cartesian cartography.”6 The changing cultural 
significance of sound can be placed in the context of an implicit yet unstable “hierarchy of 
the senses”—in some historical periods, vision was placed below hearing or touch in order of 
significance—so that the acoustic realm has effectively been rediscovered as part of a recur-
ring critique of ocularcentrism in modern thought. Yet, it would be misleading to draw too 
schematic a distinction between the role of the senses before and after the Enlightenment, 
since a distrust in vision alone forms a recurring element in aesthetic discourse from at least 
the late eighteenth century onwards and emerging interest in darkness, the sublime, and 
different forms of heightened sensory awareness under European romanticism.7 In parallel 
with the cartographic impulse of urban modernity, and its new technological instruments of 
control and representation, an emerging counter discourse can be discerned, elaborated espe-
cially through phenomenological concerns with the capacity of vision to adequately capture 
the experience of time or the full richness of human sensory perception.8

The intersections between sound and vision are perhaps most strikingly represented 
through the concept of the “soundscape,” which plays on the established notion of an 
optical field of sensory perception. Yet, the Canadian composer R. Murray Schafer’s in-
fluential use of the term soundscape, which he elaborated from the late 1960s onwards, 
belies a tension between the idea of the soundscape as a form of direct sensory experience 
and a proliferation of artificial, modified, or pre-recorded soundscapes.9 More nuanced 
approaches to the categorization of acoustic spaces have emerged since the 1970s, rang-

ing from site-specific dimensions to auditory experience to more complex conceptions of 
sound dynamics and their effective reproduction.10 Yet even here, in the burgeoning fields 
of “acoustic ecology” and “sound studies,” we find tensions between an emphasis on the 
spatio-temporal complexities of sound as an acoustic phenomenon and the wider social or 
historical context within which sound is experienced.11 We are perhaps better served by 
the historian Alain Corbin’s conception of the “auditory landscape” as a sensory realm that 
forms part of a geographically defined historical process rather than an inchoate amalgam 
of sonic traces.12

The shift in emphasis from the visual experience of landscape towards other modes of 
sensory perception does not necessarily involve a critical reworking of the concept of land-
scape itself, since many of the implicit assumptions concerning the bounded human sub-
ject and the “naturalization” of space and time persist. In this respect, Schafer’s approach 
to the understanding of auditory culture holds parallels with the architect Kevin Lynch’s 
concerns with spatial legibility and earlier topographic explorations of the sensory realm 
that form part of the cartographic impulse of modernity.13 The idea of the “natural” sound-
scape is in any case a cultural construction that downplays the human presence in nature 
and the extent to which any soundscape is refracted through specific forms of human 
experience, aesthetic longing, or even technological means of mobility to reach ostensibly 
purer sonic realms. 
Under conditions of sensory deprivation the experience of hearing becomes radically modi-
fied. Studies of the effects of blindness, for example, reveal very different experiences of 
the acoustic environment: we find that a seemingly innocuous space such as a university 
building can be perceived as a disorientating labyrinth of strange echoes.14 In a similar vein, 
radically different sonic environments such as underwater spaces reveal the enhanced sig-
nificance of reverberations and the limited ability of the human ear to accurately perceive 
the directionality of sound. The anthropologist Stefan Helmreich’s study of the “deep-sea 
soundscape” reveals an array of sound sources that can be technologically transduced into 
a perceptible form. His study of the use of a submersible to explore deep-sea environments 
emphasizes a cyborgian dimension to the acoustic realm whereby ostensibly silent worlds 
can be brought within the scope of human hearing.15 The cyborgian acoustic realm can be 
extended to include the use of specific devices such as ultrasound recorders to render the 
inaudible accessible. Beyond the limitations of human hearing, there are a myriad of acous-
tic worlds ranging from the echolocation calls of bats to the unheard micro-cosmos in soil, 
water, and other ecological niches.16 At any one time, we are only tuned into a small fraction 
of the acoustic realm, even if we can feel the physiological effects of indiscernible frequen-
cies or notice the material traces left by the “acoustic emissions” of weathering processes on 
the exposed surfaces of the city.
The attempt to reveal hidden or neglected sonic worlds can also be extended to the histori-
cal imagination and the use of available sources to reconstruct what the cultural geographer 
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David Lowenthal refers to as “the audible past.”17 Early modern European soundscapes 
were very different to those of the industrial metropolis—dominated by sounds such as 
blacksmiths, bells, windmills, and human voices. Much of this sound would have been con-
centrated in higher frequency ranges than contemporary soundscapes, it would have been 
affected to a greater extent by seasonal rhythms, and it would show strong diurnal variations 
with a much more restricted acoustic realm during hours of darkness.18 By the eighteenth 
century, however, noise was increasingly regarded as a problem, especially in larger towns 
and cities. In William Hogarth’s engraving entitled The Enraged Musician (1741), we see the 
agony of a violinist trying to practise by an open window, forced to listen to the maddening 
tumult of the crowded London street below. 
With the spread of industrialization, the impact of noise further intensified. The theatre 
critic Mel Gordon describes how the working-class districts of industrializing towns and 
cities in Europe during the 1840s and 1850s were characterized by “a constant din of con-
struction and pounding, of the shrieking of metal sheets being cut and the endless thump 
of press machinery, of ear-splitting blasts from huge steam whistles, sirens, and electric 
bells that beckoned and dismissed shifts of first-generation urbanized laborers from their 
unending and repetitive days.”19 This acoustically defined disciplinary landscape reinforced 
both class distinctions and emerging geographies of excessive noise. The surge of sonic dis-
turbance experienced in the expanding nineteenth-century city forms part of the emerging 
rationale for “zoning” and the rationalization of urban space; a process that gathered further 
momentum in the twentieth century with the development of technological means to mea-
sure noise and impose new forms of standardization.20 

During the twentieth century, we find growing ambivalence towards urban noise, which is 
variously characterized as a symbol of progress and prosperity, a disorientating and poten-
tially health threatening source of social disorder, or a fascinating realm of cultural experi-
mentation.21 Writing in 1946, for example, Aldous Huxley named the twentieth century 
as “the Age of Noise.” Huxley’s concern with the “pre-fabricated din” enabled by radios, 
mass advertising, and “a babel of distractions” connects with Theodor Adorno’s criticism 
of “emotional listening” and the use of music for social control.22 Changing sensitivities 
to noise also reflect wider anxieties over the “effects of modernity,” especially in the early 
decades of the twentieth century with emerging psychoanalytic interest in forms of sensory 
“over stimulation” as a source of nervous shock.23

The fraying of distinctions between music and sound during the twentieth century forms 
part of a wider pattern of acoustic experimentation that would extend to architecture, 
synesthetic dimensions to the visual arts, and new technological advances in the record-
ing, manipulation, and broadcast of the auditory realm.24 The auditory dimensions to 
space, and the struggle to interpret or represent these worlds, became part of a wider set of 
contentions and developments within the phenomenology of the modern sensory realm.25 

A flurry of technological innovations for the recording of sound during the 1930s displaced 

the rudimentary magnetic wire recorders of the past. These new advances in acoustic mim-
icry, including the introduction of stereo recording and the rise of magnetic audio tape, 
provided new possibilities for editing and mixing. The commercial availability of tape re-
corders from the early 1940s onwards also allowed music to be created more easily without 
conventional notation systems. John Cage, for example, describes how the tape recorder 
gave composers access to “the entire field of sound,” so that the distinction between musical 
and non-musical sound became increasingly irrelevant.26 The introduction of non-pitched 
sounds into music by Edgard Varèse and Cage, for example, or the direct use of mechanical 
noise such as airplane propellers in George Antheil’s Ballet Mécanique (1926), illustrate how 
the redefinition of music formed part of a wider field of modernist sound experimenta-
tion.27 The spatial aspects of musical experimentation from the 1960s onwards, and the in-
tensified challenge to regularized post-Renaissance musical forms, also institute a new kind 
of sonic geography. Works such as György Ligeti’s Atmosphères (1961), used to dramatic 
effect in Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), indicate a new fluidity between 
experimental sound textures and popular culture.
Sound itself can form part of the political dynamics of urban space: in nineteenth-century 
Brazil, for example, the violent suppression of slave festivities such as capoeira explicitly 
linked sonic disruption with the fear of crowds and political insurrection.28 More recently, 
the cacerolazos phenomenon of public protests through the banging of metal pots in Latin 
American cities illustrates how fleeting control over sonic space can serve as a symbolic 
challenge to state authority. The cacerolazos is a spreading phenomenon; a clattering that 
surges forth, like a strange tide, to produce an acoustic ripple across the surface of the city.29 
Various types of “acoustic torment” have been used as a form of cultural redress. In the case 
of Kolkata (Calcutta), for example, the political scientist Sudipta Kaviraj describes how 
the poor make use of possibilities offered by religious festivals to produce “blaring music 
throughout the night directed precisely at the middle-class houses.” Noise in this context 
constitutes a type of “currency for repayment” in the face of pervasive poverty and power-
lessness. These types of sonic disruption also expose the limits to a particular kind of Euro-
pean understanding of modernity and the socio-spatial constitution of the public sphere.30 

Noise can be used as a weapon, or as a means to assert control over space. Social conflict 
over noise appears to be growing, in part driven by the “acoustic gentrification” underway in 
many inner urban areas and the increasing density of bars and nightclubs.31 A further facet 
of this acoustic gentrification, ironically revolving around cultures of sonic authenticity, 
involves various forms of “acoustic boosterism” through the design of prestige concert halls, 
international music festivals, and other types of cultural events. The experience of sound, 
and music in particular, is being shaped by new configurations in public culture. 
A further critique of contemporary soundscapes concerns the ubiquity of MP3-dominated 
acoustic environments. The development of an increasingly sophisticated acoustic carapace 
for individual urbanites, observable since the early development of the Walkman in the 
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is now immersed in new forms of digital governmentality that extend to other aspects of the 
sensory environment. The contemporary city increasingly resonates to a strange chorus of 
disembodied digital voices that seek to direct human behaviour.33 The generalized low-grade 
digital reproduction of music generates distinctive kinds of cultural relationships to sound 
that are further removed from the “acoustic authenticity” of original sources. The pervasive 
use of music for the marketing of commodities and the ubiquitous crafting of “lifestyle 
soundtracks” marks just one element in this unfolding dynamic between the acoustic realm 
and late capital. 
In parallel with the growing political salience of noise, there has been an increasing empha-
sis on the social and cultural significance of silence. In 1969, for example, the International 
Music Council of UNESCO passed a motion calling for “the right of everyone to silence.” 
This officially sanctioned emphasis on silence marks a somewhat ironic regulatory echo to 
the minimalist acoustic experimentation of Cage and other avant-garde artists. In fact, the 
experience of anything approaching silence is rather rare: following the Icelandic volcanic 
ash cloud of 2010, for example, the temporary absence of aircraft produced an eerie stillness 
across the skies of north-west Europe, as the subsonic aerial soundscapes of the early twenty-
first century temporarily receded.
Cultural and political concerns with noise, and especially the synthetic acoustic realm, have 
frequently been aligned with a broader critique of modernity. On Earth Day 2005, for 
example, an area within the temperate rain forest of the Olympic National Park in Washing-
ton State called “One Square Inch of Silence” was created in order to “protect and preserve 
the natural soundscape.” Considered to be “the quietest place in the United States,” the 
logic behind this project is that by defending one inch of the park from noise, a vast zone 
of tranquillity can be realized.34 In this instance, the right to silence and the protection of 
a “natural soundscape” connects with an ecological critique of modernity and the attempt 
to create an imaginary acoustic landscape. The rejection of noise also resonates with long-
standing anti-urban sentiments and a distrust in technologically mediated environments.
The cultural politics of sound has tended to downplay the historical specificities of acoustic 
authenticity and the “embodied universalism” that pervades phenomenological studies of 
sound. Anxieties or desires in relation to the sonic realm are ineffably entangled with the co-
evolutionary dynamics of the body, space, and technology; there is an oscillatory dynamic 
between the material and measurable, the symbolic and phantasmatic. Whereas visual cul-
ture rests on a degree of distanciation between the observer and the direct object of the gaze, 
auditory experience is marked by a greater degree of spatial intimacy and material perme-
ability. Yet the separation of the listener from the original sound source can engender its 
own forms of acoustic alienation. Recent writing on sound has sought to delineate a more 
nuanced auditory realm. The acoustic city transcends the limitations of the human ear; its 
full resonance eludes even the most ardent of listeners. 
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ing the book this title means that the book itself was now itself conceivable as a kind of 
soundscape—that is, as a certain gathering-together or taking-to-be of the whole field of 
modern sound that may itself count as a kind of soundscape. Indeed, we might note that, 
though there is a great deal in Schafer’s book about individual elements of the soundscape, 
whether natural or human—waves, winds, birds, bells, cars, electric fans—relatively little 
is said about their fields of interrelationship, perhaps because it is the book itself which 
constitutes that field. For a soundscape, like a landscape, is the outcome of a particular act 
of associative attention, an effort or aptness to hear certain sounds as consonant, though 
we will see that there are markedly different forms of synopsis, or synaudience, for the 
“sounding together” of sounds. 
It should not be a surprise that the two definitions of the word soundscape offered by the 
Oxford English Dictionary—“(a) a musical composition consisting of a texture of sounds; (b) 
the sounds which form an auditory environment”—should associate the ideas of a composi-
tion and a disposition, a sound arrangement made, and a sound arrangement to be made 
out. The making out of a soundscape, whether in the mode of construction or construal, 
involves, first of all, a disaggregation of an ensemble of sounds from the contexts of action 
and significance in which they are embedded (in which, odd though it may seem, they may 
be heard, but not heard as “sound” at all), and second a new aggregation of these disjoined 
sounds with each other, in such a way that they may seem to be brought on to a single plane 
of expression and intelligibility. 
There is a curious effect of advancing and recession involved in the composition of a sound-
scape. A soundscape must be pulled out, or “foregrounded” from a previously formless con-
dition, or rather something that is not in any kind of “condition,” formed or formless, at all. 
But, insofar as it is in fact a soundscape, what it is foregrounded as is a kind of background, 
making it the making manifest of an implicitness. It is for this reason that the kinds of 
musical compositions that tend to be called soundscapes are ones that suggest reservoirs or 
repertoires of possibility, environments of sound, against which other kinds of sound might 
stand out, rather than specific actualizations of sound. There is something loose and latent 
in the idea of a soundscape, which is always somehow in advance of its collection as sound. 
A soundscape is therefore a kind of precomposition, a score rather than a performance.
There is an added complexity that comes when the sounds involved are those of animals. 
For most, the sounds that constitute a soundscape are sonically autonomous, existing as 
pure and distinct sounds, with a purely contingent relation to other sounds in the environ-
ment. The sound made by an aeroplane coming in to land may have a relation to the sound 
of the highway I can hear in the distance, in that the highway will get me to the airport to 
meet a passenger on the incoming plane, but this is a relation between the things making 
the sounds, not between the making of the sounds. If there is a dialogue between highway 
and skyway, it is one that takes place because of my act of attention. But if I hear a black-
bird at its sweet rippling ruckus on the gable of the house opposite, and then a second or 

rUSTiCATionS:  
AniMAlS in The  
UrbAn Mix
Steven Connor

What is a soundscape? It is a word that we seem to have been able to do without until it was 
coined by R. Murray Schafer in 1969. At the beginning of The Tuning of the World (1977), 
Schafer defines a soundscape as “any acoustic field of study,” whether that be “a musical 
composition,” “a radio program,” or “an acoustic environment.” Schafer makes the point 
that a soundscape cannot be captured in the same way that a landscape can be captured in 
a photograph. Unlike a camera, a microphone samples details: “It gives the close-up but 
nothing corresponding to aerial photography.”1 Where a map provides a representation of 
a landscape that one may easily learn to read, making sense of the many different kinds of 
sound notation required to document a given soundscape requires both much more infor-
mation, and much more training. And, where maps are iconically congruous with what 
they represent (they are a visible representation of a visual scene), the notations of sound-
scapes are translations of sound into visible or legible form.
The success of the idea of the soundscape is suggested by the promotion of the term into 
the title of Schafer’s Tuning of the World when it was reissued in 1993, the year that marked 
the foundation of the World Forum for Acoustic Ecology, followed in 2000 by the first 
issue of Soundscape: The Journal of Acoustic Ecology. It was not just that the concept of 
the soundscape has been elevated to star billing in Schafer’s 1993 book: it is that giv-
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two later a call from another blackbird that seems to answer it, a response that may then 
prompt a further bawling sally from the principal, then I am hearing a diaphony that has a 
specifically sonorous relatedness. Here I am not just knitting together a soundscape out of 
the coincidence of my attention, I am apprehending a pattern of sonorous interaction that 
is already in itself, to borrow the Ignation formula, a kind of “composition of place.”2 Once 
one starts to hear the call and response, one begins to hear the periods of suspended song 
as hollowed out by listening. The interlacing of action and latency forms a sonorous field 
that is, in Sartrean locution, “for-itself ” as well as being “in-itself,” or “in-itself-for-me.” Lis-
tening to animal sounds is therefore, in a replete sense, an “overhearing,” or hearing to the 
second degree, in that in it I lend an ear to other listenings; I listen in on the knitting of a 
soundscape by and for other ears than my own. A soundscape is a disposition of points and 
sounds that is referable to a particular point of audition: a soundscape populated by animals 
is polycentric, a disposition of dispositions that listens and replies to itself. The sound of 
animals gives to a soundscape interiority, even saturation—for it includes other centricities 
or points of audition. This is one of the many features of a soundscape that renders it some-
thing that is not simply available either to be captured, or let be, or both, as in the dreams 
of acoustic ecology. In a soundscape in part populated by auditory actants, my very listening 
is an active and productive part of the soundscape. 
There is another sense in which animal sounds signify a circuit of produced and heard 
sound. Just as the interrelations of animal sounds make silence sonorously positive, so the 
hearing of animal sounds signifies the retreat or diminution of human sound. The rhythm 
of our own remission is often accordingly what we hear in animal sound, especially in the 
roaring urban circumstance. 
So soundscapes are more than sounds—they are sounds joined by relations, whether these 
are external, as when one assembles sounds into a soundscape by an act of listening, or 
internal, as when sounds reveal themselves to be produced in interchange. If a tree falls in 
the forest with nobody to hear it, it may well make a sound, but it cannot be part of any 
kind of soundscape. A soundscape is a sound plus a certain kind of relation. The sounds in 
a soundscape must always be for me, in something of the way that a landscape must always 
be for me; but, buried within that relation, they must also always be for-each-other-for-me, 
made consonant with each other by being included within the scope of my auditory atten-
tion. This has an important and often overlooked consequence. It means that sound is not 
enough to constitute a soundscape: for a soundscape is sound plus relation, and that relation 
need not be fully and in itself sonorous. The being-for-me of an urban soundscape is not of 
the order of the sonorous, precisely because it is a relation, even though it may be a relation 
between sounds. In fact, I think we have to take a further step, and say that it is necessary 
that there be this ontological adulteration. For sound to be heard as sound, it must paradoxi-
cally be denatured, or taken out of its being. A soundscape must be composed of sound, and 
only sound; but it can only be so composed through something that is not itself sonorous. 

A soundscape is formed autonomously of unaccommodated sound; but that autonomy is 
heteronomous, for what is essential in the making of a soundscape is this anacoustic ele-
ment of relation—not inaudible, but rather not of the order of the audible. 
First of all, human beings enclosed wild animals, drawing them into shared habitation 
through domestication; then, without any manumission, the growth of cities has led to a 
banishment of animals—out of sight, hearing, and mind of the urban dweller. To speak 
of the urban is to seem to evoke a place emptied of animals. This is a much more recent 
phenomenon than we may tend to assume. The gradient of the approach roads to London 
bridges was defined both by the need for horses to be able to draw the conveyances they 
were pulling up to the level of the bridge, and their capacity to resist the forward impulsion 
of their loads on the way down. London is full of water troughs provided by the Metro-
politan Drinking Fountain and Cattle Trough Association, set up in 1859 to provide free 
drinking fountains, and then extended in 1867 to the provision of troughs for horses and 
cattle. Their ubiquity in London, with particular concentrations in the City of London as 
one gets closer to Smithfield Market, is a reminder of what prodigious numbers of animals 
one might have encountered in the heart of the largest and most powerful city in the world 
in the second half of the nineteenth century. Many of these were horses, which provided 
almost all of the transportation, but huge numbers of animals were driven through the city 
to the market for slaughter and sale. Charles Dickens, Jr. estimated that “a single trough has 
supplied the wants of 1,800 horses in one period of 24 hours.”3 
With the replacement of horse-drawn transport with cars, and the progressive eviction of 
slaughterhouses from the centre of cities, the city has become increasingly emptied of ani-
mals, apart from domestic pets, which is to say, almost exclusively cats and dogs. Unowned 
animals live surreptitious or parasitic lives. There are very few sounds of animals to be heard 
in the city, but the animals that do dwell in the city will tend to make themselves known 
predominantly through sound, precisely because that is what is left to them. Perhaps it is 
the sound of animals that most impresses us with the sense of a specifically sonic field of 
action and awareness, precisely because the sound of unowned animals is usually separated 
from visual confirmation. Whether it be the whirr of cicadas, the twittering of birds, or the 
hum of bees, the animal sounds that we hear are normally separated from their sources. It 
is as though the sounding species had not so much occupied a niche within an ecology of 
sound, but had been drawn into the niche of sound itself. Non-domestic animals do not 
dwell in the city, so much as haunt it, and their disembodied cries and whispers are a sign 
of this haunting. Charles Dickens anticipates this haunting from the midst of the horse-
drawn city, in the passage evoking the neighbourhood near Todgers’s in chapter 9 of Martin 
Chuzzlewit, which alerts its reader to the fact that “deep among the foundations of these 
buildings, the ground was undermined and burrowed out into stables, where cart-horses, 
troubled by rats, might be heard on a quiet Sunday rattling their halters, as disturbed spirits 
in tales of haunted houses are said to clank their chains.”4 
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song, and the urban noise that either obstructs or is overcome by it. This is because the ques-
tion driving such research is, principally, how are birds doing in noisy towns?
This model is surely too simple. It would be a mistake, for example, to counterpose “ur-
ban” and “rural” environments in such a way as to suggest that the former are always noisy 
and the latter always soothingly serene. In fact, the very capacity of birds to adapt their 
songs—whether through singing differently, selective pressure on the transmission from 
adult to chick of different kinds of song, or selective pressure on breeding—derives from 
the fact that there are many sources of noise in the natural world. The theoretical prediction 
that a bird singing against masking noise might increase the serial redundancy of its song 
(repeating its song more often, just like somebody shouting through a gale or over a poor 
phone-connection) has been borne out in studies of Chaffinches, Fringilla coelebs, living 
near waterfalls.6 There may be a great deal of noise to contend with in urban environments, 
but this should not imply that there is no noise in “natural” environments.
For there is noise everywhere; what is more, there is no information without noise. The 
birds that adapt their songs in cities may be there because their songs have been formed in 
circumstances in which very similar kinds of noise—wind, water, or the sounds of other 
species—have to be overcome.7 The dawn chorus, often taken as an image of the orchestral 
plenitude of nature, is in fact an extremely stressful acoustic environment, an order that is 
formed in and through competing noise. Signal is the opposite of noise, but information is 
found in the emergence of signal from noise, and therefore in a certain signal-noise coup-
ling. So there is no signal without noise, and there is noise in and around every signal. In 
fact, this is the very reason for the importance of birds and birdsong in human history—
since birdsong represents the very principle of meaning amidst noisiness, and the intensifi-
cation of meaning that comes from the intensification of noise. 
There is one kind of creature with whom cities have a positive affinity, namely insects.  
R. Murray Schafer suggests that insects provide a rare example in the nonhuman world of 
what he calls “flat-line” sounds—that is, sounds involving repeated automatic processes, in 
humming, buzzing, or stridulation.8 Where the sight and sound of other animals may strike 
the city-dweller as an anomaly or annunciation, insects in a certain sense are the city. The 
beehive has long been taken as a metaphor for the structure and operations of the city, and 
it is indeed the case that, at a time when bee colonies are under intense pressure worldwide, 
bees are often healthier in the city than in the surrounding countryside, partly perhaps 
because of the diversity of plant species available to them to feed on, compared to the con-
dition of grimly depleted monoculture that characterizes many rural locations. Even where 
insects are not physically present or audible, they are evoked in the metaphors of humming 
and buzzing that are so often applied to the background sounds of city life. My suggestion 
is that this metaphorical texture is in fact part of the animal soundscape of the city.
It has become clear that the work of conservation can less than ever be conceived simply 
as a work of holding back, piping down, and letting be, important though all of these 

There are significant variations across cities in different parts of the world however. Indeed, 
the sounds of animals may be one of the only identifying soundmarks in the increasingly 
homogenous sound of traffic. The chatter of monkeys may be one of the only sonorous fea-
tures that would identify the city of Kolkata, while the growl of prowling bears has become 
a common urban noise in some North American and Canadian towns. 
Since Rachel Carson, the survival or silencing of birdsong has become a sonorous measure 
of environmental degradation. In fact, however, there is some reason to believe that we 
may be forcing birds to become louder rather than quieter. Hans Slabbekoorn of Leiden 
University studied the songs of Great Tits, Parus major, in a number of Northern European 
cities, and found that they routinely sang faster and higher, incorporating fewer low-fre-
quency notes than birds in the wild. It seems very likely that this is in order to compensate 
for the low-frequency hum of traffic that would otherwise mask their song. This is no mere 
behavioural adaptation—in that such birds would be unlikely to be able to mate with 
members of their own species from rural areas who would sing in a different register, the 
birds may be undergoing a kind of acoustic respeciation. In many species of bird, females 
seem to prefer males with lower-pitched songs, which may well put such birds at a double 
disadvantage, in having to expend more energy on overcoming noise while also not attract-
ing as many mates. The sheer quantity of competing noise is not the only feature of the 
urban environment with which birds have to contend. Other studies have suggested that 
birds are responsive, not just to raw noise levels, but also to the acoustic features of their 
physical environment. Hard, impervious surfaces like brick and concrete reflect and scat-
ter more of the sound energy of birdsong, this effect being more marked in high-frequency 
signals than low frequency. As this can make the signal unintelligible, it exerts pressure on 
birds in urban environments to lower rather than to lift the frequency of their song. Since 
highly reverberant surfaces and high levels of low-frequency noise often coexist in urban 
environments, this may create paradoxical pressures—if a bird sings at higher frequencies 
and with shorter stabs of song in order to overcome the masking effects of low-frequency 
noise, this may in turn make the song more vulnerable to acoustic scattering from highly 
reflective surfaces.5

Another of the ways in which birds have adapted to city life is through time-shifts. The 
European Robin, Erithacus rubecula, has taken to singing at night in order perhaps to com-
pensate for its restricted opportunities to establish territory during the day. If you hear a 
nightingale singing in Berkeley Square, the chances are that it will be singing much louder 
now than in 1939. In fact, the toning and tempering of the time of the city is one of the 
most important ways in which animal sounds interact with, rather than simply struggle 
through or stand out against urban noise. 
Despite the many features in play in urban birdsong—frequency, amplitude, phrasing, syn-
tax, patterning, redundancy—the model governing ecological studies of urban birdsong is 
predominantly that of a zero-sum game involving only two parameters, that of the bird’s 
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Four questions to begin with: What is the pitch of the neo-liberal city? How does the pitch 
of the city construct images of and for the humanity that travels through it? How does 
gender relate to control of this space—corporate, commercial, privatized space, and the few 
remaining places we might (often erroneously, or perhaps nostalgically) refer to as “public 
space”? How does the soundscape of the city relate to forms of control—what I will call 
here “soft coercion”—that often goes unnoticed, or at least blends into the background and 
becomes simply part of the tapestry of the urban sonic environment, alongside the whirr 
of traffic, the babble of the crowd, birdsong, sirens? We may think of the sound of the city 
as somehow being “neutral” on its own terms, or at least cacophonous enough to escape 
linear description, but by paying careful attention to the patterns of urban sounds, we do 
more than simply listen: the overfamiliarity of certain sonic tropes starts to tell us something 
signifcant about the way in which both gender and control are constructed and reinforced. 
This essay considers the now-ubiquitous use of female-sounding voices in a variety of urban 
settings: information announcements on public transport, especially buses, trains, and train 
stations; instructions on supermarket machines; security announcements1. The references 
here will apply mainly to the UK context, but it is apparent that many European and North 
American cities will exhibit similar features. Much of what I am looking at also applies to 

are. Soundscapes are always constructed, and the construction of soundscape should be 
regarded as part of the larger work of what Peter Sloterdijk has usefully called the work of 
“explicitation” in modernity.9 Insofar as explication means the bringing into the foreground 
for the purposes of management and design of what had previously been merely given or 
implicit, and since the soundscape must be defined as a foregrounding of a background 
phenomenon, the making of a field into a figure, the construction of soundscape is part of 
the huge effort of rethinking the relations between the human and the natural that must 
characterize our future. In a world in which, as Michel Serres has repeatedly said, “we de-
pend on things that depend on us,”10 there seems no possibility of returning to a condition 
of immanence or innocence. 
I began by suggesting that the concept of the soundscape both draws our attention to the 
particularity of sound and also draws us away from sound, or places sound beside itself. I 
then proposed that the audible presence of animals in urban sound is both a kind of haunt-
ing and a hollowing out of the tinnitant self-enclosure of human sound. Even as it points 
to the eviction of animals from the characteristically urban spaces of the modern world, the 
anomalous sounds of animals in the city point to a new, delocalized, even evaporated kind 
of urbanism, one in which the urban and the rural interpenetrate each other. This haunting 
serves to point us away from the cramping idea of location, of the factitious and reaction-
ary notion of the here-and-now that hovers around every notion of the soundscape, and to 
adumbrate a newer, more conjugated, and convivial auditorium of the world. 
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a particular train. Here you are likely to hear a female-sounding voice that seems more 
fragmentary than usual: “Due to signal failure the … 9:52 … to … Penzance … will be 
approximately … 17 … minutes late. We apologize for any inconvenience this may cause.” 
The pre-recorded blocks are played like notes in a particularly avant-garde piece, where 
the conductor is a machine and commuters the unwitting audience, rushing from one 
machine to the other at the behest of incorporeal commandments. But why make these 
voices female-sounding? Why not embrace a gender-neutral machinic-sounding pitch? Or 
to put it another way, what is it about male-sounding voices that train companies, super-
markets, and so on dislike? The clue perhaps lies in the separation between the everyday 
and the emergency, between the supposed smooth running of things and the potential for 
things to go wrong. If the role of the female-sounding voice is to reassure but also to direct, 
is the implication that a male-sounding voice would sound too dictatorial, too bossy, too 
“serious”? With personal technologies such as Siri, the implication that her (default) female 
voice fits into a continuum of secretaries and personal assistants is clear (if you ask Siri 
who “she” is, she will respond “I am your humble personal assistant”). In places that see 
a large number of passing human traffic, the situation is somewhat different—you do not 
command the machine, the machine “commands” you by informing, instructing, softly 
controlling. As female-sounding recorded messages take over more and more sonic space, 
we notice them bleed over into even those scenarios where emergency can be calculated and 
prepared for, albeit only sonically: not just the late running of trains, but coded messages 
for fire alerts in train stations (“Would Inspector Sands please report to Platform 2”) are 
often “female-sounding.” The soft coercion of the everyday thus includes and incorporates 
its own contingency. 
But we could go further and ask what if the smooth running of things was the emergency? 
This would make the female-sounding voice the sound of quiet catastrophe, of social control 
as such, rather than just the ordinary running of things. This particular construction of gen-
der—albeit of a disembodied, ghostly kind—would make the recorded female voice a kind 
of cover story for a normalcy that is in fact a state of emergency, of crisis, of barbarism, and 
capitalism. It would be more honest for this voice to be shouting, chastising, authoritarian, 
and perhaps therefore male-sounding to reflect the balance of power, but perhaps it is more 
alarming to reflect on why it doesn’t need to be to have the same effect: the co-optation of 
the female-sounding voice as the voice of everyday control is no longer the voice of author-
ity conceived as male (as in the pioneering voice work of Laurie Anderson for example), 
but of control regendered and recoded as female.7 What effects might this have on the way 
in which we conceive of gender above and beyond our repeated fragmentary experience of 
the disembodied voice in urban spaces? Do the often unnoticed voices really have any effect 
on how we conceive of political representation, of the “public,” of where “real” power lies? 
In so far as female-sounding voices represent order and soft coercion in a sensible mode, 
they arguably do present a misleading impression of gender and the real control of property 

more domestic and intimate technologies, such as mobile phones (consider, for example, 
the “Siri” application—a voice-activated knowledge locater that responds with a female 
voice on the default setting in most countries), GPS, or commercial automated telephone 
answering systems. But my focus here will be on the female-sounding voice as encountered 
in the context of the city, as a traveller, shopper, or commuter, in particular, where the choice 
of the gender of the voice is far less available to the listener, and where the voice operates 
at a generic or collective level, rather than relating to specific individual instructions. Here, 
the listener is perhaps passing through a transport hub, or buying food at a supermarket 
terminal on his or her way home hearing multiple recorded voices intermingle. This is the 
sound of the banal, everyday urban experience, rather than that of an ecstatic night out or 
serious state of emergency (although a low-level fear enters into the picture when we think 
about the way in which the message “in these times of heightened security…” becomes the 
norm and “if you see anything suspicious please contact a member of staff” is the sonic fab-
ric of the everyday). It operates as a kind of aural clutter, but one whose pitch is supposed 
to remind us of a certain kind of female-sounding voice: in the British context, this voice is 
clipped, upper-middle class, brusque, sensible. It asks “have you swiped your Nectar card?” 
in the same way we might imagine a nurse in a field hospital in World War Two would ask 
if you’d been drinking enough fluids or getting enough rest.2 It tells us which tube station 
is coming up next in a firm, bureaucratic way,3 such that we feel reassured we know where 
we’re going, but also faintly controlled and guided by some sort of invisible Mary Poppins. 
It is the regionless accent of BBC Radio 4, of a slight nostalgia for the War and post-war 
period, of hard work and no nonsense, of pragmatism and benevolent strictness. It conjures 
up images of governesses and schoolmistresses and films from the 1940s. It is the sound of 
Received Pronunciation and the Queen’s English, of the voice that Margaret Thatcher never 
quite managed to get to sound anything other than forced.
This voice of soft coercion (“Go here if you want to do that,” “Have you done x? It’s for your 
own good, you know”) announces something of a paradox: although women have yet to 
achieve quantitative representation in positions of power (as of 2013, in the UK women are 
51 per cent of the population but only 22 per cent of MPs, 23 per cent of judges, and 31 per 
cent of local councillors4), their voices—albeit ghostly, disembodied, usually pre-recorded 
and extremely narrow in terms of origin, class, and pitch—are everywhere. This flooding of 
the commercial and transportational economy with female-sounding voices is inversely cor-
related to the number of women in parliament, with recorded female voices outnumbering 
male voices five to one.5

There are some observations to make, some technical, some political. The female voice in 
the places focused on here is typically pre-recorded, either as complete phrases (such as the 
name of the places on the tube map6), or as fragments of phrases that are later reconstituted 
by a second technology (“concatenation”). Think about those announcements you get that 
are ubiquitous but contingent, such as an announcement regarding the “late running” of 
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Japan’s modernity has long been characterized by the proposal of its unique sensory culture, 
and the question of its survival in the face of urbanization. As early as 1898, Lafcadio Hearn 
described Japanese attention to environmental sounds as part of a special perceptual mode, 
which, he argued, was a cultural resource endangered by industrial Westernization:

Surely we have something to learn from the people in whose mind the simple chant of a 
cricket can awaken whole fairy-swarms of tender and delicate fancies. We may boast of being 
their masters in the mechanical, their teachers of the artificial in all its varieties of ugliness; 
but in the knowledge of the natural—in the feeling of the joy and beauty of earth—they 
exceed us like the Greeks of old. Yet perhaps it will be only when our blind aggressive in-
dustrialism has wasted and sterilized their paradise—substituting everywhere for beauty 
the utilitarian, the conventional, the vulgar, the utterly hideous—that we shall begin with 
remorseful amazement to comprehend the charm of that which we destroyed.1 

Hearn’s identification of this local senseworld, then, was (like so many other fascinated nar-
ratives of intercultural discovery) already marked by its inevitable extinction. The future of 
the Japanese soundscape was bound up, part and parcel, with the colonial construction of 

and space. The voices float monotonously over commercial and privatized zones, fusing 
an image of feminized “Englishness” with that of corporate culture. In other words, they 
are symbolic of the destruction of the welfare state and the ambiguity of the “public,” as we 
witness it being finally hacked to death, but they are not representative of those doing the 
destroying (need it be pointed out that it is women and children who suffer most in times 
of economic crisis and benefit cuts). They are ideological sonic veneer for what lies beneath, 
the sonic equivalent of the “Keep Calm and Carry On” poster and its myriad spin-offs, a 
fusion of war and crisis made cute for the middle classes.
But what shall we do with the voices, the recordings that have replaced the real bodies of 
announcers and cashiers? We could do worse than to begin to pay attention to what they 
are saying, and not saying; of what they tell us about gender and the contemporary city, of 
where the power lies and where it doesn’t, of the ideological function of “certain” voices and 
the exclusion of others. The protester in the street chanting spontaneous slogans hears her 
opponent in every beat of the neo-liberal city: to reclaim the machines—from supermarket 
tills to parliamentary processes—we must first identify who speaks in the voice of the en-
emy, and who speaks from elsewhere.

endnotes
1 I use the term “female-sounding” to indicate that I am not interested 

in the normative question—what should “men” and “women” sound 
like if they are to perform “maleness” and “femaleness,” as if this was 
anyway decidable—but rather for examining the intention of the 
companies that use voices that they have explicitly picked to “sound 
female.” It is clear that when hearing voices we tend to “gender” them 
quickly, and often without reflecting on any assumptions that follow 
from this apparent recognition. I want to ask instead why the “female-
sounding” voice has become a key sonic element in the urban land-
scape, and ask what it means for the maintenance of the running and 
order of the city.

2 A Nectar card is a reward card that contains points gathered through 
purchasing.

3 Though it should be noted that the story of Emma Clarke and her tube 
announcements is rather more complicated than we might initially 
think. See my earlier short piece on “The Dystopian Technology of the 
Female Voice” for the Her Noise Archive (2012): http://hernoise.org/
nina-power/

4 http://www.parliament.uk/briefing-papers/SN02936/women-interna-
tional-womens-day-2013-background-statistics.

5 http://britishlibrary.typepad.co.uk/archival_sounds/2010/08/wom-
ens-voices-calling-the-shots-in-recorded-announcements.html.

6 “Old Street,” for example always comes to mind, as the way Emma 
Clarke pronounces it captures exactly the pitch and tone I mention 
above.

7 See her track “From The Air” from her LP Big Science (1982), and her 
widespread use of audio drag filters.
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One of the most commonly identified features of the modern Japanese soundscape is the 
special sensory and social environment of its trains. In 1966, the Capitol LP Japan: Its Sounds 
and People used recordings of trains to represent aspects of the local Tokyo soundscape, 
claiming to represent an array of essentially Japanese sounds, “infinite in variety,” which 
include several recordings of musical performance, food vendors, and festivals. Although the 
liner notes claim “noise is not truly typical of Japan,” most of the public sounds on the album 
were dominated by mechanical noise, including a recording of an electric train, described by 
narrator Rose Okugawa as a “distinctive Japanese sound.”9 How does the noise of the train—
that ubiquitous machine and core metaphor of modern technological civilization—come to 
symbolize any kind of specificity, sonic or otherwise, about Japanese urban culture? 
As Walter Benjamin put it, the sounds of mechanized transport are “the signature tunes of 
modern cities”—“the diesel stammer of London taxis, the wheeze of its buses. The clatter 
of the Melbourne tram. The two-stroke sputter of Rome … the many sirens of different 
cities”—these different machine sounds “remind us the city is a sort of machine” replicated 
in industrial societies around the world.10 
Wolfgang Schivelbusch described the introduction of the train as a formative project of 
modern subjectivity.11 The train made social life calculable: it ran by a timetable and sepa-
rated travellers into compartments, “annihilating” space and time in a decontextualized and 
blurred “panorama.” Peripheral local places were detached from their isolation, and brought 
into the range of the cities. The train forced the reordering of urban space to accommodate 
changes in human traffic, and demanded new contexts of circulation in the exchange of 
goods, people, and modes of communication. Populations sped toward the cities, and the 
physical jolt of the train on the tracks communicated a new and shocking experience of 
travel beyond human and animal capacity. In short, the sensory environment of the train 
mediated the public experience of urban modernity on a global scale.
For Japan, the introduction of the train system was iconic of the nation’s entry into global 
modernity: the shinkansen (bullet train), in particular, became a marker of Japan’s post-war 
economic ascendance. The cultural symbolism of the train system also reflects dark anxieties 
about the precariousness of millennial Japanese society. The 1996 sarin gas attacks resonated 
as much for the misanthropic assault on the inviolable social space of the train, as for the 
spectacle of religious fanaticism presented by the Aum Shinrikyo cult. In April 2005, more 
than one hundred commuters were killed when a Japan Railways train jumped the tracks 
and crashed into an apartment building in Amagasaki, just north of Osaka. And, famously, 
the train tracks are a place for suicides, reported as “body accidents” that clot the circulatory 
flow of Tokyo’s vast railway network.12

But for many Japanese, the local train also epitomizes the communal aspects of public 
space, and the shared sensory experience provides a sense of cultural intimacy. In stark 
contrast to the aura of progress, loneliness, and distance of the train in the American sound-
scape, the train is marked as a domestic-but-urban-space in Japanese city life. While the 

the Japanese nation-state; the inexorable loss of native culture was projected forward into 
the destructive technoculture of the global industrial city.
Then, as now, the major sonic feature of cities was noise. Public attention to street noise 
helped establish new divisions between public and private space, and became a crucial 
point of dispute for class-biased social reforms. The characterization of a particular neigh-
bourhood as “noisy” often turned on the threat of a destabilizing (and often foreign) ur-
ban population, which needed to be reduced or eliminated in order to maintain or recover 
the “original” local soundscape. In Victorian London, for example, anti-noise campaigns 
targeted Italian organ grinders, whose street music triggered bourgeois anxiety about 
migrant labour.2 Both in the changing labour market, and in the advancement of ma-
chines into public life, noise was so closely tied to modern progress that “noise pollution” 
appeared to be a kind of waste created by urbanization.3 Noise was considered powerful 
and technologically progressive, but fundamentally uncivilized and dangerous; thus it 
quickly became a key sonic metaphor for rapid and unfettered social change, as well as the 
magical transformations of urban modern space. Identifications of noise were increasingly 
mitigated by the demands of cultural progress. In the fatalistic words of an 1878 noise 
ruling regarding the new elevated train in New York City, the noise of industrial society 
simply “has to be.”4 
But specific city soundscapes can yet be heard to possess unique mixes of noise, which help 
organize the sonic and affective sensibilities of their populations. In a “typical” Tokyo dis-
trict (the pseudonymically-named Miyamoto-cho) circa 1983, Theodore Bestor catalogued 
the distinctively “raucous and annoying” sounds of everyday “daytime noise” that mixed 
“the honking of horns and the screeching of brakes; the blare of stereos and televisions 
on display in local shops; the many loudspeaker trucks making political commercials, or 
public service announcements; the recorded music from the shopping street; the junior 
high school’s outdoor public address system; the rumble of passing trains.”5 The local sound 
“mix” helps to mark the experience of place, as the ringing of bells, for example, sonically 
marked the boundaries of eighteenth-century French villages,6 or as the commercial “vil-
lage” of a shopping mall uses pre-recorded music to organize the social and spatial experi-
ences of wandering customers.7 
The special character of Tokyo’s soundscape is often symbolized through its technological 
noises. Canadian experimental composer Sarah Peebles’ soundscape recording 108-Walking 
through Tokyo at the Turn of the Century mixes sounds ranging from pre-taped advertise-
ments and video games, to the short electronic tunes played as trains arrive in Shinjuku 
station, the clanking of wheels on the Sobu line, and the resonant almost-chanted voices of 
the announcements played in subway cars. These sounds, Yoshimura Hiroshi argues in the 
liner notes, represent “something extra” beyond the “uniform information of the globalized 
digital world” in Tokyo’s soundscape; “almost like body odor, so that the noise of the city 
that might have been perceived as bothersome becomes soothing.”8 
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devoid of “seamy” human life, but aspire to harmonize humanity with nature by using 
noise, to “confront silence.” For example, in the noisy sawari sound made when the string 
buzzes against the grooved plate of a biwa, Takemitsu heard a “deliberate obstruction” that 
was yet a central part of the instrument’s expression—a “beautiful noise” emerging from 
the “apparatus of an obstacle.”14 Beginning in his early experiments in the NHK electronic 
music studio, the composer was attracted to “beautiful noises” that were created by the new 
synthesizer technology. 
But for Takemitsu, noise was isolated neither to electronically generated sounds, nor to the 
rich noise sonorities of traditional Japanese instruments. Rather, noise was a fundamentally 
“peopled” vibration foundational in the human sensorium, which must be included in 
music that seeks to reflect the nature of the world. In his later compositions, noise became 
a musical value that reconciled composition with the “diverse, sometimes contradictory 
sounds around us.” 
As early as 1955, Takemitsu mixed recordings of the Tokyo countryside with noises of the 
city soundscape in Hi (Fire), a collaboration with poet Yasushi Inoue created for the NHK 
programme Shin Nihon Hôsô (New Japanese Radio); he later remixed the same soundscapes 
for a later piece called Static Relief.15 It was after intense listening to the “continuous, unbro-
ken movement” of Tokyo’s subway in the 1940s that he began to consider mixing “random 
noise” into his work: 

In the dim lights of the subway, I was conscious only of the rhythm of the train and its physi-
cal effect on me. The regular rhythm of the train coursed through our bodies, pounded our 
perspiring skins; and I and the others in the subway leaned on this rhythm, receiving some 
kind of rest from it … The train stopped at a station. Passengers entered and left. Then again 
in the fast-moving train people settled down, regaining that repose from the regular vibra-
tions … That rich world of sound around me … those are the sounds that I should have the 
courage to let live within my music.16

In his sudden, social awareness of the affective qualities of ambient mechanical noise, 
Takemitsu “became aware that composing is giving meaning to that stream of sounds that 
penetrates the world we live in.”17 Takemitsu’s story of sensory immersion in the interior of 
the train—which tells of a profoundly social soundscape—anchors his long-term fascina-
tion with the musical value of noise in the feelings of humans contained in a technological 
environment. The train emits a shared, unbroken stream of sound as a felt vibration, in 
which noise is a natural part of the inhabited, “peopled” experience of the Japanese urban 
soundscape. Noise can be homey, warm, and profound: not just the “interruptive” charac-
ter of sound, but the noisy but natural vibrations of human life in the city.

interiors of trains are inherently noisy places, Japanese riders tend to fall asleep, somehow 
rising and disembarking just as they arrive at their desired station. In the noisy enclosure 
of the homebound train, there is a kind of public contemplation of a balanced human and 
mechanical environment that feels natural. 
Sound artist Suzuki Akio captured the homey and nostalgic qualities of the Japanese railway 
through his mix of field recordings made on station platforms in the outskirts of Tokyo:

I made records of the sound of the ticket punchers on the Yamanote Line—they’ve changed 
over to automatic wickets now, so you can’t hear that sound anymore. I started noticing 
these masterly performances and took the outer track of the line from Tokyo Station all the 
way around, got off, and made recordings of that “chaki, chaki” sound at each station. The 
recordings were divided between the A and B side according to the order of the stations, and 
the endless locking ring at the end of each side had the shrill sound of the train’s departure 
bell. In the midst of the ticket punching sounds, you can hear the cute voices of elementary 
school students on their way home saying things like, “Bye-bye! See you!”13

Suzuki’s recordings capture a personal memory of a specific local cultural space, but also 
recall the recurrence of railway sounds in the historical register of post-war experimental 
music. It is no coincidence that the sound chosen by Pierre Schaeffer for the first musique 
concrète piece Étude aux Chemins de Fer (Railway Study) (1948), was, as the title suggests, a 
recording of a train, its whistle, and the conductor’s announcement. And yet, despite their 
global ubiquity, trains and other technological sounds can be heard as markers of local place 
and associated with sensory qualities of cultural intimacy. 
In his early writings about Japanese aural sensibilities, the post-war composer Takemitsu 
Toru described his discovery of noise as a context of listening to silence. He used the word 
chinmoku to refer to silence in his famous 1971 essay “Oto, Chinmoku to hakariaeru hodo 
ni,” included with others written over the course of several decades in his influential book 
Confronting Silence. There is an interesting slippage between the Japanese title of the book—
which means something like “considering sound and silence”—and the English-language 
translation. “Silence” here is chinmoku, a word that implies an internal state of contempla-
tion that is reticent to action. This “hesitation in silence” reflects considered listening, in 
which silence naturally occurs in the world through human perception. Distinct from con-
frontation, this state “considers” (or alternately, “measures,” or “observes” [hakaru]) silence 
in relation to sound; here Takemitsu chooses oto, a word that does not distinguish between 
musical sounds and noise. In other words, “noise” and “silence” are not mutually exclusive, 
but related experiences within a broad spectrum of environmental “soundings” realized in 
listening. 
Takemitsu’s interest in environmental silence was entwined with an equally radical atten-
tion to technological noise. His compositions, he argued, do not describe natural spaces 

–
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In the fiction of J. G. Ballard, urban space is conceived as a technological totality compris-
ing an intersecting field of corporeal geographies. It is through the failure or disruption 
of technological systems that the vulnerability of the human body is exposed and existing 
social relations are placed under strain: consider the violent ruptures of Crash (1973), the 
absurd enclave of marooned commuters in Concrete Island (1974), or the intricate techno-
logical matrices of High Rise (1975). The body-technology couplings explored by Ballard 
move beyond the aeronautical preoccupations of Cold War cybernetics or more simplistic 
forms of bodily augmentation to encompass an unusual synthesis of cultural and techno-
logical elements. In this respect, his vivid explorations of the body-machine complex are 
redolent of modernist pioneers in graphic art such as Fritz Kahn whose work heralded an 
increasing interest in the liberatory potential of science and technology.1 Ballard’s familiar-
ity with human anatomy, a result of his training as a medical student, forms a distinctive 
element in his corporeal style of writing. Yet his scientifically inspired literary imagination 
is also tempered by an ironic neo-Hobbesian fascination with modernity’s denouement 
through eco-catastrophe or violent disorder. Ballard’s world is suffused with an ideological 
ambivalence between the naturalization of capitalist urbanization and existing social rela-
tions, and emerging landscapes of technological possibility. 
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1 Fritz Kahn, Car and ear (1929).  
Source: Fritz Kahn, Das Leben des 
Menschen IV (Stuttgart: Franckh’sche 
Verlagshandlung, 1929).

environment. As sound acquires a material presence in the city, the distinction between spa-
tial and temporal dimensions to urban space has become increasingly blurred. Architecture 
acquires an incriminating presence through its storage of sounds and conversations. Rather 
than a discretely reproducible phenomenon, sound has become a generalized source of po-
tential disorder. It is feared that the failure to clear away “unswept sonic resonances” will not 
only undermine social order but also endanger the physical foundations of the city itself.7 
The central protagonist in Ballard’s story is Mangon, a municipal “sound sweep” since the 
age of fourteen with the Metropolitan Sonic Disposal Service, who removes the accumula-
tion of sound from buildings, walls and other sound retaining surfaces using a device called 
a “sonovac.” We learn that Mangon, like many other sound sweeps, has been a mute from 
an early age, and has consequently developed extremely sensitive hearing, which allows him 
to detect any trace of “embedded sounds.”8 Despite these essential skills, however, the sound 
sweeps are held in contempt by wider society:

Regarded as little better than garbage collectors, the sound-sweeps were an outcast group of 
illiterates, mutes (the city authorities preferred these—their discretion could be relied upon) 
and social cripples who lived in a chain of isolated shacks on the edge of an old explosives 
plant in the sand dunes to the north of the city which served as the sonic dump.9

Ballard’s short story entitled “The Sound-Sweep,” first published in 1960 as a “novelette” in 
the British science fiction journal Science Fantasy, provides an intriguing encounter with the 
cultural and political complexities of late-modern soundscapes.2 The story is set in a future 
city that appears to be a kind of hybrid between mid-twentieth-century London and Los 
Angeles: we encounter a divided, transmogrified, and car-dominated cityscape that com-
bines more familiar topographic zones with new types of acoustically differentiated spaces. 
The increasing focus on sound has led to a series of changes in the sensory environment, 
including the replacement of audible sounds—such as music—with new forms of ultra-
sound. The direct experience of music has been increasingly replaced by an inaudible yet 
tightly controlled form of synthetic silence. We learn that although the classical repertoire 
is being “re-scored for the much wider range of the ultrasonic orchestra,” the human voice, 
as the one instrument that cannot be satisfactorily replaced by ultrasound, is fast becoming 
a musical anachronism: 

Since the introduction a few years earlier of ultrasonic music, the human voice—indeed, 
audible music of any type—had gone completely out of fashion. Ultrasonic music, employ-
ing a vastly greater range of octaves, chords and chromatic scales than are audible by the 
human ear, provided a direct neural link between the sound stream and the auditory lobes, 
generating an apparently sourceless sensation of harmony, rhythm, cadence and melody un-
contaminated by the noise and vibration of audible music.3

The emergence of an increasingly synthetic acoustic realm also marks a sophisticated form 
of social control through the neurological effects of ultrasound. The city is increasingly 
marked by the prevalence of what Pierre Schaeffer and Jérome Peignot term the acous-
matique, whereby sounds are experienced separately from their causes to produce a “new 
paradigm of dislocation.”4 Since the time in which Ballard was writing, the use of sound 
as a means of behavioural manipulation and also as a commodified realm in its own right 
has significantly expanded. Indeed, recent developments in acoustic ecology, evolutionary 
biology, and neurophysiology have even suggested the presence of genetically coded forms 
of originary soundscapes that are amenable to ultrasonic forms of sound stimulation.5 We 
find that techno-modernity has radically expanded into human subjectivity itself through 
intensified efforts to control the sensory realm.6 
“The Sound-Sweep” opens with a description of an abandoned sound stage, now lying 
beneath the “endless din” of an eight-lane flyover, where an embittered former opera singer 
lives—her career having been ruined by the switch to ultrasonic music. In Ballard’s city, 
sonic distinctions increasingly intersect with late-modern topographies of anxiety and dis-
location. We are immersed in an acoustic realm where sound does not fade away but ac-
cumulates in the fabric of the city. The entire city has become a kind of acoustic sponge or 
giant recording device where walls and other surfaces retain a permanent trace of their sonic 
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2 Haus-Rucker-Co, Environmental 
Transformer Project (1968). 
Courtesy of the Architekturbüro 
O&O Baukunst. 

This acoustically defined form of social stratification represents a late-modern variant of 
the association between dirt—in this case sonic detritus—and extreme forms of social 
and spatial marginalization: there are certain parallels here with the role of scheduled 
castes in India or the burakumin of Japan, who are largely restricted to dirty, menial, or 
dangerous forms of labour. The presence of sound sweeps in the future city underlines 
the continuing necessity of human labour in order to allow urban space to function: 
this is no automated science fiction utopia, but a noisy future metropolis riven by stark 
forms of social difference. The relegation of the sound sweeps to residential zones near 
the city’s “sonic dump” is reminiscent of those communities that eke out a living from 
waste, living in or around the vast garbage dumps that have developed in parallel with 
modern cities. 
Through his work as a sound sweep, Mangon traverses the acoustic terrain of the city 
meeting different clients who require his specialist sound removal services. He enters 
the foyer of a “huge forty-storey apartment block” where “the marble walls and columns 
buzzed softly with the echoing chatter of guests leaving parties four or five hours ear-
lier.”10 On entering the penthouse apartment, he meets the appropriately named Ray Alto, 
who is described as a “doyen of ultrasonic composers,” and clearly part of the new sonic 
elite. “Noise, noise, noise—the greatest single disease-vector of civilization,” declares Alto, 
whose apartment’s “wide studio windows” take in an “elegant panorama” of the city be-
low.11 For Alto and his wealthy neighbours, sound has become yet another focus of anxiety 
stalking their architectural citadels; a source of contamination that serves to blur distinc-
tions between inside and outside, yet simultaneously enables the emergence of specialist 
kinds of acoustic consumption. 
In a later passage, Mangon drives out towards “the stockade” used for the storage of un-
wanted sound: 

Here and there among the dunes they could see the low ruined outbuildings of the old ex-
plosives plant, the white galvanized iron roof of one of the sound-sweep’s cabins. Desolate 
and unfrequented, the dunes ran on for miles. They passed the remains of a gateway that 
had collapsed to one side of the road; originally a continuous fence ringed the stockade, but 
no one had any reason for wanting to penetrate it. A place of strange echoes and festering 
silences, overhung by a gloomy miasma of a million compacted sounds, it remained remote 
and haunted, the graveyard of countless private babels.12

Ballard’s evocation of an acoustic miasma connects his imaginary late-modern metropolis 
with nineteenth-century fears of contamination. The city’s sonic edgelands mark the apo-
theosis of a new acoustic order in which the poor are relegated to an increasingly noisy 
existence. These sonic dumps have a complex topography of residual sounds contained in 
their “sound-absorbent baffles” that only Mangon and the other sound-sweeps can safely 
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to Eurocentric conceptions of the universal human subject, which have been pervasive in 
musicology, neurophysiology, and many other disciplines. Recent interest in the “right to 
silence” finds parallels with reactions towards intrusive synthetic realms such as light pollu-
tion or artificial smells. Yet silence itself remains an elusive goal since even spaces without 
any external sound serve merely to accentuate the sounds of the body itself.20

For Ballard, the sonic realm has both a temporal and spatial porosity. There is a sense that 
sound, like memory, cannot be completely eradicated. Yet the chaotic accumulation of son-
ic waste cannot be organized into a form of collective memory that is amenable to archives, 
monuments, or narrative accounts of historical change. The sonic dumps on the edge of 
Ballard’s city, with their sound-adsorbent baffles, provide a kind of negative sonic imprint, 
a medley of archaeological traces of human lives like the eerie plaster casts produced from 
the excavations of Pompeii. These strange accumulations are also to be found in Félix Na-
dar’s essay on the jumbled bones of the Paris catacombs, which were once people who “had 
loved, had been loved.”21 The sonic catacombs located on the edge of Ballard’s future city, 
with their acoustic residues of unsorted human lives, betoken a sense of dislocation between 
life and death, between signal and pure noise. 

navigate. The sonic detritus of the city has acquired a distinctive stratigraphy derived from 
different sources over time to produce a multilayered cacophonic landscape that is in “a 
continuous state of uproar.”13 Like all waste dumps, however, there is the looming threat of 
accidents or saturation: 

Occasionally, when super-saturation was reached after one of the summer holiday peri-
ods, the sonic pressure fields would split and discharge, venting back into the stockades a 
nightmarish cataract of noise, raining on to the sound-sweeps not only the howling of cats 
and dogs, but the multi-lunged tumult of cars, express trains, fairgrounds and aircraft, the 
cacophonic musique concrète of civilization.14 

Here, Ballard makes an oblique reference to experimental developments in electroacoustic 
music, which indicates an ambivalence towards twentieth-century modernism. Ballard’s 
somewhat sly use of the term musique concrète, most closely associated with the compo-
sitional experiments of Pierre Schaeffer, also alludes to an association between the mate-
rial properties of concrete and aspects of twentieth-century modernism.15 Different ma-
terials, along with their characteristic topographies and architectural forms, are integral to 
the physical texture of urban space in Ballard’s writings, and it is his fascination with the 
sound-material interface that is perhaps the most striking element of the story. Ballard’s 
description of the conversion of music into ultrasound resonates with the emerging tension 
in the 1950s between different modes of musical composition and the shifting boundaries 
between music and “noise.”16 
Ballard’s interest in sound as a source of anxiety links to historical concerns with bells, ma-
chinery, traffic, and other forms of sonic disturbance.17 In his story, however, the nature of 
sound has changed, along with its lingering presence, so that sound increasingly resembles 
matter through the accretion of acoustic debris on the edge of the city. Ballard’s story can 
be read as a portent of the contemporary accumulation of information exemplified by vast 
repositories of digital data. Like the sonic dumping grounds described by Ballard, the “soft 
landscapes” of the digital realm have produced their own edgelands in banks of humming 
servers and stockpiles of toxic waste.18 
The politics of sound is more than just a question of “noise abatement,” but forms part of a 
symbolic critique of the sensory realm of modernity and its disconnection from “authentic” 
forms of aesthetic experience. The emphasis on enhancing the experience of listening by 
R. Murray Schafer, Barry Truax, and others is rooted in the development of more critically 
aware forms of acoustic ecology. Their concerns with a diminished or degraded auditory 
realm feed into a broader critique of the alienating effects of techno-modernity on everyday 
life.19 Yet, at the same time, the search for distinctive forms of “acoustic fidelity” are not 
located outside of their precise cultural or historical context: the elision between aspects 
of acoustic ecology and the ecological critique of modernity, for example, belies the limits 
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1 Ludwig Koch (left) with an 
improvised studio in the field. 
Photo by L. Lascelles Whitfield. 
 

Source: Ludwig Koch, Memoirs 
of a bird man (London: Phoenix 
House, 1955).

SilenT CiTy: liSTening 
To birdS in UrbAn 
nATUre
Joeri bruyninckx 

At half past four on a crisp July morning in 1952, a man could be seen leaning over the bal-
cony of his room at the luxury London Savoy Hotel. Below his feet, the city was only begin-
ning to wake up, but radio personality, broadcaster, and naturalist Ludwig Koch had kept 
himself awake all night. He had spent hours concentrating on the sounds coming through 
his headphones, and the long wait near his improvised recording studio had been inter-
rupted only by quick glimpses across the balcony. Behind the legs of a cherub statue, the 
hotel management had found a nest of kestrel eggs—the high façade being an ideal habitat 
for the breeding pair. Realizing the opportunity, Koch now tried to record the sounds of the 
parents feeding their fledglings. 
But through his earphones that morning, he heard no sound of a chick. “The noises of all 
kinds, including those of Waterloo Station, were deafening.” By the time he stopped record-
ing at ten o’clock, he had finally succeeded in recording its typical notes, luckily “clearly 
audible above the din of London.” Nonetheless, the city had kept sounding through—with 
anything from the traffic noises below, to Big Ben chiming in the background—imposing 
itself on the ornithologist and future listeners to his recording.1 
Although ornithologists have predominantly situated their inquiries in the rural landscape, 
the urban context serves as a preferred habitat for a plethora of avian species. As a result of 

birds adopting urban and industrial infrastructure such as canals, landfills, factories, and old 
buildings as their habitats, ornithologists have also been progressively inspired to redefine 
the boundaries between the rural field and the city.2 These new spatial contexts, however, 
also presented the ornithologist with a social and material ordering that was substantially 
different from the traditional ornithological field-site. This ordering, as geographers, histo-
rians, and sociologists of science have repeatedly highlighted, has also had a bearing on the 
production of knowledge taking place in the city.3 Recent scholarship has pointed out, for 
instance, that “how scientists chose their research topics and framed them conceptually; 
how they organized their research practices; and how they articulated and stabilized certain 
beliefs as valid scientific claims,” has been affected by the city’s socio-spatial setting.4 But 
just as research practices have been affected by the spatial and temporal rhythms with which 
urban life unfolds, I propose, they have also been intricately textured by the sensory distrac-
tions and city acoustics that resulted from them. 
For Ludwig Koch, the urban context had long provided a familiar background for his obser-
vations and recordings. As director of the cultural branch of Electrical and Musical Indus-
tries Ltd5 from the early 1930s, he had been well positioned to explore the new possibilities 
of electrical means of amplification and recording outdoors, while applying these in the 
production of a series of gramophone sound books on educational topics. Although Koch 
initially began recording commissioned soundscapes of German cities such as Cologne and 
Leipzig, he soon specialized in publishing natural history recordings. Intended both for a 
general public and scientific study on animal vocalizations, Koch produced these record-
ings in close collaboration with a host of prominent ornithologists and conservationists at 
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2 Sonogram Example. A 
Blackbird in Urban, Periurban 
and Rural Settings. 
 

Source: Solange Mendes et al., 
“Bird Song Variations along an 
Urban Gradient: The Case of 
the European blackbird (Turdus 

merula),” Landscape and Urban 
Planning (99) (2011).

the time, collecting his material in the zoological gardens of major European cities such as 
Antwerp, Berlin, and London. Often situated in the centre of these cities, these zoos pro-
vided a space advantageously sheltered from the bustle on the streets, but with convenient 
access to power supply. As such, they allowed an improvised recording studio to be set up in 
close proximity to the animals. By the mid-1930s, however, Koch and his fellow pioneers in 
wildlife recording had also become increasingly concerned with the possible distortions that 
animal cages presented to their recordings, both with regard to their acoustical aesthetics 
and the naturalness of the animals’ behaviour.6 This had led them to progressively prefer the 
open air of city parks and gardens. Indeed, as field recordists at Cornell University pointed 
out, to enhance the fidelity of their recordings, bird vocalizations should not only be re-
corded outdoors but, during demonstrations, ideally also be played back outdoors, as the 
acoustics of a room might render a sound unnatural, or even unintelligible.7 
But although such city parks seemed to provide a more “natural” setting for bird vocaliza-
tions to be studied and recorded in, they also required more flexibility of the recording en-
gineer. Power supply was often short, with recordists depending on unreliable dry cell bat-
teries or a noisy dynamotor to make their mobile studio run. Sometimes, these urban spaces 
provided new opportunities to exploit: Danish radio engineer Carl Weismann, for instance, 
set up his first recording outfits next to a railway ten kilometres from Copenhagen and used 
the telegraph wires to send the recording signal of a singing bird to a wax disc recorder in 
the Danish radio headquarters.8 More often, though, urban nature presented the listener 
with small disturbances. On one occasion, for instance, Ludwig Koch had detected Crested 
Larks, Galerida cristata, which often resided around slag heaps and factories, at a Philips fac-
tory terrain. The noisy industrial activity at the location, however, only allowed him a very 
short window of night-time, between three and five a.m., during which the species could be 
recorded without much disturbance. In a similar vein, while observing local species in the 
parks of the Belgian Royal Palace in Laeken, Koch and his recording crew found themselves 
perturbed by the heavy background sound coming from Brussels, even though the town 
was located over three miles away: “The spots I had in mind proved impossible, and I had 
to seek others more sheltered from the waves of sound from the city.”9

But even at a comfortable distance from the city, the rural field was never the acoustically 
pristine wilderness that it might appear. As another pioneering wildlife recordist in New 
York warned his readers, “… it is not as simple as it would seem to get a location where 
there is absolute quiet … Too great proximity to a traffic road, for instance, makes record-
ing impossible.”10 Students of urban nature generally complained that their recordings were 
repeatedly interrupted by a passing airplane or turned out to be unfeasible because of the 
hum of a distant highway. Invariably, the fields, parks, and nature reserves where these or-
nithologists worked were bordered by urban infrastructure. Although often located several 
miles out of sight, its sounds often embraced listeners in the field. British conservationist 
Max Nicholson observed, for instance, that “just as smoke pollution helps to swamp a town 

under fog, so the natural peace of the country was drowned under the indefinable hum of 
distant engines and wheels.” Noise abatement campaigns had taken off since the late nine-
teenth century, and between 1910 and 1940 became increasingly organized in cities such 
as London and New York. Clearly though, concerns with such “sonic exhaust” were never 
exclusive only to inhabitants of the metropolitan agglomeration.11 
Along with its infrastructure then, urban sounds became fully, yet often initially imperceiv-
ably, entrenched within the landscape. This was not only due to obvious acoustic changes 
in the soundscapes of the mechanical age. It was also due to the increased sensitivity of 
mechanical equipment and recording instruments that recordists deployed in their service.12 
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Since the 1930s, this very concern with urban sounds as an aesthetic and analytic disturb-
ance, and the preference for a close-up and sterilized aesthetic, has been crystallized in a 
variety of tools, techniques, and routines that ornithologists developed to record and ana-
lyze bird song. But by staging the experience of listening to birds as one that is devoid of 
urban interference, these field recordists not only acted upon an idea of what nature ideally 
should be, but in doing so also performed one. These recordings not only represented the 
city as an acoustic space, but also actively transformed it: moulding it into a private acoustic 
space fit for consumption and analysis. Building on anthropologist Steven Feld’s notion of 
“acoustemology,” Paul Greene and Thomas Porcello proposed the term “techoustemology” to 
foreground the implication of technological mediations of sound on individuals’ knowledge 
and interpretations of, sensations in, and consequent actions upon their acoustic environ-
ments.17 It alerts us to the ways in which these recordings enacted, suggested, and perpetu-
ated a specific listening experience. They did so not just for these field recordists themselves. 
Through their circulation on commercial gramophone records, they also did so for a large 
group of other listeners—scientists, amateur birdwatchers, a general audience. 
Grasping the extent to which such recordings came to filter urban nature provides one 
compelling way of understanding how biologists’ investigations of the aural ecologies of 
the field privileged the natural over the technological and deeply human. Even despite, and 
often in spite of, ornithologists’ and recordists’ continuous immersion in, and annoyance 
with, interference by anthropogenic sound. 
Such techoustemologies are not, however, inexhaustible and may be combined with other 
ways of listening, other ways of knowing. In 2003, the Dutch ecologist Hans Slabbekoorn 
and his colleagues at Leiden University published a paper in Nature that seemed to signal a 
remarkable behavioural adaptation of birds to their environments.18 The authors observed 
that the ongoing spread of urban areas, highways, and airports throughout the world made 
anthropogenic noise virtually omnipresent. And such sounds, they found, created new se-
lection pressures for birds. Slabbekoorn and his co-author Margriet Peet had studied groups 
of urban Great Tits, Parus major, in much the same way as their colleagues had done before 
them; they sampled their songs using a highly selective microphone, but they had combined 
this conventional technique with an omnidirectional microphone that allowed them to 
record, on a different channel, the city noise levels they previously had sought to eliminate.
Slabbekoorn’s study found that passerines that live in noisy urban environments generally 
sing with a higher minimum frequency than the same species living in a forest environment 
where there is significantly less anthropogenic noise. This, the authors proposed, suggested 
that the species adapted its vocal repertoires to a higher-frequency range in order to prevent 
its song from being effectively masked by low-frequency noises. Such interfering noises, 
bio-acousticians had begun to suggest elsewhere, made signals more difficult to detect or 
recognize by birds.19 This has been recognized to constitute a competition for “signal space” 
between species. If its song would be structurally disguised by other sounds, this would give 

Granted, even since the nineteenth century, ornithologists have had to negotiate their aural 
attention with other people and activities present. One naturalist listener in 1916, for in-
stance, registered his frustration with “an energetic brass band with a particularly enthusias-
tic bass drummer, and a merry-go-round with the usual depressing music, traction-engine 
whistle and other noise producers.”13 But it was the electrical microphone, these recordists 
concluded, that amplified those sounds beyond their control. Even sounds that were hardly 
noticeable or simply too familiar to the human ear to stand out were picked up within a 
several mile radius and exaggerated. For example, American ornithologists at Cornell Uni-
versity quickly learned not to station their improvised field studio too close to power lines, 
as this would expose their recordings to an unpleasant electrical static that would render 
them useless. Other nature recordists learned to judge the urban landscape not only by what 
they heard for themselves, but also by the potential disturbances that it afforded. Far from 
a simple prosthesis for the ear, then, the microphone had begun to remediate and thereby 
restructure the urban soundscape, determining where and when one was able to listen and 
record. 
The microphone drew attention to an acoustically complex habitat, in which the distinc-
tions between urban and rural became progressively diffuse. But although wildlife recordists 
like Koch wanted to convey a sense of the singing birds’ “natural” background, they were 
significantly less tolerant of interfering urban sounds. Whether their recordings were played 
back on low-tech consumer gramophones, broadcast over the radio, or reproduced on a 
visual film for scientific study, noise was found to diminish the recordings’ intelligibility 
and pleasant consumption. As a result of such technical restrictions, these field recordists 
sought to balance their desire for the fidelity of an acoustically evocative setting with the 
demand for an attractively intelligible sound. Although their sound records were to capture 
the atmosphere of a natural scene as truthfully as possible, such records were still produced 
to be enjoyed by—and thus to privilege—the human listener.14

Reproducing the sounds of urban nature required considerable intervention. As media his-
torian Jonathan Sterne has highlighted, the very act of recording always implies mediation 
and selection.15 Koch and his recording team tackled the problem of interference by arrang-
ing up to six different microphones to enclose the bird’s song perch. With each of these 
microphones linked to a control panel, recordists would hope to get as close as possible to 
the bird, to reduce interference by any background noise. Other wildlife recordists deployed 
highly directional types of microphones that amplified the sounds they were aimed at, 
“zooming in” on the birds. Permitting a far more selective recording, such microphones en-
abled recordists to capture the singing bird, and nothing but the bird, with minimal inter-
ference from its acoustic context. To the extent that regular microphones permitted at least 
the suggestion of immersion in a landscape, this was mostly offset by the close-up. These 
recording techniques provided a way to distil from the urban context a sonic landscape that 
was clear and tranquil, but also as free of urban disturbances as possible.16
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the birds a serious evolutionary disadvantage; after all, the bird would be less successful in 
using its song to defend its territory or attract a mate.20 In the wake of this paper several 
other studies began to consider the urban, not just as an acoustic backdrop, but as a factor 
shaping birds’ singing behaviour.21 
Far from artificially segmenting and separating this behaviour from its original habitat and 
acoustic context, then, this research has begun to acoustically inscribe the bird in the city 
and vice versa, the city in the bird. Although Slabbekoorn’s multichannel listening and 
recording technique still aimed to provide the urban listener a detached, privileged control 
over the soundscape rather than the turbulence of immersion, this approach also opens up a 
first step, a cautious reflection on the city as a shared space, physically as well as acoustically, 
where anthropogenic and biological sounds may begin to resonate with and into each other. 
Listening in such a way is to open up to and bring in contact the heterogeneous realities 
surrounding us, and to attend to the complex ecologies within which signals are broadcast, 
received, manipulated, impeded and, sometimes, exchanged. 

SoniC eCology:  
The UndeTeCTAble 
SoUndS of The CiTy 
Kate Jones

It is one of those balmy late summer evenings and the last rays of city sunlight reflect off 
the surface of the boating lake in London’s Regent’s Park. It is an absolutely perfect spot to 
investigate the sounds that the city can’t hear. The group of people gathered around me on 
the lake’s edge have come to listen to bats. However, as bat calls are too high for most people 
to hear, the group are relying on me to somehow reveal this sonic secret world. 
Bats are surprisingly good city dwellers and have been reported in some of the most urban 
of city parks—New York’s Central Park, and this evening’s Regent’s Park being just some 
examples. Although many people have negative perceptions of bats, bats are mammals just 
like us, and act as important pest controllers for many insects, including mosquitoes.1 Bats 
have evolved flight by modifying their hands and spreading their fingers to form wings, 
enabling them to expertly navigate a variety of landscapes from lake surfaces to dense veg-
etation. Many species have also evolved sophisticated sonar systems to help them navigate 
and find food, which is especially useful when hunting aerial insects in the pitch dark. This 
“echolocation” system works by bats interpreting echoes as their calls bounce off objects, 
and then calculating exactly what and where things are.2 
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1 Spectrograms of echolo-
cation calls of noctule bats 
(Nyctalus noctula) 
Source: Kate Jones

2 Spectrograms of echoloca-
tion calls of pipistrelle bats 
(Pipistrellus sp.) 
Source: Kate Jones

3 Spectrograms of echoloca-
tion calls of Daubenton’s bats 
(Myotis daubentonii) 
Source: Kate Jones

Bat calls can range from 9–212 kHz. To put that into perspective, humans can only hear up 
to 20 kHz, and even this drops off rapidly with age, meaning that most bat calls are beyond 
human hearing. Listening in on bats requires specialist acoustic equipment and the huge 
plastic box in front of me full of “bat detectors” will transform bat calls into hearing range.3 
Different species of bats use sound in slightly different ways, meaning that it is possible to 
tell some species apart from their calls. By the end of the evening, I hope that my group will 
all be experts in identifying the park’s bats. 
Some species of bats have louder calls and use higher frequencies than others, and these 
and other characteristics reflect how a species has adapted to navigate and find food. For 
example, a loud call can travel long distances and these types of calls are used by species 
that forage in the open. Quieter calls are used by species that forage in more dense vegeta-
tion or closer to water surfaces, where calls don’t need to travel far. Lower frequency calls 
can also travel longer distances than higher frequency calls, but the returning echoes only 

contain coarse information about the object. Higher frequency calls can only travel shorter 
distances, but contain finer details about the object of interest. Species that hunt in dense 
vegetation are better off using higher frequency calls, or a wider range of frequencies, be-
cause they need more information about their surroundings to navigate successfully.4

As the light starts to fade, I lead my group—each armed with a bat detector—around the 
lake. They soon have a chance to try out the detectors, as one of the devices springs to life 
with an extremely loud chip chop sound.5 Looking up, bats are foraging very high over the 
lake, swooping down occasionally to catch insects. The detectors tell us that these are low-
frequency calls around 20 kHz. In fact, they belong to noctule bats (Nyctalus noctula), one 
of the largest bat species found in London and long residents of Regent’s Park. These bats 
are usually first to appear after sunset and they are highly efficient aerial insectivores, seem-
ingly replacing swallows and swifts in the sky as the day passes into night. The evening air 
now fills with the noctule bats’ loud calls, occasionally interrupted by buzzes (like someone 
is rudely blowing raspberries). These buzzes are “feeding calls,” which are made when a 
bat hones in on an insect and increases its call rate to make a capture. These types of calls 
provide the bat with the maximum amount of information about the insect’s speed and 
direction as it narrows down on its location.
Some species of insects have evolved a number of ingenious adaptations to avoid bats. For 
example, noctuid moths (Family Noctuidae) have evolved tiny organs in their ears to hear 
bat calls, and will employ drastic aversion tactics when they hear a call by folding up their 
wings and falling out of the sky. Some tiger moth species (Family Arctiidae) can even emit 
high frequency pulses that effectively jam the call, confusing the bat long enough for the 
moth to escape. Not all interactions with other species are as antagonistic: bats are impor-
tant pollinators and seed dispersers of many tropical plant species and some plants have 
evolved acoustic beacons that reflect a bat’s echolocation call acting to attract the bats to the 
plant’s nectar.6 
Despite my group’s excitement at hearing their first bats, we move over to a more covered 
area of the lake with lots of overhanging trees and shrubs. The detectors crackle again but 
this time the calls are different, much higher frequency at 40–60 kHz, and sounding like 
wet slaps. Although not visible at first, we can now make out a cloud of much smaller bats 
flitting erratically in and out of the trees just above head height. The noise from the detec-
tors is tremendous, as the bats swoop close by feeding on the insects accumulating over our 
heads. It seems incredible now, but I doubt any of us would have even noticed the bats if it 
weren’t for the detectors first tuning our senses into them. 
The bats flying above us are pipistrelle bats, one of the smallest and most common bats in 
the UK, and generally found in urban areas. Although one of the longest studied bat spe-
cies in the world, it was only in 1997 that geneticists discovered that what had been previ-
ously considered as one species (Pipistrellus pipistrellus) was in fact two (P. pipistrellus and 
pygmaeus).7 As well as the genetic differences, these species also can be separated by their 
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4 Daubenton’s bat (Myotis 
daubentonii). Source: Hugh 
Clark, Bat Conservation Trust

echolocation calls: the common pipistrelle (P. pipistrellus) echolocating around a peak of 
45 kHz, and the soprano pipistrelle (P. pygmaeus) peaking around 55 kHz. Using different 
frequencies means that the two species interpret the world slightly differently: the soprano 
pipistrelle can echolocate smaller insects invisible to the common pipistrelle using its lower 
frequency call. It seems a mixture of both species are here this evening. 
Our group moves off and we stop on a bridge crossing the lake where it narrows. As well as 
the pipistrelles calling overhead, we can hear another occasional sound on the detectors like 
rapid machine gun fire at around 40–60 kHz.8 Shining a torch beam on the lake’s surface re-
veals a bat with long narrow wings doing leisurely turns around the lake foraging for insects 
inches above the surface. This is a Daubenton’s bat (Myotis daubentonii) and is commonly 
associated with rivers, canals, and lakes—even in heavily urbanized areas (figure 4). It has 
a call that uses a range of frequencies, emitting calls in rapid succession to gain as much 
information about its environment as possible as it forages so close to the lake’s surface. 
The “heterodyne” bat detector, which the group are using, is converting the frequency of 
ultrasonic calls into sounds we can hear. Heterodyne means “different sound” and describes 
the way that these types of detectors work. For example, the detector receives a bat call, and 
mixes that frequency with its internal frequency, and emits the difference between the two 
signals. For example, if a bat was echolocating at 45 kHz, and if the internal frequency of 
the detector was set at 44 kHz, then we hear 1 kHz (within our hearing range). The internal 
frequency setting of the detector is changed with the dial and this alters the species that the 
detector can pick up. For example, to hear noctule bats, the dial would have to be lowered 
to around 20 kHz, or else their lower frequency calls might be missed. 
One or two of the group are lucky enough to have more sophisticated bat detectors, which 
convert the sounds rather differently by slowing down the calls and thereby lowering the 
frequency into our hearing range. You can hear how the bat call really sounds using these 
“time expansion” detectors (albeit slowed down ten times). Bat calls sound more like short 
bird chirps rather than wet slaps or machine guns.9 It is also possible to see visible represen-
tations of the calls on some detectors in the form of spectrograms, so the call can be heard 
and seen as the bat flies past. Spectrograms are graphs that plot the frequency of sound over 
time (figures 1–3). Noctule bat echolocation calls can be seen as low frequency, long curved 
shapes; Pipistrelle bat echolocation calls look a little like noctule calls but are thinner and 
narrower, and of higher frequency. Daubenton’s bat echolocation calls are extremely short 
calls that are nearly straight lines and cover a wide range of frequencies. Feeding buzzes 
are seen in spectrograms as a sequence of calls that get closer and closer together as the bat 
hones in on its target.
We listen on the bridge for a while, marvelling at the cacophony of sounds around us. 
However, feeding buzzes and echolocation calls are not the only sounds that bats make: 
during the breeding season in the late autumn, social calls are often also heard. The precise 
meaning of these calls is not well known but it is thought that bats use these calls to sing to 

each other and to attract mates. Social calls sound like chirpy trills and are often of lower 
frequency, and some people can even hear them without a detector. I thought we might be 
lucky and hear a social call tonight, but it is not to be this time; perhaps it’s a little bit too 
early in the year. 
Although there are around eighteen species of bats in the UK, only some have been found 
to occur in London. There may be more species present in the city, but bats are extremely 
cryptic. Using bat echolocation calls to identify species is a great way to survey bats. How-
ever, bat call identification is a tricky business, many species can sound similar, and the 
same species can sound unalike in different habitats. For example, many species in the genus 
Myotis (including the Daubenton’s bat) are almost indistinguishable from each other, and 
a pipistrelle bat call may sound more like the noctule in open habitats, and more like the 
Daubenton’s bat in dense woodland canopies. Recent developments in voice recognition 
technology have led to the development of automatic call identification tools for bats.10 
These technologies have the potential to transform our understanding of the distribution of 
bats in our city and beyond. 
The detector I am using tonight is pretty experimental—I attached one of the time expan-
sion detectors to my smartphone and an app displays the calls on my phone’s screen. I 
hope that in a few years this system will be commonplace and bat detectors will be just a 
small, cheap add-on that you attach to a smartphone, opening up this acoustic world to 

4



55

A
C
o

U
ST

iC
 f

lâ
n

er
ie

1 Willy Römer, Der Gänsehirt 
ist da! Ein Artist mit hölzernen 
Gänsen und ein Drehorgel
spieler in einem Hinterhof.  

(The goose herder is here! An 
artist with wooden geese and 
an organ grinder in an inner 
courtyard), 1926. 

Courtesy of the bpk / Kunstbib-
liothek, SMB.

many more people. Bat numbers have seen severe historical declines and it is important 
to monitor their populations, in order to understand how to help them recover and flour-
ish. Anyone can get involved in bat monitoring as part of the National Bat Monitoring 
Programme at The Bat Conservation Trust or by joining their local bat group.11 I hand out 
some information to the group about getting involved in bat conservation, before showing 
them out of the park and shutting the black iron gates behind us. That’s it for tonight but 
I hope at least some of them have had their preconceptions changed about bats and are as 
amazed and inspired as I am about the undetectable sounds of our city. 

reCording The CiTy: 
berlin, london, 
nAPleS
bJ nilsen
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A city without sound does not exist. Every location, passageway, alley, road, park, contains 
its own world of isolated sound events and patterns.1

In my work as composer, sound, and recording artist, I explore the sound of nature and 
its perception by humans. I primarily use field recordings and electronic composition as a 
working method. The overall interest of my current work with sound is inspired by the fol-
lowing questions: What is the sound of a city? How do cities sound differently? What does 
sound mean to us? Can we trace urban change and transformation through sound? 
The exploration of the acoustic realm of a city can be done in as many ways as there are 
sounds. Whenever travelling, I get familiar with my sound surroundings—such as the street 
life below my window, the sounds in my room, or the sounds in the courtyard. I have my 
recording gear set up, so I can easily capture spontaneous sound events, which might occur 
at any given time. The practice of recording the city has many parallels to the ways writers 
and urban flâneurs walk and explore the city. These acoustic observations are later com-
posed into a personal reflection.
In the opening essay “Loggias,” from his book Berlin Childhood Around 1900, Walter 
Benjamin reflects upon hearing various sound events occurring in the courtyard, such 
as carpet beating, the rhythm of overground trains, the sound of running water, and the 
brushing of leaves.2 The Hinterhöfe (inner courtyards of Berlin’s typical tenement build-
ings) contain interesting acoustic variations even today. Courtyards act as a kind of am-
plifier, letting the sounds bounce and blend between the buildings to finally settle down 
in the loggias. If we compare contemporary urban soundscapes to Benjamin’s descrip-
tions, they have changed quite a lot—maybe even radically. From the standpoint of an 
acoustic ecologist, we can explore how the sonic environment can be read as a reflection 
of our contemporary social structures and living standards. Do Hinterhöfe in different 
neighbourhoods contain different sound worlds? How do these sound worlds change with 
depth and height, walking from one courtyard into the next, further and further away 
from the street?
Today, typical sounds in a Hinterhof might include the hissing sound of streetcars, bang-
ing and shrieking of the trash collection, the rattle of bicycles, voices of neighbours, 
phones ringing, children on their way to school, musical practice, clattering of kitchen-
ware, sounds of shops and cafes filtering through their rear walls, sirens, birds, dogs, rain 
patterns, thunder, and the low glissando of airplanes. However, the closed-in world of the 
courtyard might create a more intimate sound world controlled by its inhabitants than 
the loggias facing the busy high streets. Some larger courtyards with an open, park-like 
structure have the luxury of trees and bushes allowing wildlife as an audible presence. 
Although we can register all these diverse sounds, have the courtyards become more silent 
over time?

The writer and flâneur Franz Hessel noted during his walks through the city in the 1920s: 
“Sometimes I would like to enter the courtyards. In the older parts of Berlin, life in the back 
of the tenements becomes denser and more intimate … the frames for beating carpets, the 
rubbish bins and the wells that survive from the time before water pipes. In the mornings, I 
succeed only when the singers and fiddlers perform or the barrel organ man … or the amaz-
ing fellow who plays snare in front and a bass drum in back.”3 
In the early 1900s, a common practice was to extend the scene of the street into the court-
yards with theatrical and musical play. Photographer Willy Römer successfully depicted 
these scenes of everyday working life in Berlin (figure 1).4 Such performative events are 
recollected in Werner Herzog’s film Stroszek (1977), where Bruno S. can be seen playing a 
glockenspiel and accordion, while the camera pans up and around the building, spotting a 
few spectators looking out of their windows. 
In the summer of 2013, I visited Berlin’s Tempelhof airfield, now open for the public to 
walk around or bike freely. Standing on the old runway, I listened to the construction work 
in the former terminals and hangars, possibly preparations for the Berlin Music Festival 
that takes place there each summer. The clanging of metal, roaring of vehicles, and sporadic 
shouts from the workers were thrown out and spread across the field decaying behind me 
in a wide natural reverb, a unique experience for being in the middle of the city. In some of 
the green areas covering the sides of the runways, the grass has been allowed to grow high. 
These spaces are now a habitat for rare and endangered birds such as the Red-backed Shrike 
(Lanius collurio), Skylark (Alauda arvensis), Tawny Pipit (Anthus campestris), and Wheatear 
(Oenanthe oenanthe). The busy backdrop of the city is far away enough to let us rest our 
ears for a moment.
Standing on Francis Street behind Victoria Station in London, it is a sunny spring afternoon 
and the air is crisp. For a location so central, it is a quiet street, for about ten seconds … . 
As the bells of a nearby church in the Diocese of Westminster start to chime, I press record. 
They merge into a vehicle and then into a woman on a bike, and as she brakes to make a 
turn, in the distance a cell phone rings. All the time, a train engine has been idling.
London pulls you towards water. You are bound to reach the river at some point. On a grey 
and foggy afternoon, I walk along the bank of the Thames during low tide. There, the sand, 
algae, mud, and brick buildings isolated the acoustics, revealing great detail. An almost in-
terior space, surrounded by old shoes, pieces of porcelain, half a chair, bones, bricks, wood 
structures, and washed-up electronics; it felt like looking into the future as well as the past. 
To the left, there were the obscured towers of Canary Wharf, and to the right, Tower Bridge 
completely shrouded in fog. The drones of the clippers on the river suddenly sounded elec-
tronic, the occasional vague beep of metal detectors belonging to coin hunters tracing our 
past. A chainsaw starts up from one of the workshops nearby. 
It is midday, outside a pescheria (fish market) somewhere in the old town of Naples, I have 
chosen not to look at my map and now I am lost. Taken in by the sounds and activity of 
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the fish market I decide to stick around for a while. The only recollection of me ever being 
there will be my recordings. 
Listening back I can almost visualize exactly what I encountered, even faces, and although 
my memory reads in a hazy dreamlike quality, it is filled with information. It is the month 
of May and sunny, very comfortable weather. (Usually, I create a voice index of the record-
ing location with time and date. Even weather is noted, although I often recollect it later as 
a personal memory.) 
Like a river, an endless stream of people is flowing through the street, chatting while carry-
ing their newly purchased groceries in noisy plastic bags. Their conversations merge with 
the twittering of caged canary birds that people hang outside their windows or keep on their 
balconies. I adjust the volume of my recorder as the hacking of the tuna fish is peaking in 
my headphone, a hard fish to get through it seems. In the background, the constant sound 
of fresh water being poured into containers full of live seafood.
It is a good location and I decide to stay a little longer. The close-up recordings of peo-
ple’s discussions and the original quality of their voices is fascinating. My small omni-
directional microphones are clipped onto each side of my bag. The microphones are not 
very visible and I can remain incognito while recording, only the big headphones make 
me stand out in the crowd. I decide to change to small in-ear headphones, because they 
provide better cover. 
Now almost dizzy from the auditory and visual activity, I decide to walk away, heading for a 
small side street in the old city grid. Naples is quite hilly. I start on the top of one of the nar-
rowest and longest streets and walk through. It is very quiet, apart from the sound of cutlery 
by people setting tables above me for lunchtime. Radios and TVs bleed through with what 
sounds like talk shows, or are they political debates? People live so close to each other they 
can probably borrow salt from the neighbouring window. 
Through a door that looks more like a prototype than an actual door, I step into a Neapolitan 
courtyard with not much activity except for a distant coughing from an elderly person. I 
think again of Franz Hessel who wrote: “In order to gain an impression of the lives of the 
inhabitants, one must penetrate the courtyards.”5 In order not to be intrusive, I step back 
out in the road.
Being in the middle of this small narrow street you cannot escape the scooters. Without any 
shops or people on this section of the street, the drivers allow themselves to rush through 
full speed like arrows. Wearing headphones, one has to be on guard. The scooter is the 
“signature” sound of Naples and can be heard and encountered at any time. Here is one 
racing down the street, and as I listen it pans quickly from my left to my right ear with a 
disappearing trail of dense reverberation.
Back in Berlin, at home in my studio, which happens to face the first Hinterhof of our 
building, I am listening to the recordings, and a surreal city begins to unfold. Without the 
multisensory impressions and visual synchronizations at the moment of recording, certain 

memories and perceptions seem to grow stronger. I decide to layer and merge the locations 
from these cities and play around with them. We can suddenly be in London and Berlin at 
the same time.6 We can even place the fish market from Naples in the Berlin courtyard, or 
let scooters run parallel to the Thames clippers. 
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1, 2 The Conversation, 1974, 
dir. Francis Ford Coppola 
Courtesy of the British Film 
Institute.

eAVeSdroPPing
Anders Albrechtslund

Eavesdropping is a type of surveillance that involves listening to private conversations in 
secret. Today, this auditory-focused practice seems to stand in the shadow of CCTV in 
particular, but also advanced hi-tech surveillance methods involving drones, data mining, 
and location technologies. A dominant understanding of surveillance today is that it is 
something extremely precise, effective, and constant, developed from a stereotypical inter-
pretation of George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four and the Panopticon.1 This representation 
of surveillance is dominant in popular culture as well, where films like the Bourne series 
(2002–2012), Minority Report (2002), and Eagle Eye (2008) all focus on CCTV surveil-
lance, only a few films such as The Lives of Others (2006) and The Conversation (1974) centre 
their narratives on auditory surveillance activities.
In this essay, my ambition is to nuance this one-sided understanding and use eavesdropping 
as a lens to explore aural surveillance as something that can also be limited, fragile, and par-
tial. As a phenomenon, eavesdropping stands out from visual forms of surveillance and this 
might make it easier to escape the inadequate Big Brother image, and here Bruno Latour’s 
concept “oligopticon”—introduced in his book Paris: Invisible City—is useful.2 Oligoptica 
are specific, grounded views and, according to Latour, we should think of these as the op-
posite of the all-seeing Panopticon. This means that instead of thinking about surveillance 
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in terms of an absolute, omnipotent view that potentially embraces everything, it is much 
more accurate and productive to think of it as a form of observation that might be very 
clear and specific, but also lacks any kind of overview. In other words, surveillance is always 
situated and partial. 
Latour uses oligoptica to illustrate the complex infrastructure of different Parisian organiza-
tions, which are all characterized by narrow gazes. For example, when we take in Paris from 
the top floor of the Eiffel Tower, this panoramic view of the city is not a complete picture. 
Rather, we only see a very limited part of Paris, because we cannot see behind buildings, the 
underground, and so on. In fact, there is no physical location from where the whole of Paris 
is visible. Instead of an all-encompassing view of the city as a whole, the gaze itself must 
produce invisibilities. The surveillance practices depicted in Francis Ford Coppola’s 1974 
Palme d’Or winner, The Conversation, illustrate how this more limited gaze is produced and 
how fragile it can be. 
The film takes up the theme of eavesdropping, as the wiretapping expert, Harry Caul 
(played by Gene Hackman), is trying to understand and eventually intervene in an apparent 
murder scheme (figures 1 and 2). During work on a particularly demanding job, which is to 
bug a conversation between two individuals moving through Union Square, San Francisco, 
Harry becomes suspicious and hesitates to turn over the finished recording to his employers. 
He fears that the material will be used to harm innocent people; and due to his personal 
torment, he gradually loses his professional distance from the whole situation in which he 
reluctantly takes part. Instead, he decides to take action by launching a private wiretapping 
operation in an effort to prevent the imminent killings.
Harry Caul’s job is to listen and observe, and he is therefore unable to intervene. He simply 
listens as a passive witness from the hotel room next door as the murder seems to be carried 
out, and his feeling of guilt relates to this lack of intervention. The guilt also relates to a 
previous assignment, where his surveillance work resulted in the death of an entire family. 
Harry claims to be indifferent to his clients and the people he records: “I don’t care what 
they’re talking about; all I want is a nice, fat recording,”3 but in the course of the film, his 
guilt transforms him from cynical surveillance machine to a human being with feelings that 
he does not know how to act on. This increasingly alienated man guards his own privacy 
with an obsessive zeal and the irony is, of course, that his lonely life does not seem to have 
anything worth protecting: “I don’t have anything personal. Nothing of value, except my 
keys” which makes Coppola’s film a dystopian study of a paranoid voyeur.
The conversation in the opening scene, which is the pivotal point of Coppola’s film, takes 
place in a crowded place. For several minutes we zoom from a wide shot of Union Square in 
San Francisco to focus on a mime artist who, as it happens, begins to imitate Harry Caul. 
Here, we are introduced to some of the main themes of the film. There is a somewhat con-
fusing asymmetry between what we see and what we hear which suggests Harry’s inability 
to fully understand the elusive conversation he is trying to eavesdrop on. Throughout the 

film, Harry takes on the role of professional voyeur, yet as in the scene with the mime artist, 
he is involuntarily exposed. This theme of Harry’s invisibility and visibility is revisited in the 
scene where his landlord puts a birthday present in his apartment and thereby bypasses the 
security system. More extreme, is the final scene where Harry is convinced that someone is 
watching him, which is emphasized by the cinematic perspective panning just like a surveil-
lance camera. In a sense, the difficulty Harry experiences in trying to capture a clean and 
clear recording is a depiction of the modern urban experience of searching for coherence in 
a constantly changeable environment filled with sensory impressions.
Despite the chaos of the noisy outdoor space, Harry’s surveillance team is able to record 
a considerable part of the words spoken. But still, the words are disconnected and lack an 
overall meaning. Harry’s transformation is linked to his attempt to make sense of the con-
versation, and throughout the film he puts the words together and adds new bits of cleaned 
recordings as if doing a jigsaw puzzle. The twist is that the meaning of the conversation is 
dependent on human interpretation, and after his careful piecing together, Harry simply 
misinterprets. Several times during the film we see a young couple talk and then hear the 
sentence “he’d kill us if he got the chance,” which Harry (and the audience) interprets as if 
someone wants to kill them, possibly people from the corporation where they both work, and 
which assigned Harry the bugging job. When Harry realizes that this is not the case—on the 
contrary—we hear the sentence with the crucial inflection: “he’d kill us if he got the chance.” 
Thus, the presumed victims are in fact the killers, and this reveals Harry’s inability to act.
The scene in the hotel further demonstrates Harry’s passivity as he, weak and confused, sits 
on the bathroom floor while using his homemade surveillance equipment to spy on the 
people in the room next door. It has been suggested that this scene also compares the act of 
eavesdropping and spying with the behaviour of a child.4 Similarly, when Harry realizes his 
inability to act on his suspicion that a murder will take place in the room next door, he turns 
on the television very loud, as if these childish defence techniques will make everything go 
away. 
The concluding scene of The Conversation is a study of a man tormented by paranoid sus-
picions. Harry interprets his excessive self-consciousness as an invasion of privacy from 
an unknown enemy. He tears his room apart, obsessively searching for some hidden mi-
crophone or clue as to what ingenious surveillance method his “enemy” is using. Finally, 
the last stronghold of Harry’s personality, his Catholic faith, is torn down as he smashes 
his figurine of the Virgin Mary, suspecting it to hide the unknown bugging device. We, 
the audience, cannot know to what extent Harry is right about his suspicions, since all we 
know is his perception of things, including dreams and hallucinations, such as the hotel 
scene where the toilet overflows with blood. Yet it can be concluded that Harry’s looming 
madness relates to the tension between his strong voyeuristic interests, at first professionally 
directed and then gradually privately orientated, and, on the other hand, his extreme fear 
of being seen by others.
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the bugging, it is not Harry who is directing the action. Here, a conventional understand-
ing of surveillance as hierarchies of power is challenged. In the Orwellian sense, surveillance 
is part of the destruction of the subjectivity under surveillance and the effort to render the 
lifeworld meaningless. We see the opposite in Coppola’s film, as Harry’s bugging displays 
the surveillant’s own shame and inability to take control of the situation. Harry’s world does 
not become more meaningful through surveillance, instead it eventually destroys him. Un-
like the main character in Enemy of the State, Dean (played by Will Smith), who turns the 
tide by taking control of the surveillance technologies, Harry’s situation doesn’t offer any 
redemption. Surveillance isn’t utopian, rather, it has frictions, malfunctions, and complica-
tions like most other dimensions to everyday life.
In my view, the insights gained from these thoughts on eavesdropping lead to an argument 
for a pluralistic understanding of surveillance. We should give the Orwellian-inspired con-
cept a rest along with the idea of the surveillance state and the surveillance society. It seems 
more prudent to think of our world as permeated with surveillance cultures, which allow 
for a range of different perspectives.7 This will shift the focus of discussion from surveillance 
technologies and practices (are they good or bad?), to the contexts and relations in which 
they are aligned, translated, and negotiated. 

The Conversation offers the opportunity to broaden our perspective on eavesdropping and 
surveillance. Popular culture is a rich source for the cultural sediments of our more or 
less tacit understandings of surveillance. Although Harry Caul is a fictitious character, his 
trouble with the ethical dimensions to the gaze touches us in several ways. Popular culture 
obviously influences our understanding of the world in the sense that ideas and conceptions 
originate in, and are formed through, cultural artefacts such as books and films, and this 
is certainly also true when it comes to the discourse surrounding surveillance, where the 
fictitious character of Big Brother has dominated both public and academic debate. Harry’s 
struggles demonstrate the burden of responsibility connected to secretly obtained informa-
tion. The film illustrates the ambiguities inherent to eavesdropping as Harry embodies the 
ethical dilemma of surveillance at the film’s conclusion.
Coppola’s film shows how sturdy the gaze might seem and, at the same time, how fragile 
it really is. Latour writes that “the tiniest bug can blind oligoptica,”5 and for Harry this 
little bug is the infliction “he’d kill us if he got the chance,” which completely collapses and 
redefines his understanding of the situation. It seems ironic that Harry’s whole apparatus 
of employees, self-built bugging equipment, and eavesdropping tactics is vulnerable to a 
simple misunderstanding of one word in a conversation. We see this fragility not only in the 
world of fiction, as recent mass surveillance scandals remind us. Here, for example, Edward 
Snowden was the “bug in the eye” of an advanced and widespread US-based global mass 
surveillance program, as he disclosed information about how the system works. Of course, 
this has not destroyed the National Security Agency, but it spurred global discussion and 
caused much embarrassment, as well as presumably damage, to the covert surveillance ap-
paratus of the USA and its partners.
In comparison to oligoptica, the absolute gaze of the Panopticon seems invulnerable. My 
main argument is that this ostensibly superior vantage point and perhaps many of its de-
rived concepts are not always very useful to describe the surveillance technologies and prac-
tices we meet in everyday life. Rather, it is part of a fantasy or “double disease of total 
paranoia and total megalomania” as Latour has described it.6 This can easily be related to 
familiar positions in the general debate about surveillance. They stem from the same no-
tion of surveillance as something stabile, all-encompassing, and extraordinarily effective. 
However, an understanding of surveillance as network-produced oligoptica offers a “cure” 
in the sense that it incites a focus on specific surveillance situations, without giving in to 
fears and fantasies. 
Such an understanding of surveillance is mirrored in The Conversation. Here, the practice 
of surveillance—in this case eavesdropping—does not entail absolute control of the situa-
tion. Harry carries out the surveillance, but he is certainly not in command, as his bugging 
only leads to confusion and passivity on his side. However, the people under surveillance 
are not in control either. Their actions are unrelated to the surveillance and though the 
plot—involving murderers and victims—is probably affected by the material produced by 
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1 The first publicly seen version of the “Frankenstein” guitar, 1978. It may look like a Fender Stratocast-
er with a custom paint job, but all elements of the instrument were specially built by, or for, the teenage 
Van Halen—the wood of the body is about twice as thick as a normal Fender (to aid tonal quality), the 
neck is broader and slimmer (more like a classical guitar than an electric guitar) and has been left unfin-
ished/unlacquered and inlaid with “thick, fat” frets; the pickup was made by the guitarist and dipped in 
surfboard wax to cut out feedback, and instead of having three control knobs, the guitar has one—which 
reads “TONE.” Source: Getty Images

Writing in 1971, Reyner Banham suggested that one of the many reasons that the culture of 
Los Angeles was remarkable, and worthy of celebration, was that its aesthetic sensibility was 
driven by unconventional approaches to creativity that were not so evident elsewhere. Cit-
ing the city’s custom car phenomenon as one example of a vernacular culture that emerged 
from “delinquent origins,” Banham marvelled at the “wonders wrought in backyards by 
high-school dropouts” offering up for the public gaze vehicles that were transformed into 
“wild extravaganzas of richly coloured and exotically shaped metal.”1 But as interesting as 
the car in all its customized varieties was was to understanding the human ecology of Los 
Angeles, it is the fact that a kind of unschooled or haphazard aesthetics emerged from such 
unlikely origins that is interesting. Here was an environment in which backyard tinkering 
was elevated to new creative heights through the reconfiguration and modification of some 
of the most familiar products of mass culture, which would take on a look and style that 
made a virtue of the backyard origins of the creative process. And so, out by the Pacific 
Ocean at Venice Beach in the 1970s, a gang of young surfers with no waves to catch after 
the sea had gone out for the day decided they would reinvent surfing as skateboarding. 
Skateboards had already existed, of course, but what the new innovators did was to throw 
out its dull show-pony origins, with its rules and performance set pieces, and open the way 
to the idea that the skateboard was a means for some kind of self-invention. They sought out 
the curved concrete swimming pools of empty residential properties—drained of water and 
left to dry out in the long summers—which soon provided something akin to a concrete 
wave that could be “surfed” all day.
At the other end of the creative scale, we might point to a similar aesthetic at work in some 
of the Los Angeles buildings of Frank Gehry, which seemed to do no less than celebrate 
“Metropolitan Los Angeles as an unfinished city.”2 The casual observer driving past Gehry’s 
famous Santa Monica residence would see a construction seemingly thrown together from 
materials that looked as if they were recovered from the leftovers of a storm that had blown 
through his property—corrugated metal siding, plywood, chain link fence, and so on—and 
reconfigured to present the back as the front. 
And just as the Gehry residence became an icon of the city, so Edward Van Halen’s famous 
self-built “Frankenstein” guitar and the experiments he conducted with sound and amplifi-
cation would express the sonic aesthetics of a Los Angeles “backyardism.”3 But in dabbling 
with technology and acoustics, and arriving at a unique sonic identity that would come to 
be associated with the city, Van Halen sought to satisfy a more general synaesthetic crav-
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2 Sunset Sound Studios 
Photo by Lucie Baratte

many store-bought pickups and then reassembling them by laboriously winding the coils on 
each magnet, the guitarist figured out how to stop the coils vibrating in a way that lent itself 
towards achieving the favoured “brown sound.” He soaked each of the modified pickups in 
stove-heated surfboard wax—which would solidify when taken off the heat—until he thought 
they had absorbed an amount sufficient enough to prevent the wire coils from vibrating.5 
None of these elements on their own, however, would have brought to fruition the sound 
that emerged, completely realized, from Sunset Sound Recorders in Los Angeles during the 
sessions for the firstVan Halen album during the autumn of 1977. 
The studio at Sunset Sound had been established in the 1950s by the Walt Disney pro-
ducer Tutti Camarata, who demonstrated some backyardism of his own in seeing in this 
property—an auto-repair shop—the perfect acoustics for attaining the quality of sound he 
required. Its sloping concrete floor, designed to let engine oil and other automotive fluids 
run into a gutter, along with the dimensions of its interior created a unique reverberation 
sound field, and turned out to be perfect for capturing a “live” and vibrant sound on tape. 
This would be the studio where most of Disney’s movie soundtracks were created for some
time to come.6 And it was the studio’s characteristic ‘live’ sound which led the four members 
of Van Halen to record as an ensemble, essentially replicating their stage performance to 
maximize the ambience of the room. 

ing for what he would refer to as the “brown sound.” The colour brown here stood for the 
tonal qualities he was driven to discover; it was variously “warm,” “sweet,” “fat,” or “thick,” 
“wood”-like, as well as “buttery” and “meaty.” As the historian Olivia Mattis has written, the 
correspondence of sound to colour is an important element of how musicians in particular 
make sense of music: 

Tone color, or timbre, is one of sound’s five parameters; the others are pitch, volume, dura-
tion, and envelope (the attack and decay of a sound). Tone color is the aspect of sound that 
allows the listener to differentiate, say, a violin from a clarinet.4

And it was precisely his pursuit of tone through sonic modifications that enhanced the 
remaining parameters of sound, thereby enabling the guitarist’s backyardism to find expres-
sion on the 1978 Van Halen album. 
As a musician in a rock’n’roll band, one of the motivations for Van Halen’s experiments with 
sound was to find a way to play at high volumes without losing tonal warmth. But attain-
ing this “brown sound” rested on the matter of how to make an electric guitar “hum” and 
“blow” at high volume without generating screeching feedback or the discordant sounds 
that were characteristic of a fuzz pedal. Van Halen’s sonic ideals were saxophone, clarinet, 
and other wind instruments—whose tonal quality he revered and sought to emulate—
which were able to maintain their specific character while, for example, increasing volume 
or modifying the attack and decay of musical notes. This was made possible by the use of 
breath, which could be a very subtle means of articulating musical ideas. Blowing through 
the notes, a wind player’s two hands were free to manipulate the sound that air—breath-
ing—first begins to articulate. But this sense of pushing air did not seem to be a quality 
of musical articulation that was available to a guitarist; rather, a guitar player’s ability to 
achieve sustain came more obviously via the use of hands to attain vibrato, and effects such 
as fuzz, wah-wah, echo, and amplification. Working in his parents’ Pasadena garage in the 
mid-1970s, Van Halen began work on the instrument and electronics that would produce 
the sound he heard in his head, and the end result went some way to imitating the kind of 
“breathing” quality that he sought. 
To deal with the effect of volume on tone, amplifiers were dangerously modified to allow the 
voltage feed to be a source for controlling loudness, with a domestic light dimmer switch 
employed as a means of reducing or increasing the power input to the amplifier. By turning 
all the amplifier controls up, and “dimming” the voltage, he could deliver maximum tone 
while avoiding feedback and distortion. But this was only one piece of the puzzle. For the 
guitar, a variety of wood types were tried and tested for the quality of sustain they would bring 
to the instrument, and the pickups—magnetic poles wrapped in wire coils and housed in 
those metal or plastic bars that rest under the guitar strings and amplify the acoustic sound 
of the strings—were broken down and rebuilt to exacting specifications. In breaking apart 
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the band’s drummer, were warming up in the studio before a show at the nearby Whisky 
A Go Go. Up until this point in time, it was merely a couple of minutes of exercises that 
allowed the guitarist to loosen up his fingers before going on stage. On this particular day, 
the studio engineer had set the tape rolling in case anything interesting happened while the 
brothers were warming up, and so what appears on record as a result is the one and only 
“take.” On hearing this explosive, souped-up, baroque hot-rod of a tune—punctuated by 
the sound of dive-bombs, groans, and barely comprehensible squeals in between passages 
that soar effortlessly as if they had found a pathway onto the jet stream – the band’s pro-
ducer, Ted Templeman knew in an instant that it had to go on the album. 
For five years after that moment, Van Halen continued to make their albums quickly and 
cheaply—time in the studio was more usually counted in days rather than weeks—and left 
in the mistakes other artists would take care to remove or overdub. While major success 
would ultimately change the dynamics of their creative process, the delinquent potential 
of backyard tinkering still seemed to draw Eddie Van Halen’s attention. By 1983, just as 
some of the Los Angeles studios were slowly beginning to switch to new digital technolo-
gies, Eddie could be found rummaging through the junk of some of the most wellknown 
Hollywood Recording Studios in search of discarded recording consoles to equip the studio 
he was now building in the backyard where else of his new Hollywood Hills home. It was 
in this studio that Van Halen’s best-selling album, 1984, was recorded in the spring and 
summer of 1983, using a salvaged recording console that had previously been used in the 
United Western studios on Sunset Boulevard. By now a relic of a bygone age, it had the 
military green look and feel of those metal filing cabinets from the 1950s and 1960s, which 
were once seen in offices the world over. It looked, Eddie Van Halen later said, like “a piece 
of shit.”11 But, it had recorded Frank Sinatra, The Beach Boys, Phil Spector, and The Mamas 
and the Papas—and just maybe, it held the promise of finding that elusive point where lati-
tude, longitude, and zenith intersect, and where the “brown sound” might live.

This made Van Halen something of a throwback to the way records had been made up until 
about a decade before; the band recorded more basically and cheaply than even their punk 
contemporaries, and using a fraction of the kind of million-dollar budgets that performers 
such as Fleetwood Mac or Bruce Springsteen were spending at the time. With the band 
keen to spend as little time in the studio as possible, and in pursuit of a performance spon-
taneity, a devil-may-care attitude prevailed. The approach, as singer David Lee Roth once 
said, was to aim for a kind of “hodgepodge” that cut against the overperfection of the studio 
recordings of the time: “[we] just throw some stuff in and see where it lands.”7 And like the 
Van Halen live shows, where the songs tended to end rather ragged and chaotic, one quality 
that characterizes the album is that the tunes, for the most part, don’t come to a neat end-
ing or fade gradually. They tend to end with a bang or a crash, a final flash of energy, just as 
they would do onstage. 
In additional to all these ingredients, the sound of Van Halen would benefit from Sunset 
Sound’s famed echo chamber, which the longtime recording engineer Bruce Botnick has 
spoken of as the source of mysterious powers that could only be put down “longitude, 
latitude and zenith,” and as such, its qualities were entirely unique.8 It was a space that had 
been constructed as a more or less rectangular room of non-parallel walls—with the walls 
and floors at differing angles in order  to attain the desired room reverb, created by sound 
bouncing around off the surfaces—and located on a floor above the performance room that 
was sealed behind a heavy meat locker door. Inside, nothing but wood was visible, which 
was the cladding on top of layers and layers of drywall, with, Botnick said, “maybe about 
twenty or thirty coats of resin over it. So it felt like a wooden room. You could go in there, 
sit down and turn the light off and think you were in the biggest wooden room you’ve ever 
been in.”9

But it was actually an exceptionally small room and, at it’s widest, only a few feet across. 
Inside was a speaker channelling sound from the performers, and a microphone set up to 
record the reverb as the sound from the studio reverberated in the small space. On Van 
Halen, this is the echo that adds depth and a quality of airiness to the sound of the guitar, 
thus maximizing the desired tonal quality. Its effect was employed by others who used the 
studio and—indeed—can be heard on The Doors’ “Light My Fire” (in the crack of the 
opening snare), and in the bossa nova-style rimshots played by drummer John Densmore at 
the beginning of “Break On Through.”10 
One of the most singular examples of the sound that resulted from all this was found in 
track two of the Van Halen album, “Eruption”. As the title suggests, it approximates, in 
sound, a force elemental enough that the band’s record label, Warner Bros., would take out 
adverts for the album declaring: “Van Halen—more energy than a nuclear reactor!” What 
remains remarkable is that this landmark in electric guitar artistry one minute and fortytwo 
seconds of controlled energy and aggression that pushed the instrument into new sonic ter-
ritory was that it was only recorded by accident as Eddie Van Halen and his brother, Alex, 
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1 Calamari Union in produc-
tion, Vanha kirkkopuisto (Old 
Church Park) in Helsinki. From 
left to right: Timo Salminen, 

Juuso Hirvikangas, Aki  
Kaurismäki, Matti Pellonpää, 
and Pirkka-Petta Petelius (ca. 
1985). 

Photo by Marja-Leena 
Hukkanen.

guitarist with the group Children of Bodom, released an album Anthems, in which eight 
well-known national anthems are given the heavy metal-orchestral treatment. The Worthless 
also features a live performance by Finnish rock singer Rauli “Badding” Somerjoki—his 
nickname was derived from Paddington Bear—who died in 1987 at the age of 39. Somer-
joki was a master of rock, tango, old waltzes, and humppa, which Peter von Bagh defines as 
“a kind of fox-trot perceived and understood through the Finnish backwoods.”1 
The Worthless announced a new beginning in Finnish cinema: the film was produced by 
veteran director Jorn Donner, co-written by the two Kaurismäki brothers, and featured Aki 
Kaurismäki in one of only two on-screen roles; the other was the lead role as a motormouth 
womanizer in Mika’s 1981 graduation film, the fifty-minute short Valehtelija (The Liar), 
also set in Helsinki, which tips its hat to Godard’s Breathless on a number of occasions. 
Here, Aki plays the same character, Francophile Ville Alfa, also the name of the production 
studio, and it is of course “Alphaville” reversed. A minor character is even called Anna-Kaa-
rina. We first encounter Ville in The Worthless in a very Godardian moment: reading a copy 
of Le Monde in a bar, denouncing it as crap, and throwing it away. The film, which won the 
Finnish Jussi award for best direction, is a road movie set between Helsinki and Tampere 
involving a stolen painting, and is heavily influenced by film noir, Godard, and the French 

helSinKi Seen  
ThroUgh The lenSeS 
of The KAUriSMäKi 
broTherS
Tony Mitchell

The opening sequence of Mika Kaurismäki’s 1982 film Arvottomat (The Worthless), his first 
feature film after returning to Finland from studying film in Munich for five years, is one 
of the most famous in Finnish film history. We see an aerial view in black and white from a 
helicopter flying over the Gulf of Finland and into the centre of Helsinki, before we cut to 
the feet of protagonist Manne (played by celebrated Kaurismäki actor Matti Pellonpää, who 
died in 1995 at the age of 44) kicking off his boots from the end of his bed as the phone 
rings (an old-fashioned landline of course, which, out of shot, he drags toward him by the 
cord). The sequence is accompanied by Sibelius’s most well-known composition, the stir-
ringly patriotic Finlandia, but something is wrong—there’s a chugging prog rock accompa-
niment to it, with synthesiser, bass, and drums, rearranged by Anssi Tikanmäki, scoring his 
first film, which strikes a jarring note. Tikanmäki subsequently became celebrated for this 
Sibelius arrangement, which the Sibelius estate never gave permission for, although Mika 
Kaurismäki claims they knew about it. The composer went on to score numerous other 
Kaurismäki films (including Aki’s 1999 silent film Juho), and his orchestra—which includes 
two of Tikanmäki’s brothers—accompanied the film live at the Berlin Film Festival, and has 
also accompanied a number of other classic silent films by Dziga Vertov, Eisenstein, Mur-
nau, and Von Stroheim. In 2012, the Tikanmäki Attack and Roope Latvala, a heavy metal 
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The Leningrad Cowboys, “the worst rock and roll band in the world,” were born from a still-
existing rock group called the Sleepy Sleepers, for whom Kaurismäki had made a couple of 
music videos. They still own the franchise to the Zetor restaurant in Mannerheimintie, one 
of the main drags in central Helsinki, outside which there are two hideous wooden replicas 
of the absurdly be-quiffed and pointy-booted clan. Zetor is a Czech brand of tractor, and 
the interior is decorated like a barn with old signs, two tractors, farm machinery, sledges, 
and skis hanging from the ceiling and attached to the walls. There is also a dance floor and 
stage. The men’s toilets are adorned with photos of naked women, and the menu comes in 
the form of a newspaper, and is translated into twenty-five languages. Every table used to 
have a bottle of flavoured vodka on it—everything from chocolate to lemon—and a kitchen 
roll in lieu of serviettes. The speciality is traditional Finnish food (suomalainen ruoka), such 
as sautéed reindeer, Karelian hotpot, and Lapp cheese with cloudberries. It’s designed very 
much for tourists—although lots of locals go there—and has something of a Hard Rock 
Café feel about it. 
Matti Pellonpää played the ongoing role of the greedy, exploitative manager Vladimir of 
the Leningrad Cowboys, who eventually becomes Moses, leading the band back to their 
home in Siberia. He went on to act in eighteen Aki Kaurismäki films, as well as appearing 
in the last sequence of Jim Jarmusch’s compendium film Night on Earth (1991). Here, he 
plays the lugubrious taxi driver Mika who picks up three morosely inebriated workers in 
central Helsinki, one of whom is unconscious. “You called a taxi?” he asks. “No, we called 
a garbage truck,” one of them answers, “but you’ll have to do the job.” They tell him the 
unconscious worker has lost his job, had his new car smashed up, his sixteen-year-old 
daughter is pregnant, and his wife has chased him out of the house with a knife. Mika 
tells them an even sadder story, about the loss of his premature baby daughter, and they 
lose sympathy for their comrade. He drops them off in workers’ flats on the outskirts of 
the city, and the two conscious workers go off singing, leaving their unfortunate comrade 
to pay the fare from his severance pay. “Do you know where you are?” Mika asks him. 
“Yes, Helsinki,” the worker answers, and sits in the snow in the middle of the road, as two 
workers greet him on their way to work. The sequence conveys a bleak view of the city, 
which is deserted, snow-bound, and barely visible from the confines of the taxi.5 Some 
scenes were filmed around Senate Square, but give the impression that there is a traffic 
roundabout at the centre.  
Pellonpää, famously referred to as a “sad rat” by Aki Kaurismäki and compared to Buster 
Keaton by von Bagh,6 was himself a rock vocalist and lyric writer with the band Peltsix, 
a sextet based on his nickname “Peltsi.” The band released two albums, Liha ja leikkeletä 
(Meat and Cold Cuts) and Silkkaa kryptoniittia (Pure Kryptonite) in the early 1990s. The 
band featured at various times steel guitar, accordion, violin, flute, baritone saxophone, 
talking drum, and angel choir, and was described thus by Lauri Timonen in his liner notes 
to a 2010 compilation by Peltsix:

nouvelle vague, but with the Kaurismäkis’ characteristic droll, deadpan humour—which 
partly comes from the use of very formal, deadpan, literary dialogue. The helicopter reap-
pears as an antagonist toward the end of the movie in a direct steal from Hitchcock’s North 
by Northwest, where it chases Manne along the road in his car, then crashes and explodes. 
The opening sequence was described as follows by Pietari Kääppä:

The influences contribute a distinctly transnational perspective on Finland, and the genre-
influenced emergence of a new generation of film-makers at the turn of the 1980s is evident 
in the film’s opening. The cartographic imagination of the opening moves through the Puo-
navuori district to Lönnrotinkatu 7, where Manne the protagonist resides. The opening of 
the film initiates a dialogue with the traditional view of the city (the top of the Senate is 
visible and acts as a guiding beacon) and the more urbanised view of the nation. Through 
this, we are provided with an invite to the remaking of Finnish cinema.2

The Senate Square is now also notable for a sound installation by organist and composer 
Harri Viitanen and technology expert Jyrki Alakuijala, which is a contemporary version 
of the European glockenspiel and best heard from the middle of the square, at Emperor 
Alexander’s statue, towards which the loudspeakers are pointed. The sound travels from 
one building to the next and the composition runs for five minutes and eighteen seconds. 
It is played every day at 5.59 p.m. Senate Square has also been the site of formal New 
Year celebrations in Helsinki since 1932. It is, of course, also the location for Total Bala-
laika Show (1993), Aki’s film about the collaboration between the Leningrad Cowboys and 
the 200-strong Alexandrov Red Army Chorus and Dance Ensemble, witnessed by 70,000 
people on the biggest stage ever built in Finland. The concert blended Finlandia with tra-
ditional Russian folk tunes such as “Dark Eyes” and “Kalinka,” but really came into its own 
on versions of the Turtles “Happy Together,” Wilbert Harrison’s “Let’s Work Together,” Bob 
Dylan’s “Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door,” and Lynyrd Skynyrd’s “Sweet Home Alabama.” The 
Leningrad Cowboys celebrated the twentieth anniversary of the film with a tour of Fin-
land—“Red X-Mas Party 2013”—with the Russian Air Force Choir, and promised “more 
than 60 performers including cossack dancers, circus performers, DJ’s [sic] and massive 
decorations.”3 As Peter von Bagh, Finland’s most prominent film critic, put it: 

Here, in the heart of Helsinki at its loveliest, in its one-of-a-kind Empire centre, a square still 
displaying the statue of Czar Alexander II (so the past should not be destroyed!), was an en-
counter with a rare carnival atmosphere in the city that through the Conference on Security 
and Cooperation in Europe gave its name to hope. The paradoxes of the cold war were still 
graphically at hand, also lending force to the vast bursts of laughter in the Senate Square—
laughter at the medals, at powers that be who have lost their bearings and humanity.4
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tional working-class suburb in east Helsinki, and set off on an odyssey to Eira, a wealthy 
suburb in the south, which they regard as a promised land. At one point in the film, 
they all appear onstage in a Helsinki club playing guitars in a rock band, singing “Bad 
boys are coming to break all your toys.” In fact most of the actors in the film are from 
Helsinki rock bands, indeed von Bagh goes so far as to state they are “portrayed by all of 
the central figures of the Finnish rock’n’roll scene of the mid-eighties.”9 The brothers’ first 
film, Saimaa-ilmiö (The Saima Phenomenon) (1981), was actually a rock music documen-
tary featuring Juice Leskinen Slam and Eppu Normali—two key bands from Tampere, 
where Aki had studied journalism. Just two Franks manage to survive the journey—even 
though it is little more than a couple of kilometres—only to discover that Eeira is full of 
factories, building and construction sites, and dead fish along the shoreline of the lake, 
so after a fight, they decide to take a rowboat and head across the sea to Estonia. Sanna 
Peden writes of the film: “Widely considered as something of an inside joke by the ‘Kau-
rismäki clan,’ Calamari Union plays with the conventions and stereotypes of locality and 
belonging in the city.”10 
The soundtrack includes a song by Olavi Virta, the most popular Finnish iskelmä singer, 
“the king of Finnish tango,” who recorded 600 songs and made several films before he died 
at the age of 57 in 1972. His career was cut short in 1962 by his arrest on a drunken driving 
charge, and he died in alcoholic poverty. His music is frequently played in the Elite Restau-
rant, an elegant 1930s-style art deco restaurant with a classic Finnish menu and an outside 
terrace, which is a traditional hangout for artists, writers, and bohemians, with paintings 
on the walls allegedly left by artists in lieu of the bill, and a dish called “Tono Paolo’s onion 
steak” after a legendary Finnish film actor. Matti Pellonpää also has a table there in his 
honour (he was also featured on a postage stamp in 1996). When I went to the Elite with a 
Finnish friend, my friend said after the meal, “My compliments to the chef,” to which the 
waiter replied, “So he can keep his job then?” 
It was a classic Kaurismäki moment, reminiscent of the 1996 Drifting Clouds. Winner of 
five Jussi awards, the film features a drunken chef, as well as a deadpan tram driver named 
Lauri and his wife, an equally deadpan head waitress named Ilona, played by another regu-
lar Kaurismäki actor, Kati Outinen. On the same day, Lauri loses his job driving the tram 
and Ilona loses her job at the central Helsinki Dubrovnik restaurant. The Dubrovnik is also 
the name of a converted cinema-cum nightclub in the basement of the Andorra bar in Hel-
sinki owned by the Kaurismäki brothers, which has a photo of Pellonpää on the wall. Next 
door to the Dubrovnik in Erinkatu in the Kampi district central Helsinki, there is another 
Kaurismäki-owned bar, the Moskova, formerly a film set, which is famous for its vodka and 
specializes in 1970s Soviet Union décor (the window is hidden by a thick pleated white 
curtain so you can’t see inside), and a gruff barmaid, with a record player playing music 
by Alla Pugacheva and other 1970s Russian pop singers. Its droll, deadpan atmosphere is 
classic Kaurismäki. 

Creative risk-taking and a quite adventurous variety of genres were typical working ways 
of the band. No idea was turned down outright and the likes of the musicians could be 
heard well in the hilariously changing tunes. Masculine melancholy and genuine strength 
originating from life in taverns, more sensitive self-confessional studies of love, and on the 
other hand, fiercely opinionated stands on uniting Europe lived in the stories played by the 
band. As a lyricist Pellonpää was a skilful painter of atmospheres: as a singer he was more of 
an interpreter of the dark tonalities rather than an actual professional musician … In the 
end the running of this adult men’s musical nursery served its members as psychotherapy and 
having fun: from the musical perspective, the unrestrained euphoria flooded with ideas and 
without fear—it was happy times lived full-heartedly.7

The band describe themselves as covering everything “from humppa to heavy,” and they 
took a loose approach to their songs, combining elements of tango and iskelmä (Finnish 
Schlager) with Russian drinking songs, rock, and folk. Song titles include “Vahna nain-
en hautausmaalia” (Old Woman on the Graveyard) and “Viimeinem Valssi” (Last Waltz). 
There is a definite tongue-in-cheek quality of pure enjoyment about their songs. 
In 2011, Pellonpää’s old friend from acting school, Janne Kuusi, made Boheemi Elää (Bo-
hemian Eyes), a documentary about the actor, with music by Pale Saarinen—an accordion-
ist and composer, as well as a band mate in Peltsix—who stated in the liner notes for the 
soundtrack album:

In our texts Pellonpää dealt with weird dreams, love, longing, fear, pub ambience, as well 
as Parisian café life and political phenomenons [sic]. The themes were often familiar, but 
their metaphors and tragicomic world resembled miniature dramas.… In this roots styled 
film music I’ve composed, I’ve tried to bring out Pellonpää’s sensitive, comical side. A certain 
mythology and gloomy nostalgia is there to hear, but also the down-to-earth side, hilarious 
joy of life and anticipation for reunion just like in those silent movies.8 

The opening track, “Lonely Man on the Street,” is a suitably melancholy, minor key tune; 
“Volga on My Mind” is a mournful musical saw solo; and other tracks are entitled “Tragi-
comic Life,” “Misery” (a bleak guitar solo), and “The Accordion has been Drinking.” “Rock-
ing Peltsi” memorializes him in rock and roll mode, “Circus World” combines accordion 
and musical saw, and “Funny Friend” is a rollicking circus-styled tune with whistles. The 
album concludes with “The Bridge of Memories” sung by a female vocalist, Jonsu, which 
serves as a fitting memorial. 
One of Aki Kaurismäki’s most notable early films to star Pellonpää was Calamari Union 
(figure 1). This was a 1985 black-and-white film in which sixteen men (all called Frank, 
after Frank Armoton, the title of a 1981 Finnish crime novel by Martti Innanen; one 
Frank keeps quoting Robert De Niro from Taxi Driver) decide to leave Kallio, a tradi-
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One of the musical staples of Aki Kaurismäki’s films is rock and roll songs by the Ren-
egades, a British beat group from Birmingham, who moved to Finland in the mid-1960s 
and became almost as big as the Beatles there. Their lead singer and guitarist, Kim Brown, 
who later formed Kim and the Cadillacs in Italy in 1975, returned to Helsinki in the 
early 1980s and took up residence there until his death in 2011. They are reputedly Kau-
rismäki’s favourite band. Their most well-known song was their version of British rocker 
Vince Taylor’s “Brand New Cadillac” (1959), which the group shortened to “Cadillac” and 
credited as their own song.14 It reached number two on the Finnish charts in 1964, and 
was included on the 1960s compilation Finnish Graffiti. The song has appeared in at least 
two Kaurismäki films, quite incongruously: Crime and Punishment (1983), where it shares 
billing with Schubert, Shostakovich, Olavi Virta, and Billie Holliday, and The Match Fac-
tory Girl (1990), a variation on Hans Christian Andersen’s “Little Match Girl.” In the latter 
film, the protagonist Iris—played by Kati Outinen—is pregnant, abandoned, lonely, and 
desolate; she suffers from deep depression, and “Cadillac” breaks the mood drastically and 
devastatingly. Not exactly “overintrusive,” but definitely disruptive. Iris subsequently begins 
poisoning all the men in her life. 
Probably Aki Kaurismäki’s greatest musical coup was to coax the 1950s iskelmä singer 
Annikki Tähti back from retirement for Man Without a Past. In the film, she plays the 
manager of the Salvation Army flea market, and sings her famous 1954 song “Muistatko 
Monrepos’n” (Do You Remember Monrepos?)—the first gold record in Finland—at the 
end of the film, as the couple walk off into the night (and are blocked out by a passing goods 
train in a typical Kaurismäki moment). Her voice is a little shaky, but it certainly evokes 
memories of the 1950s. Tähti went into retirement in the early 1960s to concentrate on her 
family, and made a comeback in 1978 before going into permanent retirement.
Helsinki Tourism offers a three-hour tour of Kaurismäki’s Helsinki, although it points out 
that the director has said “every one of our shooting locations has usually been demolished 
a day or at least a couple of years later.” The tour includes following the Franks’ quest for 
Eira in Calamari Union, “some interiors that still actually exist,” a stop at the scene of the 
Leningrad Cowboys’ Total Balalaika Show, and at Mockba (aka Bar Mokova).15 The geo-
grapher Sirpa Tani writes: “Places play a central role in Aki Kaurismäki’s films, but they do 
not necessarily refer directly to the physical reality in which the films were shot.… Easily 
recognizable landmarks of cities are conspicuous by their absence. They are substituted by 
side streets, grey backyards, dock areas, and stuffy bars.”16 
Tani suggests three approaches in Kaurismäki’s use of Helsinki locations: the antithesis 
between city and country, banal urban environments as mindscapes, and the relation to 
public marketing of the city to tourists. In the first instance, this dichotomy is destroyed 
in Ariel (1988), where the protagonist Taisto, a coal miner, experiences “both Helsinki and 
the desolate countryside … as merciless places” and the film ends with his flight with his 
new family to an unknown destination (which turns out to be Mexico). Likewise, in Cala-

Drifting Clouds was originally written for Pellonpää and Kati Outinen. After Pellonpää’s 
death, Kaurismäki had to rewrite it: he made Outinen the protagonist and cast Kari Vään-
änen, whom he has continued to work with, as her husband. With a loan from Ilona’s 
former boss, the couple sets up their own restaurant in Eira, which they call “Work,” with 
former Dubrovnik employees. On opening night, they get a reservation from a Helsinki 
union for thirty people. The film features more music by Rauli “Badding” Somerjoki, in-
cluding the song performed over the opening and closing credits, which provides its title. 
The film is also dedicated to Somerjoki. And in the scene in which Ilona has a quiet mo-
ment next to the photo of the couple’s lost child, the photo used was a childhood photo of 
Pellonpää. Drifting Clouds includes another song by Olavi Virta, whose songs are used over 
a dozen times in nine Kaurismäki films, including his version of “Over the Rainbow” at the 
end of Ariel.11 
On the role of music in his films, and his tendency not to use specially composed music, 
Aki Kaurismäki has stated:

I have tried to make a clear break with overintrusive film music. I don’t want the music to 
block out the image … For me, music serves somewhat the same purpose as at public dances, 
where people are too shy to utter a word but the music makes up for the conversation. The 
muteness of my characters may seem exotic to people abroad, and one they cannot under-
stand as they dance ecstatically in their loin-cloths from sunrise to sunset. But there is also a 
personal reason behind it: when, as a young man, I tried to approach someone at a public 
dance, the reply was curt and I was left alone with the music.12 

Kaurismäki sees dancing the tango as the only chance for asocial, tongue-tied Finns to meet 
one another and reproduce, and went so far as to make the controversial statement that 
tango was born in Finland. In 2013, an Argentinian-Finnish documentary film, Midsummer 
Night’s Tango (Poski poskea vasten), directed by German film-maker Viviane Blumenschein, 
premiered at the Espoo Film Festival in Helsinki, challenging Kaurismäki’s statement. The 
film is a road movie exploring the origins of Finnish tango with the Argentinian singer 
Chino Laborde, the guitarist Diego “DIPI” Kvitko, and the bandoneon player Pablo Greco, 
who test the accuracy of Kaurismäki’s claim. They even interview him, along with several ex-
ponents of Finnish tango in the 1960s, such as the eccentric M. A. Numminen, a polymath 
musician and author who was a key figure in the Finnish underground, a pioneer of elec-
tronic music, as well as a jazz, rock, and Schlager musician. He also composed songs based 
on Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus and a sex manual. Made in Porteño, Finnish, 
and English, and set in Buenos Aires and throughout Finland, Midsummer Night’s Tango goes 
beyond national stereotypes and explores the viability of intergenerational cross-cultural col-
laboration between the two nations. After the screening in Espoo, there was an evening of 
tango dancing at a local club, which was attended by the film’s director and editor. 13
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Factory Girl). Even the upwardly mobile couple in Drifting Clouds are struggling, and the 
emphasis there on work depicts them as proletarian, trying to survive in an increasingly 
neo-liberal world. The protagonist of Man Without a Past finds himself in harmony with 
the derelict world and the Salvation Army workers he mixes with, and eventually retrieves 
enough memory to discover that he used to work as a welder. Kaurismäki’s characters have 
been referred to as “losers”, at odds with their environment, but most of them have redeem-
ing qualities.22 And Kaurismäki’s Helsinki may be a disappearing city, but it is nonetheless 
a very memorable one. 

mari Union, disillusionment leads to flight. In Drifting Clouds, very middle-class settings in 
central Helsinki, in which the characters have a tenuous foothold, are linked to the 1990s 
economic recession. Kaurismäki has said of the film: “I wouldn’t have any self-esteem left 
if I didn’t make a film about unemployment right now.”17 Man Without a Past is set in a 
port village constructed from containers and in Alppiharju, a working-class neighbourhood 
where The Salvation Army is based. But this environment is transformed by the film’s light-
ing and photography into glowing locations that are full of hope, and become beautiful. 
Thirdly, as a result of Kaurismäki’s films, in which a number of characters end up either in 
prison or fleeing abroad, Tani claims Finns began to think that “foreign viewers would form 
a distorted image of Finland and Finns.” The “Nordic Oddity” tourist campaign, which 
included recognition of “bohemian Helsinki,” came into being in 2005. As a result, Tani 
concludes, “the Kaurismäkian city has become an attractive object for marketing and a cul-
tural element with which the Finnish people can collectively identify themselves.”18 
A recent colourful brochure published by the Helsinki Tourist and Convention Bureau in 
2012 promotes Helsinki as “Nordic Oddity, Alternative, Bliss, Creative,” promoting tours 
of Kallio (“get to know local rock musicians in the Beaver bar”), block parties, flea markets, 
second-hand boutiques, night clubs, roadside kiosks, ethnic shopping, recycled products, 
karaoke bars, skateboarding sites, live music venues, jazz and rock festivals, and the annual 
Night of the Arts on 22 August, when the city is filled with hundreds of musical and theat-
rical events, as well as the usual shopping centres and restaurants. The Kaurismäki brothers 
clearly now provide a cool, hipster-ish image with which to attract tourists, even if they are 
not mentioned in the brochure.19 The Five Corners, an intersection of five streets in the 
Viiskulma district, which features in a couple of car chases in their early films, is also men-
tioned as “famous for its record shops and other interesting boutiques.”20 
In conclusion, although Aki Kaurismäki has taken up residence in Portugal, and his most 
recent film, Le Havre (2011) is set in France, there is clearly much of Helsinki in his films, 
at least up as far as Man Without a Past. Although much of it may be anonymous—like 
the Baaribar (literally “Bar bar”), Manne’s local in The Worthless, presided over by Vasili, 
the droll, wisecracking barman who is concerned about his business dropping off when a 
saxophone player takes up residence outside—it is generally characterized by bohemian ec-
centricity. As Sanna Peden notes:

There is a curious disjuncture … in Kaurismäki’s Helsinki. The anonymity of the places on 
screen plays an important role in the films’ social critique, while at the same time the real-life 
locations correspond with the protagonists’ rising and falling fortune as the films’ “local logic” 
takes advantage of the reputations and identities of specific parts of the city.21 

One consistent factor in Aki Kaurismäki’s films, including those he made with his brother, 
is his focus on the underdog, even at the risk of embracing melodrama (as in the Match 

endnotes
1 Peter von Bagh, “The Comedy of Losers,” in Marja-Leena Hukkanen, 

Shadows in Paradise: Photographs from the Films of Aki Kaurismäki 
(Helsinki: Otava Publishing Company Limited, 1997) pp. 14–15.

2 Pietari Kääpä (2013), “The Worthless / Arvottomat (1982),” in World 
Film Locations: Helsinki, ed. Pietari Kääpä and Silja Laine (Bristol: In-
tellect, 2013) p. 68.

3 http://www.leningradcowboys.fi/read/items/red-x-mas-party-2013.
html.

4 Peter von Bagh, (2000) Drifting Shadows: A guide to the Finnish Cin-
ema (Helsinki: The Gamut Oy, 2000).

5 At one stage in filming, the cab got stuck on a tram tracks, and the 
actors thought the end was nigh.

6 von Bagh, Drifting Shadows p. 106.
7 Lauri Timonen (2009), liner notes to Peltsix, Pikku juttu sadan vuoden 

päästä 1989–1995, Compilation CD, Poko Rekords, 2010.
8 Pale Saarinen, Bohemian Eyes—Boheemi Elää, Original Soundtrack 

(Vantaa: Running Moose, 2011).
9 von Bagh, “The Comedy of Losers” p. 19.
10 Sanna Peden (2013), “From Hämeentie: The Local Logic of Aki 

Kaurismäki’s Helsinki,” in Kääpä and Laine, World Film Locations  
p. 76.

11 Peter von Bagh, “The Musical World of Aki Kaurismäki,” in Jukebox: 
Music in the Films of Aki Kaurismäki (Megamania CD, 2006). 

12 Ibid.
13 Espoo, a rather characterless suburb outside Helsinki, was also the set-

ting of a teenage “bad girl” film by Hanna Maylett, The Last Virgin in 
Espoo (Espoon viimeinen neitsyt, 2003), about two girls who hitchhike 
to a rock festival.

14 A copyright claim later ensued, and Taylor’s name was added to the 
credits.

15 http://www.visithelsinki.fi/en/sightseeing-trips-and-guidances/kauris-
makis-helsinki.

16 Sirpa Tani, “The Aesthetics of Backyards: Spaces and Places in Aki 
Kaurismäki’s Films” (2007) http://www.orimattilankirjasto.fi/en/
aki-kaurismaki-english/viewpoints-to-films-list/144-tani-sirpa-the-
aesthetics-of-backyards-spaces-and-places-in-aki-kaurismakis-films.

17 von Bagh, “The Comedy of Losers.” 
18 Tani, “The Aesthetics of Backyards.”
19 The September 2013 issue of the Helsinki-based English language 

magazine Six Degrees contained an article interrogating the hipster 
phenomenon in Helsinki after the tenth annual 2013 Flow Festival, a 
rock music festival that attracts many local hipsters. See: Yorrick Iunga 
(2013), “Keeping Their Cool: A Closer Look at the Hipster Subcul-
ture,” Six Degrees, Issue 7 (September 2013): 8–9. 

20 City of Helsinki Tourist and Convention Bureau, Helsinki Nordic 
Oddity: Alternative, Bliss, Creative (2012).

21 Sanna Peden (2013), “From Hämeentie: The Local Logic of Aki 
Kaurismäki’s Helsinki,” in Kääpä and Laine, World Film Locations  
p. 77.

22 von Bagh, “The Comedy of Losers.”



85

So
U

n
d

  
C
U

lT
U

r
eS

1 Tangerine Dream in concert 
at the Royal Albert Hall, London, 
June 1976.  
Photo: Andrew Putler.  
Courtesy of Getty Images/
Referns.

2 Christopher Franke, Peter 
Baumann, and Edgar Froese in 
London, January 1974.  
Photo: Michael Putland. Cour-
tesy of Getty Images/Hulton 
Archive. 

“The eCho of  
The wAll fAdeS”: 
refleCTionS on  
The “berlin SChool”  
in The eArly 1970s
Tim Caspar boehme

Until today, “Krautrock” has remained a curious cultural outgrowth. During the 1960s 
and 1970s, German musicians tried to emancipate themselves from the Anglo-American 
rock mainstream. Initially, this attempt gained little public resonance in Germany, yet over 
subsequent decades Krautrock extended its international influence as a source of inspira-
tion and has generated distinctive strands of music that remain difficult to classify. These 
musical currents, as in the case of the duo Cluster, can be thought of as aesthetic reflections 
on specific topographies, especially when compared to other representatives of the so-called 
Berlin School. Since Cluster’s career has undergone many changes, we first need to address 
the general background against which we can interpret their music. 
A distinction between regional schools is common in the historiography of Krautrock, ex-
emplified by the differentiation between a “Düsseldorf School” and a “Berlin School.” On 
the one hand, it is legitimate to categorize quite heterogeneous musicians by regional cri-
teria subsumed under “Krautrock,” an ambivalent term from an artist’s perspective,1 since 
bands from Düsseldorf—such as early Kraftwerk and Neu!—share stylistic commonalities 
that distinguish them from the specific idiosyncrasies of their Berlin-Krautrock colleagues 
Tangerine Dream or Klaus Schulze: “motoric” rhythms for the former; open, spacious se-
quencer-patterns for the latter. On the other hand, generalizations of this kind may lead to 
sweeping gestures of incorporation, which ignore artistic as well as local details. 

2

1
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3 Tangerine Dream, Electronic 
Meditation, originally released 
in 1970. 
 

Album sleeve design by 
Reinhard Hippen, photo by 
Monique Froese.

The Berlin School, as exemplified by Tangerine Dream’s Phaedra, is marked by synthesizer 
sounds that—especially in the title track—slowly progress in repetitively meandering se-
quencer patterns. The tracks are frequently side filling and refrain from a clear form, yet 
they reveal a mostly tonal and, to a certain degree, melodic build-up. Moreover, sequencers 
predetermine a steady pulse as rhythm. It is a form of music that seems to reach into un-
known spaces with a suchende Rastlosigkeit (seeking restlessness). 
Instead of using synthesizers for his debut album Samtvogel, Günter Schickert worked with 
guitar, voice, and echo to create long loops, which can to some extent be seen as the acousti-
cally generated equivalent to Tangerine Dream’s sequencer lines. Schickert’s pieces, which 
equally fill complete album sides, revolve more strongly around themselves. With their re-
petitive set-up, they create an almost claustrophobic atmosphere of being marooned. While 
Tangerine Dream transgress the boundaries of the Wall, Schickert seems to obsessively pace 

An amusing example of geographical carelessness is the entry for the “Düsseldorf School of 
electronic music” in the English-language Wikipedia, which claims that “The Düsseldorf 
School of electronic music, or just Düsseldorf School, was a development of electronic mu-
sic in the 1970s, shaped by Düsseldorf-based artists like Kraftwerk, Cluster, Can and Neu!”2 
This would surprise readers from Cologne, since the city’s most internationally well-known 
band, Can, has apparently been relocated about forty kilometres downstream to Düssel-
dorf—also located on the river Rhine, but for centuries a rival urban centre.
On top of that only about half of the bands mentioned have ever resided in Düsseldorf for 
a noteworthy period of time. The duo Cluster (composed of Dieter Moebius and Hans 
Joachim Roedelius), also mentioned in the Wikipedia entry, started in West Berlin in the 
late 1960s—initially as a trio with Conrad Schnitzler under the name of Kluster. But after 
their first concert in West Berlin in 1970, a twelve-hour performance in the Galerie Ham-
mer at the Europa-Centre, they left the city—still as a trio—with their post bus heading for 
West Germany.3 They played concerts in Düsseldorf and recorded their first three albums in 
Cologne at the studio of sound engineer Konrad “Conny” Plank, who was responsible for 
the sound of countless Krautrock records. Shortly after, they split from Conrad Schnitzler, 
who devoted himself to a chaotic yet productive solo career.4 Moebius and Roedelius con-
tinued as Cluster and toured with their bus for a few years.
Then in 1974, Moebius and Roedelius settled in a village named Forst in the Weser Hills. 
There they actually came into prolonged contact with the Düsseldorf School. Together with 
Michael Rother—the guitarist of the influential, but for a long time almost unnoticed, band 
Neu!—they formed a commune and a short-lived “Krautrock supergroup”5 under the name 
Harmonia. During this period, the duo sought to preserve their musical independence and 
continued to release records as Cluster. 
Hence, Düsseldorf was not overly represented in Cluster’s history. In comparison, the time 
in West Berlin was much more formative. Even if it was not until they reached West Ger-
many that Cluster turned into the duo that would emerge as one of the major influences 
for later artists in electronic music. Cluster’s music illustrates that the identification of re-
gionale Spezifika (regional specifics) is by no means far-fetched. Their music reveals several 
characteristic features, which can be read as a response to the historical situation of West 
Berlin, without automatically ascribing Cluster to a Berlin School. We could argue that 
Cluster’s music, released between 1971 and 1972, reflects some common features of the 
Berlin School in an exaggerated form. 
Yet, we should pause over the expression “Berlin School,” which strictly speaking refers 
to a specific musical development in West Berlin after 1974. The albums Phaedra (Virgin 
1974) by Tangerine Dream, and also Günter Schickert’s Samtvogel (self-published 1974) 
count as the earliest examples. In order to carve out the diverging characteristics of Clus-
ter, we first have to outline some of the typical elements of their West Berlin colleagues as 
a contrasting lens.

3
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4 Cluster performing live (ca. 
1971). Courtesy of Metro-
nome/Universal  

of their music, whose sounds of seemingly unclear origin slowly move forward and fade 
away like signals in outer space—even if Schall (referring to various types of “acoustic 
noise”) does not exist there.
Cluster created music with extremely simple instruments, such as the guitar and electronic 
organ, which pushed all boundaries of established rock genres. In their music, which Kraut-
rock ambassador Julian Cope described as a “vast weather balloon of sound” in his book 
Krautrocksampler, new arrangements imaginatively emerge from a putative chaos.7 It antici-
pates abstract ambient and noise sounds, which increasingly emerged as part of electronic 
underground phenomena in the 1990s. Their early music as Kluster hinted at the direction 
Cluster would pursue, but retained isolated instrumental sounds, such as guitar, cello, or 
organ, and combined these, at least on the first two records, with recited texts. 
Such grand gestures, with which all restrictions of rhythm, scale, and chord structures are 
abandoned, stand in striking contrast with the spatial limitations of the “cartographic cut-
out” of West Berlin. Cluster produced these sounds at a time, when they were no longer liv-
ing in Berlin (only Dieter Moebius moved back to Berlin years later), however, their break 
with almost all musical conventions can be read as a revolt, echoing the narrowness of the 
Berlin left behind. It seems as if moving out of the urban enclave set free new energies to 
assert maximum autonomy over the previous sense of local confinement, yet set within the 
temporal limits of conventional sound media.
On their second album Cluster II (Brain 1972) Moebius and Roedelius resume their strat-
egies of Geräuschentfaltung (free sound development), but chose shorter pieces. Now, we 
can also pick out one or two guitar, organ, and piano sounds. The overall atmosphere 
is still made of dense, otherworldly sound excursions like “an incessant nightscape: a 
helicopter ride over miles of countryside, but the lights of the city ever present.”8 Cluster 
remain abstract and definitely less “musical” than say Tangerine Dream on their album 
Electronic Meditation (Ohr 1970), which was released two years earlier and similarly radi-
cal. However, despite all their experimentation, we can clearly identify instruments such 
as cello, guitar, flute, or drums, and it remains much more conventional in the ways 
instruments are used: here, musicians who know their craft play conventional but unusu-
ally arranged notes. Lacking the necessary technical requirements, Cluster had a certain 
degree of freedom to override any expectations towards sound generation which may have 
arisen.
In their collective rejection of existing structure and time, Cluster and the Berlin School 
display a kind of loose continuity, a form that transcends physical spatiality in a movement 
towards discretely shaped Fantasieräume (fantasy spaces). With Neu! the Düsseldorf School 
had a perfect realization of “driving music,” in which the drums, with their incessant quaver 
beat, pressed forward like a four-stroke engine (Kraftwerk would score an international 
hit in 1974 with their programmatic album Autobahn). West Berlin music did not have a 
mechanics drifting by on predetermined tracks. For the Düsseldorf School, however, this 

alongside the oppressive structure. Rhythmically, his music is indeed less clearly contoured. 
But it still shows rudiments of melody and occasionally even harmony. 
None of this applies to the early work of Cluster. There are no harmonies, no melodies, 
and no recognizable rhythms. Back then, Cluster did not own any synthesizers, even if 
their music is almost indistinguishable from electronic music. The boundary between 
Klang (sound) and Geräusch (noise) is almost dissolved, and elements of their music are 
constantly in flux, even if at a pace that seems to follow its own rules.6 The only obvious 
parallel to the Berlin School, their first album Cluster (Philips 1971) consists of three 
extensive pieces, which Cluster consequently named after their length: “7:42,” “15:43,” 
“21:30.” This choice of abstract titles reads as a reference to the barely tangible character 
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In Patrick Keiller’s 1994 documentary fiction film, London, shot over the course of 1992, 
the city appears sluggish and defeated. The financial services sector of the City of London 
is reeling from an economic slump, a massive IRA bomb, and the sudden withdrawal from 
the European Exchange Rate Mechanism (a precursor to the Euro); there is talk of the 
City “losing its international position” and a “fear of redundancy in the air.”1 Further east 
along the Thames, the gleaming new skyscrapers of Canary Wharf are deemed a “failure” 
and have been placed into administration. The political situation appears moribund with 
a “civic void” in London’s government following the abolition in 1986 of the Greater Lon-
don Council and a deliberate failure to install a replacement metropolitan administration. 
A sense of national stasis has meant that, as the film’s narrator reports, even the Financial 
Times came out in support of the Labour Party before the general election that year—won 
for the fourth time in a row by the Conservative Party. Much of London’s riverbank is 
forlorn: the two large, brick power stations at Bankside and Battersea, designed by Giles 
Gilbert Scott in the mid-twentieth century, lie quiet and empty, as they have since their 
closure in 1981 and 1983 respectively. At Vauxhall, the only building site visible is that for 
the new headquarters of the British secret service, MI6. 
Keiller’s film involves a series of excursions through London by an anonymous narrator, 
voiced by Paul Schofield, and his friend, the unseen Robinson. Robinson, a part-time teach-
er in art and architecture at the “University of Barking,” has resumed his research on the 

could be interpreted as a celebration of a West German industrialized Nachkriegsmoderne 
(post-war modernism), especially in the music of Kraftwerk. The Berliners, by contrast, are 
either lacking the actively regulative metre completely, as with Cluster, or have yet to find 
it, as with Tangerine Dream. 
We should certainly not overplay the juxtaposition of an open, modern West Germany 
with a closed-off, left behind West Berlin—which in the case of Cluster, to a certain extent 
heralds the punk-inspired attitude of refusal of later bands such as Einstürzende Neubauten. 
A specific detail in Cluster’s further development seems to support such a contrasting inter-
pretation: in 1974, after a two-year break, when Cluster lived in Forst together with Neu! 
guitarist Michael Rother, their album Zuckerzeit (Brain 1974) was released. The sounds of 
Moebius and Roedelius appear to have been completely interchanged: we can hear “pro-
grammed,” if somewhat stumbling rhythms with a corresponding beat; and though naively 
twisted, there is even the unmistakeable presence of melodies. 
In part, this development can be traced back to the fact that Cluster, once they made music 
with Neu!’s Rother, had to agree to a certain set of common rules, and thus took up beats 
and tones in their repertoire. As a precaution, Moebius and Roedelius prefered to use the 
black keys of their instruments.9 This novelty can be read as if Cluster had finally arrived 
in “the West” with Zuckerzeit. At this point, however, the Berlin Freiheitsmodell (model of 
freedom) seems very far away as the echo of the wall fades. Meanwhile in the enclave city, 
the Berlin School further pursued it in varied forms at least indirectly. But its extreme form, 
as adopted by Cluster in the years of 1971 and 1972, should be considered a particular case.

Translation by Sandra Jasper
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1 Bark Psychosis, Hex (1994).

“problem of London.” He is increasingly disillusioned with London’s political situation and 
its seemingly ingrained discomfort with modern city life, claiming “just now, London is all 
waste, without a future.” The film’s use of a static camera (apart from one moment in Brent 
Cross Shopping Centre) and slow sequence between shots reinforces a sense of standstill 
and inertia. Yet Robinson, and the innovative style and narrative framing of the film, do not 
necessarily indicate a simple resignation to the state of London in 1992. Robinson reimag-
ines possibilities and scenarios for London, particularly through reference to French writers, 
such as Rimbaud, Verlaine, and Baudelaire. He speculates that the City of London could 
be reinvigorated as a new bohemian quarter of artists, although recognizes that “it will be a 
long time until the Bank of England reopens as a discothèque.”2 Robinson also sees promise 
and poetry away from London’s fossilized and declining centre, suggesting to the narrator 
that “if we were to find modernity anywhere, it would be in the suburbs.”
This essay develops Robinson’s assessment that urban modernity in London during this 
period is to be located at the edges of what had become a fractured and fragile metropolis.3 
But rather than “optimistically” setting out, as Robinson does, to “the suburbs of North 
West London” and the “Valley of the River Brent,” we will travel in an opposite direction 
to the borders of London with Essex. And whereas Robinson expected to “find new artistic 
and literary activity emerging everywhere,” our emphasis is on some of the musical signals 
that could be detected. While the only music Robinson seemingly finds on his westward 
travels is the cheerful strumming of two Peruvian guitarists, Carlos and Aquiles, this essay 
celebrates two unheralded, experimental guitar bands from the outer edges of East London: 
Bark Psychosis and Disco Inferno. The music they recorded in the early 1990s was marginal 
in its position both to the bright lights of central London and mainstream British musical 
currents. This marginality has been further reinforced by the way, as the cultural studies 
author Roger Silverstone suggests, “suburbia has remained curiously invisible in accounts 
of modernity.”4 Yet unearthing and foregrounding their work from East London’s edgelands 
between 1992 and 1994 reveals a music that was furiously modern and breathtakingly fu-
turistic.5 Whereas Robinson “looked at the surface of the city to reveal to him the molecular 
basis of historical events, and in this way he hoped to see into the future,” we will closely 
listen to the city during this period in the hope of recharting lost urban futures.
Bark Psychosis was started by schoolfriends Graham Sutton and John Ling in Snaresbrook 
in the late 1980s. They released their first singles on South Woodford’s Cheree Records in 
1990 when the band members’ average age was seventeen; another two singles followed 
in 1992, including the epic twenty-one-minute Scum, while an album, Hex, was released 
in 1994. Their multi-instrumental music, often deploying electronic effects and echoes, 
deliberately defied and unpicked traditional rock strictures; there were rarely any choruses, 
while guitars were used as facilitators of timbres, atmospheres, and textures rather than riffs. 
Although capable of moments of extreme noise, their songs tended to stretch and float, 
albeit always hinting at a mood of unease and disaffection. 

Disco Inferno released their first singles, recorded in Leyton, as teenagers in 1991 on an 
imprint of the same record label as Bark Psychosis. Guitarist/vocalist Ian Crause and bassist 
Paul Wilmott lived round the corner from each other in Redbridge, while drummer Rob 
Whatley lived two tube stops away along the Central line at Newbury Park. Between 1992 
and 1994, they released five EPs and an album D.I. Go Pop, which thrillingly combined the 
sonic possibilities of sampling with traditional rock instrumentation. Their music was more 
immediately sharp, tense, and politicized, and was framed through a more pop-orientated 
format than Bark Psychosis’s; a starting template was the post-punk paranoia of Joy Division 
rather than the English pastoralism of late period Talk Talk. Yet there were similar moments 
of space and silence in the music; indeed, From the Devil to the Deep Blue Sky (1993) was “in-
fluenced by the long song structures that Bark Psychosis were putting together at the time.”6

Members of Bark Psychosis and Disco Inferno both grew up in and around landscapes of 
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interwar, modest, semi-detached houses, and cul-de-sacs, mini-roundabouts, school playing 
fields, and ribbon developments of shops along arterial roads.7 These landscapes might be 
understood as orderly, banal, and drab. But for these two bands, as with the punk contin-
gent of mid-1970s Bromley or the dubstep scene of early-2000s Croydon, the edgelands of 
London also induced a certain spark, provocation, and hallucination. Bark Psychosis and 
Disco Inferno sought to warp and weft temporal and spatial understandings of London as a 
way of shaking out and reclaiming London’s future. The narrator in London suggests Robin-
son “seemed to be attempting to travel through time,” aiming to fold the eighteenth century 
back into the city. The much younger Disco Inferno and Bark Psychosis could be under-
stood as impatiently seeking to make London resonate with the “very edge of the future.”8

Robinson summons the lives and imaginative worlds of Romantic French and English writ-
ers, all of them with personal connections to London, in an attempt at reimagining and 
reconfiguring the contemporary city of 1992. Bark Psychosis and Disco Inferno similarly 
used sampling technology to plug into and rewire the temporary possibilities and burdens 
of East London. Disco Inferno’s music from Summer’s Last Sound (1992) onwards  is a col-
lage of birds, fireworks, clocks, bells, camera shutters, crowds chanting, the crash of cars, 
lapping waves, and much more—as played by band members via MIDI interfaces. The 
insistent loop of crowd noise on Bark Psychosis’s Tooled Up (1992) parallels some of these 
soundscapes, but otherwise, their use of sampling was less explicit. Yet, all of Bark Psycho-
sis’s releases feature sampling and studio innovation, especially in the manipulation and 
computer editing of their own instruments and vocals. As Graham Sutton commented in 
1994, “I’m very much into using technology in ways it hasn’t been used before.”9

This emphasis on sampling was influenced by the new sonic frontiers being pursued in the 
late 1980s by groups such as Consolidated, the Young Gods, My Bloody Valentine, and 
Public Enemy. Nevertheless, Bark Psychosis and Disco Inferno’s sampling should also 
be situated within the sonic innovations of rave and hardcore erupting from London’s  
Essex borders during the early 1990s. Samples looped in and out of furious electronic tracks 
produced by SL2 from Loughton or The Prodigy from Braintree, or on records such as 
Timelapse’s Sued for a Sample (1992) released by the Out of Romford label. Ian Crause re-
members band members in 1992 listening to “pirate stations broadcasting rave and jungle 
music around north London, speeding up the rave tracks they’d danced to the night before 
and sticking their own drums on.”10 In some respects, a tradition for technological modernity 
and innovation in this part of London was being continued and advanced. Whereas Lea 
Valley in the early 1890s had spawned inventions of plastic and petrol, these fringe areas of 
London in the early 1990s forged a crucible for populist experiments with computer-based 
musical technology that continue to reverberate.
As well as connecting their music to the futurist drive of local rave cultures, Disco Inferno 
and Bark Psychosis’s use of sampling also directly drew on the sound-worlds of these 
East London edges. Traffic noises and the gentle hum of Stratford can clearly be heard at 

the start of Bark Psychosis’s Scum (1992)—recorded in the crypt of St John’s Church—
which also features a recording of a Pentecostal choir next door.11 Disco Inferno’s use of 
London’s ambient sounds is less direct, aside from a recording of their clearly unhappy 
landlady at the end of the D.I .Go Pop album. But the pavement footsteps, breaking glass, 
revving engines, police sirens, and squealing brakes of their sample sources noticeably 
draw and dwell on the everyday noises and emotions of London life. Moreover, their jar-
ring sounds, interwoven with basslines and guitar melodies, evoke the distinct layering 
and folding of memories and senses of place peculiar to London—a city where the suburb 
in its modern form was first created. The Eastern edges of London are characterized by 
a heterogeneous accumulation of land uses and architectural visions: garden cities and 
municipal estates rub up against new-build housing, industrial sheds meet waste grounds, 
shopping malls, and nature reserves. Disco Inferno’s pile-up of sounds, and frequently 
buried vocals, capture and respond to this often bewildering enmeshing of landscapes 
and histories on London’s fringe. 
As well as the use of sampling to open up the jumbled histories, present-day environments, 
and technological futures of London’s eastern edgelands, the music of Bark Psychosis and 
Disco Inferno also probed and reflected their position of geographical and socio-economic 
marginality within the city. The imaginative worlds of these two bands betray a location 
in a part of outer London possessing particular topographical characteristics and class dy-
namics, especially in contrast to more congested and wealthier central zones. The cover of 
Bark Psychosis’s 1994 album Hex is revealing in this respect. It shows a ground-level view 
across an archetypal London edge landscape: scrubland, fencing, pylons, an isolated row of 
houses, distant lights, and tower blocks. There is no one visible apart from some shadows in 
the foreground, while most of the image is dominated by the bruised, early night sky. Bark 
Psychosis’s soundscapes capture much of this strangely abandoned and disconnected set-
ting: Hex begins with the lyrics “you stand apart with the sinking sunlight” and proceeds to 
refer to “your street deserted”; while space and silence pervade their music with almost four 
minutes of distant ambient noise tapering away on their (non-album) track Hex (1994).12 
Disco Inferno’s lyrical concerns and soundscapes also respond to the specific environment 
and geographical position of London’s eastern periphery. As Ian Crause acknowledges, “we 
were straight from the A12, close to London but definitely not a part of it—on the outside 
looking in.”13 The Atheist’s Burden (1994) celebrates the “deep blue” early morning skies 
found away from light pollution in the centre; in Ian Crause’s lyrics, these provide a glimpse 
of a future unburdened by the “marks” of the past.14 The “gulls coming off the coast” to scav-
enge inland in Summer’s Last Sound (1992) and the samples and title of Even the Sea Sides 
Against Us (1994) hint at their location close to the wide expanses of the Thames estuary and 
the faded resorts of the Essex coast; while At the End of the Line (1994) mourns not only a 
sense of social and technological progress but is suggestive of their location towards the end 
of the Central Line.



97 appears firmly locked into a new speculative bubble; any alternative visions and imaginations 
for the city seem squarely blocked and stunted. Perhaps again we will need to listen closely to 
London’s edges and margins in urgent new efforts at mapping a whole wide world ahead.21

For both bands, this sense of being out on the margins was reflected and reinforced by a 
precarious and uncertain financial position. As Ian Crause intimates in Even the Sea Sides 
Against Us, “We don’t expect to be seen/We don’t expect to be heard/Money’s tight at the 
moment.” Disco Inferno could only afford basic, outdated MIDI equipment in 1992—
with this purchase marked by the release of a compilation of their early tracks entitled In 
Debt. Despite signing a new recording contract in 1992, members of Bark Psychosis were 
on the dole and living in squats.15 As Graham Sutton almost inaudibly mutters on Fingerspit 
(1994), “Everyday and everynight/streets leave their mark on my skin/This city breaks you 
down.” The national economic uncertainty and political malaise of this period, as docu-
mented by Keiller’s film, compounded affairs. In Summer’s Last Sound (1992), a track de-
scribed by Crause as “about the decay I saw around me in London during the recession of 
the early 1990s,” it is reported that the “price of bread went up five pence today.”16 His lyrics 
also express a sense of “raw violence” brewing at both home and abroad, with “hushed-up 
trials” and an immigrant “kicked again today.”
One response to this perilous and threatening situation was, like Robinson’s expeditions 
through London, to keep moving. In the Bark Psychosis track, Big Shot (1994), Graham 
Sutton intones, “It’s 3 a.m./Don’t know where we’re going/Just drive somewhere fast.” Ian 
Crause is similarly restless in his “waiting for a future to come along and sweep us away.” He 
is continually frustrated in finding “a rock to cling to,” “a safe place to land,” and “a corner 
at the edge of a map.”17 Yet unlike Daniel Defoe’s shipwrecked Robinson, Disco Inferno’s 
music remains adrift, and the futures they survey remain frustratingly out of reach despite 
being “so close” and “in the palm of your hand.”18 In 1995, with much of their equipment 
stolen, Crause moved to Barking (also location for Robinson’s university in Keiller’s Lon-
don) and Disco Inferno disbanded. Bark Psychosis split in 1994 with a compilation album 
released in 1997 called Game Over. Frustrated by the regressive ambitions of Britpop and 
Blairism, Ian Crause and Graham Sutton sought new possibilities in Bolivia and Argentina 
respectively. Unlike many of their early 1990s contemporaries, such as Blur, there have been 
no lucrative reunions.19

Nonetheless, the foreboding soundscapes of Disco Inferno and Bark Psychosis seem increas-
ingly resonant. Disco Inferno’s A Whole Wide World Ahead (1994), perhaps conscious of the 
IRA threat, is eerily prescient of London in July 2005: “Journeys on tube trains/About to 
explode/As sick, sick people/Unburden their load.” London is again afflicted by recession, 
veering uncomfortably close to a complete financial meltdown. But much of London looks 
very different to the city of two decades earlier. The empty landscape featured on the cover 
of Hex has now been covered by Olympic stadia and the ArcelorMittal Orbit tower—what  
the novelist China Miéville calls a “snarled Gaian hernia.”20 To the twentieth-first-century 
viewer of Keiller’s London, the sparse, riverside vistas contrast starkly with the garish, luxury 
apartment blocks, prime “opportunity areas,” and high-end cultural consumption that have 
proliferated across these locations over the last twenty years. Despite recent crises, London 
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digital video processing by Ed 
Tannenbaum and Jim Wiseman.

Perhaps another symptom of this pathology appears in the range of stock images that 
construct our contemporary sense of “the global.” Take, for example, three stereotypes of 
the contemporary city subject to globalization—each demarcated forms of urban future 
all circumscribed by the gravitational field of international capital. At the top level, the 
architecture of the “global city,” encapsulates a perhaps now mannered expression of the 
“future city,” a high-rise transnational command structure of financial capital. Bordering 
this gated community, there is the image of the developing mega-city region consisting 
of the spatial reflux of a global proletariat in a state of agglomeration. Finally, we have 
the materialization of Marx’s metaphor of “dead labour.” Cities defined not simply by 
vacated structures, but the abandonment of entire infrastructure; whole geographies sink-
ing under the weight of fixed capital now surplus to global requirements. Each of these 
images respectively encapsulates dominant, emergent, and residual moments of planetary 
urbanization. 

1

The SoUnd of deTroiT: 
noTeS, ToneS, And 
rhyThMS froM 
UndergroUnd
louis Moreno

The music is different here, the vibrations are different. 
Sun Ra 
We have three natural resources in Detroit: salt, water and techno. 
Scan 7
Still you resist …  
Céline

Reflecting on the urban crisis of the 1960s and 1970s, certain observers claimed that what 
was unfolding was an event so vast, and its causes so complex, that it outstripped the “mun-
dane” framework of political analysis.1 To properly understand the process enabling ad-
vanced capitalism to tear up the foundations of everyday life, they suggested some kind 
of complementary restructuring of the senses was needed. Here, science fiction seemed to 
provide the tools to track the urban mutations of deregulated capital.2 The proposition was 
later refined by the critic Fredric Jameson: the dystopian compulsion to imagine the global 
destruction of cities was nothing less than the attempt to comprehend capitalism as a total-
ity. But, Jameson added, the inability to think beyond the event of catastrophe diagnosed a 
state of political inertia.3 If the differentia specifica of the utopian genre was the imagination 
of a society without private property, then one of the defining political features of the cur-
rent era might well be a secular decline in the capacity even to fantasize, let alone realize, a 
world free of the influence of real estate.
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ing around Detroit—at least as it appears from a distance refracted through images and 
documentaries—seems wholly inert, almost “contained,” separated from wider discussion 
precipitated by Occupy about how the total situation of capitalism can be overturned. The 
industrialization of exploitation, the urbanization of racism, and the financialization of 
everyday life all recede from view. And by turning the space of Detroit into a work of “nos-
talgia art,” one side effect is to reassert a perverse form of the American dream, a sentimental 
yearning—perhaps not unlike that seen in post-Communist societies—for the zombie-like 
return of the punishing conditions of mass employment shackled to heavy industry. 
But is it possible to resist such a grimly retrospective “reading” of Detroit’s future? Can 
we recover a “structure of feeling” from the immense cultural and political material that 
Detroit created that is not circumscribed by the limits imposed by finance? Here a number 
of strategies present themselves. The first, already mentioned, is the idea that “the urban” 
eludes perception requiring a retraining of our sense of what produces and consolidates 
social space. Another, more distant, starting point is recommended by Futurism, and fig-
ures like Luigi Russolo who thought that bourgeois nostalgia could be short-circuited by 
channelling urban sound. A third strategy is put forward in the extraordinary 1997 film 
The Last Angel of History by Black Audio Film Collective,7 which suggests that some kind 
of dialectic between the spatial and the sonic—mediated by the hybrid sonic-fictions of 
Afro-Futurism—is possible. But, before we consider this and its relevance for Detroit, we 
shall begin with the sound-sweeps of an earlier generation of Futurists—for no other reason 
than simple synchronicity. For, just as Russolo was assembling a sonic battery of machines 
to harness the energy of Milan’s factory workers, a more economic mobilization of the body 
was about to be set in motion in a workshop in Michigan. 
When the Model T rolled out of Highland Park on 1 December 1913, what emerged was 
not the invention of the automobile, but something more far-reaching. Henry Ford’s in-
novation of the moving assembly line would culture a sense of space and time that was 
manufactured in Detroit. And what distinguished the commercial atmosphere of Detroit, 
compared to other corporate centres like Chicago and New York, was less the intense ver-
ticality of its business district, and more the acoustic tumult of plant life. Diego Rivera’s 
Detroit Industry Murals (1933) is perhaps the most well known artistic representation of 
this experience of “shrieking, hammering ... delirium.”8 Another, smaller, but similarly 
dynamic illustration, can be found in the famous Detroit episode in Louis-Ferdinand 
Céline’s Journey to the End of Night published in 1932. Here, we learn hardly anything of 
a metropolis whose architecture and urbanism aspire to Second Empire grandeur. Instead, 
what Céline evokes is a factory town whose booming economy is expressed by convulsions 
that rent the spirit from the body:

Still you resist; it’s hard to despise your own substance, you’d like to stop all this, give yourself 
time to think about it and listen without difficulty to your heartbeat, but it’s too late for that. 

In the last instance, the case of Detroit is paradigmatic: maintaining a grip on the con-
temporary imagination as potent as any metropole handling “tier one” capital. And its 
presence evokes a very specific—almost pedagogical—symbolism. The ruin of a city, 
which not only unlocked but cultured American capitalism, offers a warning about the 
mercurial temper of socio-economic forces that can destroy as well as create the condi-
tions of existence. But there are good reasons to be wary of the tragic narrative of creative 
destruction. As the urban historian Jerry Herron explains, this conceit presents a perspec-
tive on Detroit evacuated of political content. Such that when curated into coffee-tabled 
slabs of “rot, dereliction and decay,”4 the images tend to stand in front of the social history 
of an urban system of exploitation. What is left is an ensemble of stylized facts about eco-
nomic growth freighted with dubious pathos. It is as if the collective memory of Detroit, 
monumentalized in the beautifully decayed structures of Michigan Central Station, the 
Packard Motors Plant, and others demonstrates that the social potential of a city is wholly 
immanent to the requirements of capital investors. And as an “ideological artefact,” this 
fetish could be said to perpetuate what Manuel Castells once called the myth of the ur-
ban crisis5; that the crises of industrial capitalism are a product of the physical and social 
structures of a particular city, thereby sanctioning an economic assault on the wages and 
living standards of a city’s people. 
This substitution of a cultural sense of the past for a political analysis of the present takes 
other forms. Recent documentaries on Detroit tend to collapse the city’s historical struggles 
into a narrative of the rise and fall of Detroit’s cultural industries. In Julian Temple’s docu-
mentary Requiem for Detroit? (2010), for example, the city’s astonishing variety of musical 
innovations in R & B, soul, and punk help vent the urban explosion of the late 1960s and 
1970s. Yet, the union of art and politics is compressed to such an extent that the complex 
event of the “Great Rebellion” in 1967 ends up appearing simply as a backdrop to a mo-
ment of counter-cultural desire. Even when the class and racial dimensions of the rebellion 
are acknowledged, they appear as a threshold, which like the city’s music and car industries, 
is now the stuff of fond memory. What these perspectives on Detroit’s future represent is a 
view of the contemporary city “expressed” as Raymond Williams said “in an habitual past 
tense.”6 Caught in the axis of architectural and musical degeneration, Detroit’s future is 
consolidated by the dominant forces of geopolitical economy. Politics becomes modified by 
meditations on the residual aesthetics of industrial decline. The end point makes Detroit the 
last stop of late capitalism: offering spiritual redemption either through the neo-pastoralism 
of urban agriculture, or via urban explorations by “stalkers” into a Zone made radioactive 
by globalization. 
If Detroit represents an image of the future—and much of the interest in the city seems 
to derive from a growing appetite to explore alternatives to capitalism—it is an image con-
tractually bound to capital. Something revealed by the fact that Detroit’s infrastructure is 
in effect held hostage by abstract creditors. The net result is that the current debate revolv-
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paratus of power. In a moment—which Jameson doesn’t flinch from calling “the single most 
significant political experience of the American 1960s”17—the League laid out an approach 
that moved on the urban nexus of monopoly capital. Based on a realization that labour 
resistance inside the plants could only ever achieve partial reforms because the “whole city 
structure goes into action”18 against organized labour, the Detroit movement developed an 
alternative strategy. Their “inventive genius”—mirroring Ford—lay in their understand-
ing that the city’s economic power lay in the spatial configuring of a “productive system of 
incessantly self-refining functionality.”19 This consciousness of the social and spatial basis of 
power meant, as the League’s Ken Cockrel explains in Finally Got the News, that any strike 
had to be backed up by (and in effect scaled up through) a complementary infrastructure. 
A revolutionary system of collective consumption that could feed and sustain the work-
force, whilst simultaneously defending and representing their interests in the law courts 
and through media. By mapping the circulation of capital through the nodal points of 
economic, institutional, and informational power they “sought to create” nothing less than 
“a multilevel power apparatus parallel to the power apparatus of the system it sought to 
destroy.”20 Urban revolution, the League concluded, was a wholly practical solution to the 
crisis of Fordism; without it, the city’s industry would be given the freedom to continue to 
run the city’s people into the ground. 
Supplemented by a later documentary, Taking Back Detroit, filmed in 1980,21 this trip-
tych comprises a sequence of urban analysis whose politics has not dated, for the very 
reason that its full implications have still to be properly explored.22 And even in its 
failure, this movement helps underline a point too often overlooked in the commen-
tary on the organic failure of regional industry. Namely, that the spatial shift towards a 
“post-Fordist” organization of capital—with its technocratic emphasis on “lean” organi-
zational structures, and the fetishization of intellectual labour—works both in the first 
instance (such as the unemployment created by plant closure) and last analysis (of the 
homelessness created by gentrification) to liquidate alternative configurations of socio-
spatial power. 
To illustrate this, we need only look at three of the cultural manifestations of post-Fordism. 
First, in 1972, Berry Gordy moved the base of operations of Motown Records to Los Ange-
les, mirroring the wave of relocations that would dismantle the main employment base of 
the city over the next few decades. Second, when work began in 1973 on the Renaissance 
Centre, designed by John Portman, it was clear that Detroit’s elites intended to avoid deal-
ing with the urbanized injustice revealed by the 1967 rebellion. Instead, power was to be 
consolidated in a style of postmodern urbanism. Here was the advent of a mode of develop-
ment that used the pretext of degeneration to justify tax cuts for suburban wealth, whilst 
turning ownership of the city’s central assets over to financial control. 
Detroit was at an impasse, the myth of the urban crisis—that labour and social infrastruc-
ture are a burden on market expansion—seemed to consolidate a view that historical change 

This thing can never stop. This enormous steel box is on a collision course; we, inside it, are 
whirling madly with the machines and the earth. All together.9

Céline never worked the line of course, but as a physician employed by Ford he had stud-
ied first hand the impact of the assembly process on individual workers. And in a work 
saturated with resentment, the Detroit episode has an idiosyncratic texture, where the 
social relations of the city—mediated by forces that work the narrator’s body into “lumps 
of flesh convulsed with vibrations”—culminate in a singular urban impulse: the need 
to complete the human circuit, the need “to touch a real body.”10 What emerges then 
is a complex expression of alienation whose industrial structure of feeling is geographi-
cally specific: an experience of lives dispossessed by an urbanizing mode of American 
accumulation. 
In counterpoint to this unremitting melancholy, the music of the blues offers something 
like an existential defence. The blues, the poet and novelist Richard Wright observed, 
“though replete with a sense of defeat and down-heartedness, are not intrinsically pessi-
mistic; their burden of woe and melancholy is dialectically redeemed through sheer force 
of sensuality.”11 In a similar vein, Ralph Ellison—reviewing LeRoi Jones’s book Blues 
People—argued that what the blues (and its descendants) gave African-Americans were 
the resources to construct themselves “in the world of sound” in resistance to “the denial 
of social justice.”12 Later, the ability to musically adapt the lived experience of Fordism 
famously gave rise to Berry Gordy’s own assembly plant of Motown, crafting and redefin-
ing the blues into an exuberant soul sound. The blues and soul therefore comprised, what 
Wright concluded was, “an almost exultant affirmation of life ... no matter how repressive 
[the] American environment.” 
By the 1960s, the repression would be intensified on an industrial scale in Detroit’s dete-
riorating plants. Local radicals like John Watson—addressing Italian workers in 1970—
described what was unfolding as nothing less than an all out “war going on inside the 
American factories”:13 a claim substantiated by the fact that by the mid-1960s, “more auto 
workers were killed and injured each year on the job than soldiers were killed and injured 
during any year of the war in Vietnam.”14 Echoing Wright’s definition, the Detroit sound 
modulated with the times, taking a harder urban edge—something John Lee Hooker would 
take to a national level. And Joe L Carter (a bluesman who worked in Ford’s Rouge plant) 
vocalized the blues of absolute subsumption in the lyrics, “Please Mr Foreman slow down 
your assembly line / No, I don’t mind working, but I do mind dyin’.”15 
Joe L’s powerful urban blues introduce the 1970 film Finally Got the News and inspired the 
title of Georgakas and Surkin’s “study in urban revolution,” Detroit: I Do Mind  Dying.16 
Both track an astonishing period in Detroit’s history, when, between 1967 and 1974, a 
constellation of movements revolving around the Dodge Revolutionary Union Movement 
and the League of Revolutionary Black Workers attempted to take control of the urban ap-
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Kraftwerk to create something alien to the reflective traditions of the blues: where “P” was 
played in the key of paranoia, and time and space were bent “out of synch.” For example, in 
“Night Drive (Thru Babylon)” (1985) by Model 500, the passenger is taken on a journey to 
the centre of the 1980s: but this is Céline as cyborg, kerb-crawling for human contact, and 
where sexual desire, modulated by the stiletto kick of the Roland TR-808, is mediated via 
the marauding body of a Porsche 924. And whilst the lyrics describe states of “anti-love”—
as robots stare “contemptuously” at the “inferior designs of the outmoded, underpowered 
and otherwise obsolete life forms”—the landscape is filled with radical possibility. Against 
the vision of a metropolis rotating on the axis of Fritz Lang’s Moloch-Machine, Cybotron 
envision a different form of urban space. Interviewed by Jon Savage in 1993, Atkins and 
Davis said that their pivotal track “Techno City” (1985), the one that categorized this 
sound, attempted to imagine the “workers’ city,” a utopia worthy of Fourier or Saint-Simon, 
where “a person could be born and raised:” 

There would be no Moloch, but all sorts of diversions, games, electronic instruments. Techno 
City was the equivalent of the ghetto in Detroit, which is overlooked by the Renaissance 
Tower.27

From the late 1980s onwards, techno globalized, taking on different regional varieties, but 
within Detroit the spatial dimensions of the sound evolved in a wholly singular way. What 
distinguished the Detroit style was, to be sure, the geographical conditions of the city, but 
also something inherent within the music itself. The international extension of the techno 
sound was not just an opportunity to make careers for musicians, certain artists thought 
that the music carried within it the seeds to propagate the experience of Detroit on a plan-
etary scale. Surfacing in New York and Berlin in the early 1990s, against the backdrop of 
the LA conflagration, the group/label/social movement Underground Resistance combined 
Cybotron’s vision of urban anxiety and liberation with the seditious rage of Public En-
emy. Underground Resistance (UR)—comprising Mad Mike Banks, Jeff Mills, and Robert 
Hood—channelled the sonic culture of Detroit, incorporated into the Russolian devices 
of the 808, 909, 303, and a constant stream of 12-inch records, to lay down their “Revolu-
tion for Change.” The project was elaborated in the track “The Theory,” appropriating a 
sample from Star Trek, UR deterritorialize the myth of urban regeneration: describing a 
three-stage process: going from studio to studio, city to city, and then from world to world, 
infusing industrial landscapes with the life-giving properties of Detroit’s deep space.28 
If Utopia is, as scholars tell us, “a socio-economic sub-genre of that broader literary form 
[of Science Fiction],”29 then Detroit techno—particularly that of Cybotron, Model 500, 
and Underground Resistance—occupies a vital point of intersection between narrative 
and sonic culture. A point Eshun has made when he suggests that what this music does 
is not so much represent Detroit, but estrange our very sense of Detroit.30 In this light, 

can never be constructed “from below.” Yet, just as the prospect of a radically different 
urban future was being shut down, and the message that there is no alternative structuring 
of society becomes dominant, a third and more renegade response assumed sonic form. As 
the writer Kodwo Eshun argues in The Last Angel of History, something like an epistemo-
logical break happens in black music during the 1970s.23 According to Eshun, the Delta 
blues contract enforced by the Devil on Robert Johnson is torn up, as musicians mine the 
possibilities of the recording studio. And in doing so, African, American, and European 
traditions, musical styles, and production techniques are recombined; new “sound worlds” 
are assembled, which enable not only reflections on the history but also make the desire for 
life endemic by projecting this struggle into the future.
Here, two particularly powerful musical currents begin to fuse in Detroit—both inspired 
by a sense of how the more up-tempo innovations of jazz and soul could be future-proofed. 
The cosmic and aquatic funk of George Clinton and Parliament-Funkadelic across albums 
like Mothership Connection (1975) and Motor-Boogie Affair (1978) offered ways to recharge 
the circuits of R & B, rock, and soul. Simultaneously, out of Germany, Kraftwerk began to 
use electro-acoustic instruments and synthesizers, creating records called The Man Machine 
(1978) and Computer World (1981), which articulated an aesthetic fascination in the am-
biguity of technological change. Interestingly, these synthetic innovations revolved around 
the same problem. For Clinton, this interest in spatializing funk was a reaction against the 
“mainstreaming” of black culture, and the normalizing of the James Brown sound.24 Kraft-
werk’s sonic curiosity turned on the source of Clinton’s unease—could the funky drummer 
be roboticized? 
The results had an immediate impact on industrial centres either in the throes of collapse or 
experiencing the rush of accumulation. From Sheffield to Tokyo, these experiments opened 
up new pathways for reinterpretations of the basic blueprints of pop culture. And because 
this music tended to be instrumental, its conceptual basis—often taking inspiration from 
the rate of change of music technology itself—could nurture the imagination of writers 
looking for resources to animate their powers of precognition. In this respect, perhaps the 
most crucial passage of influence was between Japanese electronic music and American 
science fiction. Yukihiro Takahashi’s 1981 album, Neuromantic, evoked atmospheres and 
environments that William Gibson would interpolate into some of his early speculations on 
the trajectory of post-Fordist capitalism.25 
But while the dematerialization of social and economic power to “the scary new networks” 
of cyber-capital was—as the writer of “The Cyborg Manifesto” said, “a matter of immense 
human pain in Detroit”26—the city’s musicians fabricated their own hi-tech mythos. In-
fluenced by the mix of genres broadcast late night by the enigmatic DJ Electrifying Mojo, 
Juan Atkins and Richard Davis formed the band Cybotron to culture a new style of pure-
funk. And with the 1981 single “Alleys of Your Mind,” Cybotron constructed a sound 
that engaged with Detroit’s socio-economic reality, but used the freedoms of P-Funk and 
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Detroit techno resembles something like “the ansible,” that fantastic device of utopian 
science fiction, which enables instantaneous contact with a multiverse of different worlds 
and forms of life.31 In Model 500’s “Ocean To Ocean” (1990), the paranoid back alleys of 
the mind give way to a global horizon of liberation. Drexciya’s astonishing body of mu-
sic submerges Detroit in an aquatic realm populated by those children of “the shipped” 
thrown overboard on route to slavery. In The Red Planet series of releases, the track “Lost 
Transmission from Earth” suggests the landscape of Mars is populated by the members of 
the Black Panthers. And back on Earth, broadcasting from low orbit on the space station 
Mir, UR lay down “designs for sonic revolutions” to resist the racial profiling of main-
stream radio and music television. When these different sonic imaginations are overlaid, 
the word “Detroit,” when repeated in Robert Hood’s magisterial track “Detroit: One 
Circle” (1996) becomes a refrain invested with spectral force. If, as the League once said 
the “whole city’s structure” was mobilized against them, this sound converts Detroit into 
a structure of revolutionary feeling. In a city where space and music have become abun-
dant “natural” resources,32 the power of Detroit techno lights up a planetary metroplex of 
tonal and rhythmic possibility: a utopia. 
For all this, however, a dominant image of Detroit stalks the world today, fortifying a 
global future emptied of all revolutionary content, consoled by a tragic anxiety about 
the precariousness of the present and the accumulating losses of the past. The absence of 
both the people and the future in contemporary representations of Detroit shackles the 
city to its ruins and rules out the attempt to see beyond the near-view field of the present. 
The function of such imagery is not so much ideological, but rather the enervation of the 
imagination. Yet, what I have tried to suggest is that Detroit’s underground culture and 
politics resists such sentiment, leaving us with a different kind of anxiety—“an anxiety 
about losing the future.”33 This way of seeing and hearing Detroit helps us to recover a 
different type of future shock: the recovery of a utopian impulse that still finds in technol-
ogy and “the urban” the socio-spatial resources of liberation. Clearly, the predicament of 
Detroit serves to undermine any attempt to see within this place any kind of future that 
is highly technological, fully urbanized, politically democratic, and free of capital. But, 
the very fact that such ideas have been aired, politically as well as culturally, reminds us 
of the power of the utopian imagination: namely, to subject the normative frame of politi-
cal economy to “cognitive estrangement.”34 What such a disruption offers, is the ability 
to, at the very least, imagine the expropriation of the future from the jaws of historical 
defeat. What remains is an open sense of history, which—for the moment, whilst politi-
cally unimaginable—is not necessarily unheard of. Against the spatial ideology of the 
future city, the sound of Detroit resonates with a different “utopian impulse”—the funk 
of futuricity itself. 
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1 Goa, 2006, photo by  
Ami Vitale. 
Source: Getty Images.

dAnCing oUTSide  
The CiTy: fACTionS  
of bodieS in goA
Arun Saldanha 

Music has a thirst for destruction, every kind of destruction, extinction, breakage, disloca-
tion. Is that not its potential “fascism”?
Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari1

The faculty of sight is central to the very concept of tourism. Tourism is defined through 
photography, ads, museums, “views.” But are tourists merely pairs of eyes? Tourists swim, 
talk, climb, stroll, relax, become bored perhaps, or ill. They taste, smell, listen, dance, get 
drunk, have sex. Travel involves entire bodies—and different bodies. Soundscapes espe-
cially warrant a differential and embodied approach. An exemplary place to think about 
travel as an event involving hearing and movement is the psychedelic rave scene in Goa. 
My basic argument is that music, through the connections it enables between bodies, 
things, and physical conditions, orders bodies into grids of social difference. In a “Third 
World” destination such as Goa, this ordering becomes a matter of political and ethical 
concern.
Towards the end of the 1960s, when India was known in the West as the province of spirit-
uality and authenticity, Goa’s secluded beaches were rediscovered by hippies. Life in the vil-
lage of Anjuna centred around taking drugs, swimming in the nude, and playing guitar and 
bongo. This counterculture was a quest for a life of drugs and music outside the confines of 
urban white modernity. The hippies would hold all-night parties on the beach. Parties were 
intimate and generally held some distance from the village, so the villagers could sleep. Both 
Goans and older hippies can be quite nostalgic about how the parties manifested a more or 
less symbiotic relationship between locals and foreigners. But then a charter tourism indus-
try developed in the wake of the hippies. News of white tourists, especially the naked female 
ones, rapidly spread all over India. By the late 1970s, the majority of tourists were domestic. 
Since then, the controversies about the cultural, environmental, and economic corruptions 
of tourism have been endless and the party scene is all but dead.
The music played in Anjuna was always music to get stoned to: Pink Floyd, The Grateful 
Dead, Bob Marley, The Beatles, The Doors, Led Zeppelin, Parliament. Then, in the mid-
1980s, something quite unexpected happened, something shrouded in mythical narratives 
of origin common in most popular music. The music in Goa started becoming electronic, 
aimed at dancing for hours. As house and techno were developing in Chicago, Detroit, New 
York, Ibiza, London, and Manchester, acidheads in Goa started looping the bits they liked 
by sticking pieces of magnetic tape together, exchanging the tapes with friends and becom-
ing deejays. Under the full moon, on the rim of the Indian Ocean, far away from the city, 
the Goa freaks felt very much connected and alive.
Back in Europe, travellers tried to make sounds that captured those feelings best. They then 
brought the resulting tracks to Goa. A rapid circuit formed of music being made in north-
western Europe, but danced to in Goa. By around 1992, ravers were so confident something 
new was happening they christened their music Goa trance—identified by a punchy kick 
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and swirling, hypnotic, densely textured staccato sounds in vaguely Eastern melodies. Soon 
you could hear few other genres being played anywhere in Anjuna.
Goa trance raves and club nights are held not only all over Europe, but in Japan, South 
Africa, Australia, Brazil, and Hungary. For Israelis, Goa became the favourite destination 
to “lose it” after completion of military service. Young people travelled for music and the 
music travelled with them. Until the scene imploded from greed and overexposure in the 
early 2000s, Anjuna was the first and last rave capital of the Third World.
This is what Anjuna was like at its heyday, around 1998. Parties take place on the grounds 
of restaurants or rented spaces in the forest, on the beach or on hills. The music is loud, you 
can hear it kilometres away. Imagine going to church on Sunday morning in a little coastal 
Indian village with psy-trance in the background. But since the locals and seasonal workers 
living off the raves are mostly poor, they are quite dependent on the very sounds that keep 
their bodies tossing and turning at night.
Sunset makes you flock from the beach to your favourite bar or shack. This is the time 
to get some chillums circulating, to socialize, and start nodding or dancing to the music. 
About 10 p.m. you go for dinner, relax a bit, smoke more chillums. Then the agendas 
diverge. If you’re a Goa freak, you’re likely to continue chilling till dawn. If you’re a back-
packer or domestic or charter tourist, and in Goa for only one or two weeks, you’ll be 
dancing much sooner. The music starts pounding properly by midnight. Between 3 and 5 
a.m., the parties are generally at their quantitative peak. Most dancers are groups of young 
male Indian tourists. You will be able to count the number of dancing Goa freaks at this 
time on one hand.
For the Goa freaks, the real party starts in the morning. Apart from the profound symbolism 
of sunrise, they just don’t like mixing with the tourists who drink and take only ecstasy—or 
worse, speed—come in taxis and not on their own motorbikes, or don’t know much about 
the music, its philosophy, its rituals. The resentment towards Indians is even stronger. There 
are disturbances as white and brown bump into each other, especially drunk Indian tourists 
bumping into white girls. Even if they genuinely enjoy themselves on the music, and many 
of them aren’t out for the white girls, nobody likes “the Indians”—not even the locals.
Charter tourists, non-drug-taking backpackers, domestic tourists, and local boys are the 
contaminants of subcultural purity. The Goa freaks appear on the dance floor when these 
contaminants start leaving. Before that, freaks patiently sit out the night on the mats next to 
the dance floor. At every party, there is an enormous area, the chill-out zone, with hundreds 
of kerosene lamps making it resemble a huge bazaar. The chill-out consists of chai mamas 
sitting stoically through the night, fighting their sleep, selling tea, coffee, snacks, cigarettes, 
and fruit, with mats for the customers to sit on. This mat economy is principally why locals 
will protest against party bans.
Finding parties can be troublesome. This is what you do. Get about ten motorbikes to-
gether, drive in the general direction. Everyone stops, switches off the engine, listens care-

fully. Continue driving in the direction the kick is heard. Nights in Anjuna are continually 
disturbed by the racket of passing motorbikes, especially Anjuna’s old favourite—the 500 
cc Royal Enfield.
Upon arrival, more disorienting experiences. Hundreds of bikes, taxis, cars, and jeeps are 
chaotically parked all over. What is the road, the field, the beach, the ditch, the hedge, and 
someone’s garden? The same problem arises when you need to pee—obviously, no toilets 
at a party. The problem of darkness persists when you try to get to the party, even at the 
party itself. Often, you need to work your way through bushes and other obstacles when 
heading to the source of the music. Prudence is still advised at the party, where irregularities 
everywhere challenge you to keep balance. The dance floor isn’t stable ground in Anjuna.
This is the charm of the scene, its distance from the city, making it all the more exciting and 
authentic. Any Goa freak will tell you that dancing in Goa is the real thing, the stars and 
moon above, the ocean breeze, the fluid boundaries of party space. No roofs, no walls—how 
unlike the indoor happenings at home! No entry charge, queues, bouncers, guest lists, sur-
veillance cameras, cloakroom, fire extinguishers, first aid, rubbish bins. This is clubbing in 
the wilderness.
Heaps of loudspeakers stand menacingly at all four corners of the dance floor. Most of the 
electric energy goes into the bass, so that just passing in front of the speakers makes your 
intestines twirl. Then again, you might be one of those freaks on acid who would crawl into 
the speaker if it were possible. Most of the dancing crowd faces the speakers. The deejay 
spins from somewhere conspicuous, always with a posse of friends and party organizers. A 
good psy-trance deejay takes his congregation on a trip through the night and morning, 
playing specific subgenres at different times.
Sunrise at a party is the essence of Anjuna’s music culture. The dance floor has been gradu-
ally becoming lighter, you can gradually see who’s dancing around you, can find your 
friends again. Once more, the chillums come out, more chemicals are taken, another chai 
drunk. People prepare for the morning. For most Goa freaks, this is when the party com-
mences. It’s been chilly—the temperature can drop quite abruptly during the night—but 
those first rays of sunlight on your face: that is what many seek in this rave scene. When 
the sun reaches up, smiles emerge everywhere around you. The music immediately sounds 
different. If it was monotonous just before, now it gives new energy. If it was gloomy and 
going nowhere, now it’s full of promise. The remaining diehard chillers on the mats finally 
come and join in. Many people arrive after dawn. For most party animals, it’s the time 
you avoid. It’s the stark opposite for the Goa freaks. In Goa, sunrise is the ultimate and 
magic arbiter.
And so the party goes on. And on. Sense of time lapses, measured only by the sun and the 
state of your body. When you’re exhausted and fully dehydrated and the acid is wearing off, 
it might be time to leave. The music usually stops around noon, but big parties can go on 
for several days. Some deejays boast of twenty-four-hour sets.
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The sun warms you up quickly, and the light makes your tired eyes squint. You can smell the 
dancing. The dance floor gets dry, and the feet stamp up clouds of dust, which makes breath-
ing difficult. Local kids are paid to run around and sprinkle water from buckets. There are 
practically no mats left at this time. The dance floor is still fully occupied, but there are far 
fewer people, leaving lots of room for dogs and cows to scavenge whatever the ravers have left.
If you were so preoccupied that you hadn’t noticed during the night, you see in the morn-
ing that there are actually quite a lot of poorer Indians around, and not just taxi drivers. 
In India, the division of labour is usually so elaborate that there are more individuals than 
prescribed functions. On Christmas morning, Catholic families, nicely dressed up, come 
and have a look at what is for them a freak show. Try to imagine how other-worldly the 
behaviour and appearances of the Goa freaks are to most Indians.
Goa is relatively wealthy in India, and doesn’t have many beggars of its own. But where 
there are white people in India, there will be beggars. So beggars were imported to Goa, like 
the thousands of wage-labourers in the tourist industry. The beggars’ tactic at parties is to 
stand minutes at a stretch in front of someone dancing, and look miserable—not difficult 
among all these white people enjoying themselves.
Beggars must be the most shocking encounter for the unsuspecting clubber. A more in-
your-face reminder of the colonial past and the fact this entire scene is built on top of the 
poverty of India is hardly imaginable. But they are carefully ignored, like the many vendors 
who hardly do any business but stubbornly persist. The interaction between spaced-out 
foreigners and poor Indian people is most interesting to observe: feigned indifference of 
the former, demand for attention from the latter. Sometimes the beggars and vendors are 
pushed or barked at, or danced away. Sometimes a Goa freak plays with the kids, hugs the 
beggar women, or offers them a soft drink. Rare moments of generosity to be cherished. 
There are a few things to remember about Anjuna’s music tourism, a singular confluence of 
digital technology and anti-urban Romanticism. First, on its own (even if we could think 
this), music is meaningless. Sounds mean because they’re connected to a range of other 
entities and conditions: sun, moon, heat, rocks, kerosene, cannabis, sweat, all implicated 
in the event of Goa trance. Second, obviously the most important connection music makes 
is with human bodies. Bodies dancing, but also smoking, working, selling, buying, trying 
to sleep. Different bodies have different relationships to the music, and move around the 
event in different ways. So, third, there are patterns of spatiotemporal politics. The sounds 
interact with the sights and the physical layout of the party space to produce factions of bod-
ies. Bodies are white or non-white, poor or not. Some bodies dance well and easily, others 
don’t. Some are pinned down: chai mamas. Some have to keep walking around: vendors 
and beggars. Some appear just before dawn: Goa freaks. Between these factions there are 
continuous frictions, negotiations, and alliances. This should keep us wary of rave culture’s 
self-proclaimed universalism. At least on this dance floor, it’s not so much unity as factions 
that music and drugs create.

If music gives you a sense of purpose, for others it will be noise. It is precisely the potential 
for escape that can turn music not only imperialistic, but also into a narcissistic enclave 
changing nothing in the overall systems of domination. This hypocrisy about hippiedom 
has been pointed out before—what did Woodstock do about the concurrent riots in Amer-
ica’s cities?—but it is crucial to understand why so much of it occurs unconsciously.
Ending on a positive note, Anjuna shows the pleasure of dancing does indeed have the 
potential to bring together people from astonishingly different backgrounds. One has 
to blame capitalism, patriarchy, and whiteness, not psy-trance, for these racialized dance 
floors. Music is probably the form best suited to extract the energies already oscillating in 
and between human bodies and their surroundings, to carry them elsewhere. Music intensely 
connects bodies to bedrooms, buildings, streets, cities. Music does such a good job in order-
ing bodies that it travels great distances. Music fixes because it flows, and it flows because 
it fixes. And whether it turns its bodies into factions or into revolutionary becomings, is 
entirely up to you.

endnotes
 This is an abridged and revised version of “Music Tourism and Fac-

tions of Bodies in Goa,” first published in Tourist Studies 2(1) (2002): 
43–62.

1 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, trans. Brian 
Massumi (New York: Continuum, 2004 [1980]) p. 330.
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RokesHeni 
MASCUliniTieS: 
MUSiC And lyriCS 
in inforMAl UrbAn 
PUbliC TrAnSPorT 
VehiCleS in ZiMbAbwe 
rekopantswe Mate

This essay focuses on two songs—“Rokesheni” (the locations) and “Mabhebhi ekusabhabha” 
(babes from the suburbs)—by Winky D (born Wallace Chirimuko), an urban grooves artist 
whose music I first heard by chance in Harare and Beitbridge in 2009 and 2010.1 The essay 
seeks to show dilemmas posed by experiencing music in informal urban transport pub-
lic transport vehicles (IUPTVs), also referred to as commuter minibuses, emergency taxis 
(ETs), or simply Kombis.2 Playing loud music has become a hallmark of IUPTVs in African 
cities.3 Not only is loud music in confined spaces uncomfortable and unpleasant, passengers 
often have no say in the choice of music but endure the acoustic assault as part of the neces-
sity of mobility in urban spaces. The physical discomforts are palpable.4 The songs referred 
to this essay were played repeatedly in IUPTVs—especially on the City-Greencroft and 
City-Mbare routes in Harare and Beitbridge. The music stood out because of its beat, it be-
ing ragga (reggae/dance-hall music), its use of Shona lyrics (one of Zimbabwe’s three official 

languages)5 laced with slang, and what seemed to me to be coherent rhymes. Composing 
rhyming lines in vernacular poetry is ordinarily a preserve of accomplished writers. Thus, 
the allure of the lyrics seems to be the linguistic prowess of the artist. In addition, as part 
of my fieldwork, I had interviewed in-school youth who mentioned listening to music as a 
favourite pastime, with local, then budding artists such as Winky D and his urban grooves 
peers as favourites. Until I finished the fieldwork, I had not made the connection between 
the name of Winky D and the music that dominated the air in Beitbridge and Harare. I 
subsequently made the connection while doing research on youth music lyrics.6 Before get-
ting to the lyrics of songs under discussion, the essay briefly describes the socio-economic 
set up of the rokesheni in popular and formal parlance; followed by a description of the 
origins of urban grooves as a music genre, and its connection to the rokesheni; IUPTVs as 
spaces for consuming music; and finally a discussion of lyrics of the two songs. 
Like his urban grooves peers, Winky D has produced songs about the rokesheni, an old 
reference to areas designated as “Africans only” residential areas during the colonial era. 
Sometimes, these areas are also referred to as “the ghetto” in local slang and urban grooves 
songs—a term popularized by Jamaican ragga artists7 and hip hop.8 Historically, these areas 
were built to accommodate semi-skilled and unskilled workers in adjacent industrial areas. 
These residential areas are characterized by small plots of land (around 300 square metres), 
hence comparatively small houses; originally four rooms or less.9 In time, these areas became 
associated with livelihoods based on or augmented with low-end informal sector activities, 
which officials resent—hence a long history of sporadic and violent confrontations appar-
ently to “restore orderly” urban planning.10 In this vein, since independence many of the 
houses have been extended with or without planning permission, much to the disa proval 
of technocrats. The latter culminated in the controversial Operation Restore Order (ORO) 
in 2005 in which unauthorized buildings and extensions were destroyed countrywide.11 
Notwithstanding the rationale and impact of ORO, these residential areas continue to ex-
perience unprecedented overcrowding due to growing demand for accommodation on the 
back of urban migration, a mismatch between the demand and supply of housing, as well 
as endemic unemployment including underemployment which disqualifies some urban 
residents from owning their own houses. Many unemployed people access urban accom-
modation through rented rooms that are sometimes partitioned with improvised materials 
to accommodate multiple households. This not only puts pressure on sanitary facilities; it 
is stressful to people because of lack of privacy, overcrowding, and inherent low-self esteem 
due to perpetual indebtedness to landlords.12 
In post-independence quests to undo colonial legacies, the previously “Africans only” areas 
are referred to as “low-income residential areas” and/or “high-density suburbs”—different 
from previously “Europeans only” areas, which are referred to as “low-density suburbs” 
or high-income areas. This labelling gives the impression that most urban dwellers live in 
suburbs qualified only as “high density” / “low income” or “low density” / “high income.” 



117

So
U

n
d

  
C
U

lT
U

r
eS

Around the world, suburbia is associated with middle-class existences, health, and wealth. 
The situation is different for the rokesheni. Since the 1990s, many have been epicentres 
of public health crises, such as cholera and typhoid outbreaks. Thus, by publicly referring 
to these areas as “rokesheni” or “the ghetto” artists are being subversive. Although per-
formers rebut some of the negative connotations of the genesis of the rokesheni, they also 
draw attention to challenges that persist and have worsened over the years. These include 
overcrowding, limited social amenities, recent urban migrants, and gender tensions—es-
pecially the distrust of urban or fashion-conscious women.13 Hence, these spaces are both 
stigmatized as poor, but also celebrated as a source of creativity, and as places of origin by 
artists. Consequently, in the post-independence dispensation, the rokesheni denotes socio-
economic inequality among Africans; a reality whose true extent is not well documented in 
Zimbabwe. 
To understand the rokesheni, it is necessary to compare it with the sabhabha (suburbs). 
Following independence in 1980, people with access to mortgage finance and aspirations 
for a better life moved to previously European-only residential areas: the sabhabha. In the 
colonial era, these areas were referred to as kumayadhi (Shona) or emayadini (Ndebele, the 
second official vernacular language) to refer to the larger plots (or “yards”) on which the 
houses were built, and the fact that they had gardens. The houses are larger with at least 
three bedrooms, and single or double carports. Some have swimming pools, tennis and/
or basketball courts. Most have servants’ quarters, which in the post-independence era are 
rented out to people in need of accommodation to augment incomes. Residents in these 
areas typically employ servants to help with domestic work and yard work outside the 
house. These residential areas are favourably located vis-à-vis wind direction, the siting of 
industrial areas, and railway lines. Security is a major concern as seen in barred windows, 
high security walls topped with electric fences, and/or razor wire. Increasingly, electronic 
security systems are preferred. 
Based on the foregoing, one can say that residential areas encode socio-economic differences 
among Zimbabweans. For example, the vast majority of Harare’s population (about 75 per 
cent) resides in a small section of the city in areas referred to as rokesheni.14 The reality of so-
cio-economic difference is seen in popular language in the 1990s, a time when these differ-
ences became more pronounced and more people were forced into rooming arrangements 
because of poverty. Young people raised in the sabhabha, and largely seen as raised in the 
lap of relative luxury, earned names/labels such as “the nose brigade.” The label was applied 
to young people who attended better-off multiracial schools, spoke English all the time 
instead of vernacular languages, had accents or elocution that supposedly mimicked the 
English (or Europeans) who were locally understood as speaking through the nose, hence 
“nose brigade.” Alternatively, these youth were referred to as the “bhibho brigade” to refer to 
their preference for crew cuts inspired by styles seen in music videos of overseas artists.15 By 
contrast, their apparently less sophisticated counterparts from rural areas and the rokesheni, 

who attended comparatively less endowed mission and rokesheni schools, were referred to 
as SRBs (strong rural backgrounds) thus “country bumpkins.”16 In some instances, they 
were referred to as “shrubs,” another longhand of SRB. The nose/bhibho brigade were cli-
entele of Radio 3, an English-language public radio station mandated to play international 
music from the US and UK.17 Through this radio station, the nose brigade listened to jazz, 
country music, rock, and rap music. By contrast, the SRBs were associated with sungura 
(local music), which was linked to rural-bound buses, farm compounds, rural shops,18 and 
predominantly played on Radio 2, a public radio station that used the two vernacular lan-
guages. In 2000, when urban grooves emerged, these categorizations were scrambled. Not 
only did youth from the rokesheni, the erstwhile shrubs, emerge as the dominant artists, 
they appropriated international music styles such as rap, dancehall, and others with lyrics in 
the vernacular to comment on life in the rokesheni. Accordingly, urban grooves can be seen 
as an intertextual performance in which artists rebut some of the implicit and explicit ste-
reotypes and realities of their neighbourhoods—such as poverty/deprivation and assumed 
lack of exposure. It gives them a platform to talk back and play down the stigmatized images 
of their neighbourhoods, while also revealing challenges wrought by economic difficulties.
Urban grooves controversially gained prominence in the midst of Zimbabwe’s economic 
and political crisis in 2000 as part of a government policy to enforce a policy of 75 per cent 
local content on public radio, irrespective of a dearth of such content and means of produc-
ing it.19 In a context where Zimbabweans largely frown at performing arts as a livelihood, 
many artists resort to music as a last resort. Urban grooves lyrics reveal emerging survival 
strategies in a context of endemic unemployment, emergent masculine subjectivities in the 
rokesheni, and artists’ perceived modes of worldliness. Their lyrics challenge norms about 
gender and age relations, kinship, and conviviality through bare-knuckle discussions of 
what they see and hear in the rokesheni. They use vernacular languages, albeit slang vari-
ants, making their messages accessible and obscure—especially to those who see slang as an 
annoying corruption of local languages, culture, and young people.20 In this respect, youth 
artists across Africa are ridiculed as being “hooligans,”21 “mad”/possessed by malevolent 
spirits,22 or are simply not taken seriously. 
Notwithstanding the foregoing, the ascendancy of hip hop as a music style of choice for 
unemployed urban youth in sub-Saharan Africa has attracted a lot of attention from re-
searchers who acknowledge that it provides a platform for marginalized young people to 
speak, call leaders and elders to account, or simply to showcase their consumer capabili-
ties and aspirations.23 In the case of Zimbabwe, urban grooves was reportedly co-opted 
into state propaganda between 2000 and 2008 during Zimbabwe’s crisis,24 thus its latitude 
for commentary is apparently narrow. Notwithstanding this criticism, urban grooves—like 
other youth music styles across the world—remains a window through which researchers 
can access realities of young people living in marginalized areas or experiences they observe 
in these areas.25 
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Anyone who uses public transport in Harare and cities elsewhere in sub-Saharan Africa is 
familiar with the (ab)use of music in these confined spaces to attract passengers, to show 
off their music equipment and collections, among other reasons.26 In Zimbabwe, IUP-
TVs have become a platform for artists to showcase their music, aided by the admiring 
crews of these vehicles. When IUPTVs first emerged, they were modes of transport and 
nothing else. They became commonplace as neo-liberal reforms deepened in the 1990s, 
leading to the sole urban transport bus company going bust. In time, local entrepreneurs 
imported second-hand Toyota HiAces from Japan via South African ports, and retrofit-
ted them with radios—and more recently, digital music players and speakers (of which 
more below)—and chairs so that they seat fifteen to eighteen paying adults (four people 
per bench/row, four rows in most vehicles, one or two people in front with the driver, the 
conductor stands or crouches in the vehicle until one passenger disembarks). There are 
no seat belts for passengers except those in the front seat and the driver. The retrofitted 
chairs/benches have a foldable section to enable passengers to pass to and from the back. 
There is limited legroom for most adults. Most people endure this for thirty minutes or 
so of travel into or out of Harare’s city centre. Sometimes, when people with big bodies 
enter, seating has to be rearranged to allow all passengers to fit on the narrow seats. As a 
rule of thumb, pre-teens travelling with adults ordinarily do not pay so they sit on adults’ 
laps or sit on any available flat surface. When travelling alone, children pay. Depending 
on size, luggage is held on the lap, goes below seats, behind the driver’s seat (on top of a 
section of the engine hold that protrudes into the vehicle), behind the back seat, or on 
the roof of the minibus if it has a carriage. On some routes and depending on crews and 
the nature of luggage, a fee is levied for excess or bulky items. On the City-Mbare route, 
carriages are not necessary as self-styled assistants also called touts (in Shona, mahwindi) 
stand by the doorway and simultaneously keep the luggage steady on the roof while the 
vehicle is in motion. 
Retrofitted speakers are installed below the front and/or back seats or on the ceiling of 
the minibus. In some cases, radios/digital music players are connected to amplifiers or en-
hanced bass players. Complaints by passengers and businesses near IUPTV thoroughfares 
about noise pollution abound. These complaints culminated in running battles between 
and among local authorities, law enforcement, and minibus crews in 2012 and 2013.27

As elsewhere in urban sub-Saharan Africa, IUPTVs do not always respect road etiquette 
and regulations in terms of overtaking other vehicles, road markings, speed limits, and so 
on.28 Flouting traffic rules is widely seen as one of the reasons behind the carnage on Afri-
can roads.29 Zimbabwean regulations demand that these vehicles be driven by persons over 
twenty-five years of age with at least three years of driving experience after getting a driver’s 
licence. Yet, anecdotal reports abound that this age limit is not always respected because of 
pressures of unemployment and kinship considerations in recruiting crews on the part of 
owners of minibuses. 

Flouting rules is sometimes attributable to stiff competition in this business. Crews who are 
frustrated by long loading queues at official bus termini and/or traffic congestion in the city 
centre, increasingly load from undesignated areas in the city increasing the risk of accidents 
and making themselves vulnerable to harassment by law enforcement agencies. In undes-
ignated loading areas (called mushikashika30 in local slang), the crews work with a loose 
network of friends and assistants who call out the minibus’s route, its fares, while they are 
simultaneously on the lookout for law enforcement agents and warn the driver should any 
be spotted. Self-styled assistants “load” cars for fifty US cents (or five South African rands) 
a mandatory tip from crews of vehicles. Thus, the more cars they load, the more they earn. 
Undesignated loading zones are therefore a hive of activity, noisy, and confusing. While this 
type of “work” is part of evolving survival strategies in response to the crisis of unemploy-
ment, it increases risks of injury or death for motorists and pedestrians.31 The touting for 
business, the number of vehicles manoeuvring to park, to load, and to leave—as well as loud 
music—make for valid complaints that IUPTVs exacerbate noise pollution and are a nui-
sance in city centres. The noise and defiance of crews leave passengers helpless. Many self-
styled assistants are foul-mouthed and their notoriety precedes them. They badger would-be 
passengers to board their vehicles. When browbeating fails, pushing and shoving is resorted 
to. Thus, few passengers dare to complain about noise, discomfort from the blocked door-
ways, or any of their other antics—including misinformation, especially about destinations 
or routes of the vehicles. As observed and reported by passengers in Nairobi, these vehicles 
accentuate passengers’ sense of vulnerability because of their confined spaces/crowdedness, 
and if expressed, passenger preferences are openly ignored leading to humiliation.32 
Music and its volume is one such area of contestation. Touts typically bob along to the beat 
and/or dance stylistically while shouting for commuters if the minibus is stationary. Pas-
sengers with earphones listening to music from cell phones and other devices, remove their 
earpieces to surrender to the dominance of music in the vehicle. Passengers who receive calls 
sometimes get a reprieve, as the volume is lowered a notch only to go up again afterwards. 
General complaints about noise while the vehicle is being loaded are sometimes entertained 
if complaining passengers threaten to disembark. Once mobile and passengers have started 
paying, drivers ignore pleas to reduce the volume knowing that if passengers choose to dis-
embark, they will lose their fares. There are no refunds on IUPTVs except in the event of a 
breakdown. Even then, some crews try to avoid refunds by negotiating alternative transport 
with their colleagues in other vehicles. In this way passengers are held prisoner to the music 
and confined space, under the whim of the driver and his conductor until disembarkation. 
It was while in similar circumstances waiting to board, sitting inside vehicles waiting for 
them to fill up, or travelling in IUPTVs on routes described above that Winky D’s two 
songs discussed below were forced upon me. 
In “Rokesheni,” Windy D boasts about being an indigene of the rokesheni and warns 
his adversaries (ostensibly from the suburbs) saying, “siyana nesu vekurokesheni” (leave us 
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[rokesheni guys] alone). He makes it clear that if his warnings are not heeded, persistent 
pests risk beatings that are easily doled out in the rokesheni. The song talks about the use of 
violence (brawling) by ghetto (male) youths to create and defend turfs/spaces of autonomy 
and to gain respect in their residential areas and among peers. Each rokesheni mentioned 
in the song (Highfields, Kambuzuma, Glen Norah, Chitungwiza, Dzivarasekwa, Mabvuku, 
and Mbare) is associated with a particular style of violence or is dominated by a colourful 
character who can be relied on to deal with errant newcomers or outsiders. Thus, in some of 
these residential areas, there are young men who ride IUPTVs for free simply because they 
are neighbourhood tough guys and no one dares to demand fares from them. This frustrates 
IUPTV crews who are presented as weaklings but who need the fares to earn an income. 
One hears of gangs from Mbare, one of the first and therefore the oldest rokesheni, home to 
one of Zimbabwe’s busiest long-distance bus terminus and first port of call for many urban 
migrants. It is also home to con artists and petty criminals who prey on unwary travellers, 
but where one has to be careful not to snitch on these gangs or risk harassment. In High-
fields, there is occasional gun violence yet no one is ever arrested; in Dzivarasekwa, there are 
guys who spend time sitting on street corners plotting ways to make money while engaging 
in substance abuse. Anyone who disrupts such group bonding sessions is likely to be treated 
shabbily by the group. 
This song shows young men in precarious livelihoods, who are trying to make do and are 
not broken by unemployment. Their invincibility may be a vain attempt to show masculini-
ties of resource-challenged men as compliant and well aligned to hegemonic masculinities,33 
but the resource austerity is also clear. The use of violence shows attempts to restore their 
dignity and self-esteem as they defend their turf and self-respect. Their individual and group 
crisis is clearer in the next song.
In “Mabhebhi ekusabhabha” (girls from the suburbs), we are presented with confrontations 
between Zimbabwean ghetto masculinities and suburban femininities. Ghetto masculini-
ties are formed on the basis of a patriarchal drive to subjugate women—a challenging feat 
for resource-poor men wanting to subjugate women accustomed to comparatively exten-
sive material comforts. Ghetto masculinities are hardened by the need to make do and to 
cope with austerity and limited opportunities in the face of endemic unemployment. The 
lyrics therefore celebrate poor men making do by not indulging the demands of women’s 
every whim. This is presented as both coping with economic difficulties and disciplining 
the women. Accordingly, there is an element of misogyny in that women’s demands and 
expectations are subject to caricature and dismissed as misguided and excessive. However, 
it also points to the economic incapacities of men. The song starts with a rallying cry to 
“ghetto youths” (presumably males only) to date girls from the suburbs and shock them 
with realities of life in the ghetto. Girls from the suburbs are presented as soft, preening, 
and materialistic. They are so wrapped up in their own upbringing as to be unaware of life 
in the rokesheni hence the rude surprises. The rallying cry goes like this:

Ma-ghetto youths Ghetto youths
Laina bhebhi rekushabhabha Get yourself a girl from the suburbs
Woripinza ghetto  Put her in the ghetto
Woti bhebhi pamba pangu apa  Tell her baby here is my place
Pasina window kana burglar bar Without windows or burglar bars
Achimwa tii tsvuku isina mukaka Drinking black tea without milk

In the rallying cry, suburban girls are shocked and challenged as the realities and expecta-
tions they have taken for granted—such as houses with windows (which could mean either 
adequate ventilation or openings that are appropriately glazed and secured with burglar 
bars) and tea with milk. Clearly, these young men are down-on-their-luck lodgers in the 
rokesheni. Because of unemployment, many young men find themselves in windowless 
or poorly ventilated dwellings, which is obviously a shock to suburban girls. In addition, 
drinking black tea is ordinarily seen as a sign of deprivation, because of the lack of fresh or 
powdered milk. It is inferior to white tea in Zimbabwe.34 
In different verses, Winky D relates experiences of dating girls from different suburbs 
in which confrontations between ghetto masculinities and suburban femininities are re-
vealed. We also see challenges of social etiquette on the part of ghetto youth. For instance, 
while visiting the girl from Marlborough whom he visits with a friend, the friend asks 
the maid out. This is unbecoming and disruptive to the singer’s relationship, because no 
self-respecting girl from the suburbs expects her boyfriend to have a friend who dates 
neighbourhood maids. He ends up fighting with the friend over the matter. Winky D is 
candid about challenges of the ideal of the male provider for his lot; for instance, when his 
alter ego dates a girl from Chisipite (an upmarket residential area) knowing full well that 
he does not have a car with which to pick her up. There are clear challenges in control-
ling the girl because she is forced to hitchhike, exposing her to other men. This threatens 
the security of his alter ego and the relationship. When the girl from Mandara says she is 
hungry, the singer’s alter ego responds by saying he can provide, but serves her food with 
soya chunks. In Zimbabwe, soya products are seen as poor people’s source of protein—
“pretend meat”—when preferences such as beef, chicken, or pork are out of reach. In 
popular opinion, soya products are yet another indication of relative deprivation.35 The girl 
from Greencroft says she needs a wardrobe upgrade and demands a hipster (low waist jeans 
then fashionable), but he buys her a “petticoat” a slip to wear below her skirts and dresses. 
In Zimbabwe, these slips are utilitarian and worn daily to counter see-through fabrics. 
Wearing a petticoat symbolizes “feminine decency” for married women and marriageable 
girls. It preserves their honour by completely covering up the lower body; although these 
days, some women get around this by wearing trousers or leggings below their short or 
see-through dresses, tunics and tops. By contrast, hipsters (like trousers and other trendy 



123fashion items) expose the outline of the body (and body parts) and express urbanity and 
materialism, which are seen as typical of urban women and an apparent pointer to their 
non-marriageability.36 By unilaterally buying her a petticoat he dictates his preferences. 
Their tastes are obviously different. The girl protests. The girl from Masasa Park, attracted 
to the singer’s ability to speak in patois,37 started to misbehave by apparently emulating 
him. He breaks up with her by betting her in an illegal street corner gambling game. This 
could be metaphorical or literal, pointing to the extent to of his disgust at this young wom-
an’s audacity, because she is not supposed to emulate him; rather women should maintain a 
position of respectability as cultural gatekeepers, and speaking patois—even as an expres-
sion of comradeship with one’s boyfriend—is out of line. The girl from Borrowdale (an 
upmarket residential area) wanted the singer to shave his dreadlocks, apparently to make 
a gentleman of him. Dreadlocked men are assumed to be unemployed, addicts, and there-
fore not ideal as future husbands for girls from respectable backgrounds. He is annoyed 
with her. The girl from Westgate attempts to get married to the singer, but the singer’s 
alter ego moves to Epworth (an upgraded informal settlement) on the outskirts of Harare. 
Residences in this area may have numbers, but streets are not well laid out and named as 
in low-density suburbs. This makes it difficult to find addresses. In addition, it seems only 
determined girls would tolerate moving from the suburbs to an upgraded informal sector 
in pursuit of love, so she gives up. This allows the singer’s alter ego to run away from his 
amorous pursuer to the amusement of his confidantes.
We have seen that emerging acoustic cultures such as music in public transport in urban 
Zimbabwe may have their uses to artists and crews of IUPTVs but they are a form of abuse 
to passengers and businesses nearby. Both music production and work in IUPTVs are male 
dominated and have created spaces in which men try to instil control over their lives and  
assert their masculinity by subjugating the people they encounter. Passengers are “held cap-
tive,” and the music imposed upon their senses with no recourse to alleviate the situation.38 

These circumstances allowed me to encounter an artist and his lyrics I would not have en-
countered if I had used a different mode of transport. I listened to the lyrics and marvelled 
at them more to amuse myself and pass the time than out of pleasure. Despite unfavourable 
conditions under which I encountered his music, Winky D’s mastery of the Shona language 
is admirable. His lyrics are controversial for some, but they showcase rokesheni masculini-
ties of young men as invincible, active, and in charge—despite the challenges they face. 
Encountering them in IUPTVs also shows another layer of patriarchy in operation as male 
crews ignore pleas of hapless passengers who have no other transportation choice. 
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In the early 2000s, Dar es Salaam (Tanzania) saw the emergence of a genre known as Bon-
go Flava, a blend of foreign-derived styles ranging from hip-hop to ragamuffin. Sung in 
 standard and street Swahili and dubbed “the music of the new generation” (muziki wa ki-
zazi kipya), this style has become for urban youths the most preferred method of intra- and 
inter-generational communication. In an influential essay published in 1978, anthropolo-
gist Johannes Fabian argued that popular music and performance not only reflect, but may 
also affect the socio-political reality.1 This essay builds on Fabian’s influential insight and on 
other key scholarly works on a range of Tanzanian musical genres, which have shown that 
popular music not only mirrors, but also produces socio-political realities.2 It illustrates that 
Bongo Flava has been an instrument of social innovation and self-affirmation in a specific 
African context.3 Aesthetics, morals, and politics are intimately associated in East Africa, 
and there exists a long-standing connection between popular arts and the political land-
scape. The term “politics” is used here in its broad meaning: while in conventional political 
science, politics can be carried out solely by the state and the ruling party, popular modes 
of political expression have often been articulated beyond the channels of official politics.4 
The “OPNI” (objets politiques non identifies) or “UPOs” (unidentified political objects) pos-
sess political potential.5 However, the relationship between popular culture and prevailing 
forms of power is quite complex and does not necessarily carry or imply an open challenge. 

It is from Dar es Salaam—the main cultural and economic hub of Tanzania, with its four 
million official residents—that Bongo Flava has been popularized to a national and regional 
level. The beginning of this music can be traced back to 1991, when Saleh Jaber, a young 
boy who mastered Swahili and English (an exception at the time), released Ice Ice Baby, 
King of Swahili Rap, the first rap tape in Swahili. Since there were no recording studios in 
the country, he used instrumental versions of US rap hits (by artists such as Vanilla Ice and 
Naughty by Nature) and Jamaican reggae as the base for his own Swahili and English lyrics, 
though at times he sampled phrases from the original raps. 
Such an artistic product was made possible by novel economic and political conditions: 
the free market and the privatization of the media. President Julius Nyerere retired in 1985 
when the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank approved the “Economic Re-
covery Plan.” President Ali Hassan Mwinyi brought an end to the famous Ujamaa form 
of socialist policies that had been launched in 1967. He permitted goods such as televi-
sions to be imported; thus images of Western culture inundated the Tanzanian markets 
like never before. During this time of political reforms and commercialization, African 
American genres such as hip hop and R&B were broadcast for the first time by the newly 
opened radio stations; during Ujamaa there was only one (government-controlled) radio 
station. Since the early 1990s, these styles have become influential in the everyday lives of 
Tanzanian urbanites—who have since experimented with bass lines, drum beats, and guitar 
riffs—producing a bricolage of foreign and local elements.
According to reggae singer and music journalist Innocent Nganyagwa, Dar es Salaam-based 
reggae singers were despised in the early 1990s for playing foreign music. In response, they 
named their reggae “local flavour” (fleva ya nyumbani or ladha ya hapa). Sharing with early 
rap artists the common discrimination suffered, they invited rappers to their performances.6

Dar es Salaam rappers initially rhymed in English. Journalist Saleh Ally, a former rapper 
himself, argues that the first to give rise to hip hop were well-off pupils of the International 
School of Masaki, a privileged neighbourhood; they mastered English and were exposed to 
foreign genres.7 However, disadvantaged urbanites did not live insular lives: some shared in-
formation and had friendship ties with their wealthier counterparts. Artist Inspekta Haroun 
contends that in the early days slums such as Temeke, which generated numerous perform-
ers, were “thirsty for hip hop.”8 
A significant factor in the popularization of Bongo Flava has been the rise of professional 
recording technologies: Mawingu, the first studio established in Dar es Salaam in 1993, 
marked a turning point. It is in this city that most artists, producers, and distributors work, 
and the most prominent radio stations, recording studios, and television channels are to be 
found. This does not mean that each style that was incorporated into Bongo Flava over time 
necessarily originated from Dar es Salaam. Ragamuffin, dancehall, and reggae were popular 
in the 1990s in urban Uganda and Kenya respectively; they reached Dar es Salaam after-
wards. Member of Parliament and early rapper Joseph Mbilinyi, a.k.a. Sugu (stubborn), 
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claims that Kenya is home to East African reggae, Uganda to ragga, but with regard to the 
issue of hip hop, Dar es Salaam “is like the Vatican in Rome.”9

Regarding the social configuration of Bongo Flava artists, most are men in their twenties, 
from diverse social and religious backgrounds, and with some degree of formal education. 
Initially singers targeted the young majority—according to the 2002 census, over 63 per 
cent of the country’s population was younger than 25.10 They have subsequently gained a 
much wider audience, including young townswomen, older individuals, and rural dwell-
ers. Even though some originate from distant places, most of them were born in Dar es 
Salaam—frequently in its slums—or moved there to gain access to the facilities related to 
music production. A few are orphaned and have been brought up by other family members. 
Since the mid-2000s, Bongo Flava has been ubiquitous in city minibuses and popular ven-
ues like bars and restaurants. Artists have taken increasing advantage of the extraordinary 
diffusion of this music through radio and TV programmes, tapes, CDs, and VCDs, awards, 
movies (since 2003), and gossip about their lives, loves, fancy cars, and clothes. Swahili and 
English magazines and tabloids, whose readership is chiefly located in Dar es Salaam, have 
played a pivotal role in popularizing Bongo Flava. The ample space given to these artists 
by the local media has enabled some of them to become superstars (masupastaa), icons of 
success and lead a better life. Many have also achieved a high degree of financial autonomy 
thanks to the unprecedented growth of the music market. This has never been the case for 
any other music culture in Dar es Salaam, let alone in other Tanzanian urban spaces. Ngoma 
(music and dances often accompanied by drums), taarab (sung Swahili poetry), and dansi 
(urban jazz), the main popular genres that appeared in the precolonial era (ngoma) and in 
the colonial period (taarab and dansi), have never obtained such media coverage.11 
Music skills essential in ngoma, dansi, and taarab are not required in Bongo Flava, because 
producers record a voice on a pre-recorded backing track. Although performers are often 
attacked for their inability to play an instrument, it is undeniable that the use of relatively 
cheap recording technologies has somewhat democratized music making: even artists from 
slums can have their voices heard. “What’s the point of [using] a foreign language in mu-
sic when Bongo Fleva is best liked in Uswahilini (poor neighbourhoods)?”12 Uswahilini 
includes the downtown quarter mainly occupied by Africans once known as Zone III and 
those peri-urban African areas that—in segregated colonial Dar es Salaam—were beyond 
British control. Primarily meant to condemn artists’ use of English words, this comment 
made by rapper Afande Sele (born Selemani Msindi) also tells us that Bongo Flava is par-
ticularly popular in disadvantaged neighbourhoods, whose residents do not speak English. 
This implies that the genre allows disenfranchised urbanites to acquire a voice and, to some 
extent, a new dignity and visibility. For example, the 2004 kwaito hit “Hakuna Kulala” 
(There is no sleep) from the album Ubin-adam-kazi by Juma Nature joyfully displayed the 
social marginalization of Temeke; the video clip unapologetically exhibited its residents 
dancing and drinking home-made liquor.

While early Tanzanian rappers did not address socially relevant subjects, 1999 saw a shift—
locally recalled as the end of the “old school” and the beginning of the “official revolution” 
(mapinduzi rasmi), epitomized by “Chemsha Bongo” (Use your brain) by Hard Blasterz. 
The new imperative became to “keep it real.” Lyrics, now in Swahili, had to reflect the lo-
cal context and express views on the actual urban living conditions.13 A poignant example 
of how the process of localization has taken place is represented by the lyrics of “Darubini 
Kali” (Sharp binoculars), in which Afande Sele states: “Rap is not telling lies, … [claiming] 
you have a big car, when you live in a house of clay.”14 As Saleh Ally aptly put it, “You cannot 
say, ‘I have a big car,’ while you don’t even have a bicycle.”15

From the outset, Bongo Flava lyrics have appropriated a variety of foreign signs and symbols. 
Swahili lyrics are often infused with “Swanglish” words (code switching). Sometimes the 
pronunciation of the letter “r” replicates the English language (k ribu instead of karibu). Dar 
es Salaam-based artists have not just adopted Swahilized English terms and Swahili slang—
quintessential creations of this city—but have moulded the street language. Newly created 
words have been extensively appropriated by Swahili tabloids and even by some newspapers. 
Young male artists sport extra-large shirts and earrings (in Swahili culture frowned upon). 
“From the US, we copied the use of socks and coats even though the weather is hot,” Saleh 
Ally ironically says.16 Rastafarian outfits and hairstyles are also quite influential. Even the 
body language combines US and Jamaican elements, while female artists make frequent use 
of familiar cultural references from the Middle East.
It is worth noting that, in line with previous dictates, performers should adhere to a dress 
code monitored by the Dar es Salaam based Musicians’ Union (CHAMUDATA), and by 
the BASATA.17 Even if in practice there is no effective regulation, attempts have been made 
at controlling female artists.18 In 2005, the Swahili tabloid Kiu reported that the previous 
year “through BASATA, the Government [had] tried to ban the semi-naked dress-style of 
female musicians when they were performing on stage.”19 In 2005, several tabloids hosted 
debates over female singers’ obscenity.20

It should be emphasized that Bongo Flava artists have not built an identity completely break-
ing with the past, nor do their lyrics appropriate foreign cultures uncritically. Rather, songs 
are filled with life experience and convey pressing urban issues felt at a local level, from mar-
riage and infidelity to HIV-AIDS, unemployment, poverty, drug abuse, and even bribery. 
Despite the existence of lyrics against corruption, artists’ attitude towards power—either rep-
resented by elders or politicians—is largely ambivalent.21 Far from ignoring or challenging 
their elders, Bongo Flava artists often strive to create bonds with them, for example by cel-
ebrating the figure of the late Nyerere. This indicates an attempt to connect to the past, but 
may also suggest an entirely new claim: that wisdom is not just a prerogative of the elders. 
The ambivalence towards the political establishment is visible during election campaigns, 
when performers often follow politicians in their countrywide tours and release praise songs 
(largely for the ruling party) on invitation—and allegedly for compensation. First visible in 
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2000, this trend was reinforced in the electoral campaigns of 2005 and 2010. 
By and large, conventional values are not challenged, but reaffirmed. In “Mwana Mkiwa” 
(Orphaned child), K. Saul sings about highly valued patience.22 In “Je, Utanipenda” (Will 
you love me?), Mike T highlights: “I came to your parents’ home with my best man,” who 
is the representative in the customary bridewealth negotiations. The emphasis on marriage 
and conventional domesticity is a general aspiration among the average youths in Africa, as 
elsewhere.23 But in the context of Tanzania, these principles have a specific resonance with 
postcolonial state policies, when leaders deemed arts educational, and sought to control 
them. In search of a national identity, Nyerere established in 1962 the Ministry of Culture 
and Youth, whose primary aim was the use of arts to teach the masses. To quote from one 
official document: “We will sing about socialism as a means to ending poverty. We will 
dramatize about a man who is ill and does not go to hospital so that our people should see 
the importance of going to hospital when they are ill.”24 
Many Bongo Flava singers have embraced the culturally entrenched notion of music as edu-
cational. In “Hajazaa” (She hasn’t given birth yet), Voice Wonders warns his listeners to use 
hospitals and avoid traditional healers. If “a good song … has to entertain, … criticise, and 
… teach, educate,”25 the social message may serve to please the public. This is how Afande 
Sele expresses the prevalent audience’s expectations: “People do want a message, not [hear 
artists] boast and celebrate sex and alcohol.”26 In fact, the overwhelmingly young listeners 
and tabloids targeting townspeople see music as didactic. Columns of Swahili tabloids, 
where lyrics are scrutinized and explained to readers, praise songs with a message. The hit 
“Understanding” by Lady Jay Dee featuring TID (Top in Dar) was applauded by Maisha on 
the grounds that it “teaches us about married life; it stresses the real love and patience within 
the household, things that make a marriage long-lasting.”27 
Lyrics often draw on a rich repertoire of Swahili proverbs and sayings. Rhymes resonate with 
Swahili poetry, and also the nicknames given to artists, thereby providing links between mu-
sic, cultural performance, and social identity, in a practice widespread in different African 
contexts. Far from being uncritical importations of the rivalries between “East Coast” and 
“West Coast” US rappers, mabifu (“beefs” or fights) between artists are an enduring feature 
of Swahili cultural performances. Tunes often borrow from coastal and upcountry local 
rhythms so that the term “local” encompasses genres with multiple origins: from Egypt to 
India, from Cuba to Congo, from the US to Jamaica.
The impact of musical genres originating in the US is not simply the result of a growing 
cultural or ideological influence. Rather, it is the continuation of a long-standing process 
of adaptation of foreign genres to local aesthetic principles, which constitutes a key Swahili 
trait.28 Bongo Flava is the latest Tanzanian urban style that provides evidence of a constant 
practice whereby “images and sounds that are part of a global stream of popular culture can 
take on quite different meanings once they get picked up by youth in a particular place.”29

The visibility of familiar features together with socio-politically engaged lyrics have prompt-

ed the older generation to pay attention to the stories the youths have to tell. By the mid-
2000s, the whole phenomenon of Bongo Flava had to some extent “captured the thoughts 
of grown-up people.”30 Yet, for the majority of socially settled individuals, this genre is still 
largely the “music of chaos” (muziki wa fujo). Indeed, this is reminiscent of past genera-
tional tensions over the rise of new music cultures. In the 1940s, cosmopolitan dansi, now 
seen as a typical Tanzanian genre widely popular among adults, was frequently disparaged 
as a foreign style and was associated with loafers.31 
Adult disapproval has grown in response to significant changes in the lyrics since the mid-
2000s. Hits echoing the emphasis by Jamaican dancehall and US hip hop on urban subcul-
tures focusing on fun have been successful. The tune, more than the lyrics, has increasingly 
determined the commercial success of Bongo Flava songs.32 Alcohol, marijuana, money, sex, 
and the objectification of young townswomen are recurring features. They depict the actual 
or aspirational lifestyle of a significant portion of urban youths. 
The ambivalent reactions to the popularity of these songs—commonly disparaged in local 
discourses—suggest a long-term pattern of ambiguous relations between artists and main-
stream Tanzanian culture. To be sure, the entertainment trend partly stems from the fact 
that by the early 2000s there was a new album being recorded nearly every week. This 
made it difficult, if not impossible, to release exclusively socially conscious songs, as this 
would have generated repetitive and cumbersome lyrics. Yet, the decision not to address 
educational issues also points to the fact that by ignoring the dictates of former cultural 
policies, artists have consciously detached themselves from the older generation. More non-
committal songs ultimately signal a pervasive and long-standing desire by Tanzanian youths 
to participate in global cultural trends.33

To conclude, by capturing sounds heard on international records and combining them with 
local conceptions of music making, young artists in post-socialist Tanzania have reshaped 
foreign influences in a way that is unique to the urban landscape of Dar es Salaam. They 
have created a distinctive bricolage of global and local references. Bongo Flava artists are 
complex figures: as children of globalization, they see themselves as citizens of the world and 
claim universality accordingly. But their allegiances ultimately lie with Tanzanian society: 
conventionally accepted norms are mostly reaffirmed, often in combination with controver-
sial values, which depict novel metropolitan subcultures and aspirations. 
While African youths are often seen as a “lost generation” easily manipulated by their el-
ders,34 Bongo Flava lyrics, along with artists’ and audiences’ comments, reveal the agency 
exercised by Tanzanian urbanites. Regardless of whether songs reassert or dismiss deeply 
entrenched social norms, Bongo Flava has become a key platform for public debate and for 
asserting youths’ autonomy, through the expression of a plurality of (sometimes contradic-
tory) meanings, continuities with the past, and new identities. If music can be an instru-
ment of expression and socio-political change, Bongo Flava has allowed urban youths to 
carve out a niche for themselves in the reconfiguration of Tanzanian culture.



131

So
U

n
d

  
C
U

lT
U

r
eS

endnotes
1 Johannes Fabian, “Popular Culture in Africa: Findings and Conjec-

tures,” Africa 48, 4 (1978): 315–334. Key work on popular culture 
has been conducted by Karin Barber. See her “Popular Arts in Africa,” 
African Studies Review 30 (3) (1987): 1–78. 

2 Kelly M. Askew, Performing the Nation: Swahili Music and Cultural 
Politics in Tanzania (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2002); 
Laura Fair, Pastimes and Politics: Culture, Community and Identity 
in Post-Abolition Urban Zanzibar, 1890–1945 (Athens: Ohio Uni-
versity Press, Oxford: James Currey, 2001); Susan Geiger, TANU 
Women: Gender and Culture in the Making of Tanganyikan National-
ism, 1955–1965 (Portsmouth: Heinemann, Oxford: James Currey, 
1997); Werner Graebner, ed., Sokomoko. Popular Culture in East Africa 
(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1992); Frank Gunderson and Gregory F. Barz, 
eds., Mashindano! Competitive Music Performance in East Africa (Dar es 
Salaam: Mkuki na Nyota, 2000); Margaret Strobel, “From Lelemama 
to Lobbying: Women’s Associations in Mombasa, Kenya,” Women in 
Africa: Studies in Social and Economic Change, ed. Nancy Hafkin and 
Edna G. Bay (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1976) pp. 184–211; 
T.O. Ranger, Dance and Society in Eastern Africa, 1890–1970: The 
Beni Ngoma (London: Heinemann, 1975).

3 This essay draws on empirical evidence, gathered in the course of ex-
tensive fieldwork (interviews and informal conversations with more 
than twenty artists, fans, radio presenters, and journalists were con-
ducted from 2004–2005 and in 2006; performances were attended 
in Dar es Salaam, Mwanza, and in small towns such as Songea and 
Mbinga); combined with published and unpublished works. 

4 Jean-François Bayart, “La politique par le bas en Afrique noire: ques-
tions de métode,” Politique Africane (1) (March 1981): 53–82; esp. 
pp. 65–68. Cf. also James Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance 
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1990).

5 Denis-Constant Martin, ed., Sur la piste des OPNI (objets politiques non 
identifiés) (Paris: Karthala, 2002).

6 Innocent Nganyagwa, interview, Msasani, 30 October 2005. All inter-
views took place in Dar es Salaam.

7 Saleh Ally, interview, Sinza, 8 April 2005.
8 Inspekta Haroun (a.k.a. Babu, grandfather; born Haroun Kahena), 

interview, Kijitonyama, 10 April 2005. 
9 Sugu (born Joseph Mbilinyi), interview, Sinza, 22 March 2005.
10 Government of Tanzania. 2002. Evaluation and Analysis of the Age 

Structure, 2 http://www.tanzania.go.tz/census/pdf/Evaluation%20and 
%20Analysis%20of%20the%20Age%20Structure.pdf. 

 (accessed 4 December 2006).
11 Peter Mangesho, “Global Cultural Trends: The Case of Hip-hop Mu-

sic in Dar es Salaam,” (MA dissertation, University of Dar es Salaam, 
2003) pp. 62–64. For ngoma, taarab, and dansi, and a discussion of 
the categories of traditional and modern, see Kelly M. Askew, “As Plato 
Duly Warned: Music, Politics and Social Change in Coastal East Af-
rica,” Anthropological Quarterly 76, 4 (Autumn 2003): 609–637.

12 Afande Sele, Darubini Kali (GMC Wasanii Promoters, GMC Sole 
Distributors, Dar es Salaam, 2004).

13 Sebastian Maganga (radio presenter), interview, Clouds FM headquar-
ters, 11 March 2005. 

14 Sele, Darubini Kali.
15 Saleh Ally, interview. Cf. also Peter J. Haas and Thomas Gesthuizen, 

“Ndani ya Bongo: Kiswahili Rap Keeping it Real,” in Mashindano! 
Competitive Music Performance in East Africa, ed. Frank Gunderson 
and Gregory F. Barz (Dar es Salaam: Mkuki na Nyota, 2000) pp. 
279–294; 285; Alex Perullo, “‘Here’s a Little Something Local’: An 
Early History of Hip Hop in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, 1984–1997,” in 
Dar es Salaam. Histories from an Emerging African Metropolis, ed. James 
Brennan, Andrew Burton, and Yusuf Lawi (Dar es Salaam: Mkuki na 
Nyota, 2007) pp. 250–272.

16 Saleh Ally, interview. 
17 John Kitime (dansi musician and former president of CHAMUDA-

TA), interview, Kinondoni, 3 November 2005.
18 For continuities with previous attempts to control young townswomen, 

see Andrew M. Ivaska, “‘Anti-mini Militants Meet Modern Misses’: 
Urban Style, Gender and the Politics of ‘National Culture’ in 1960s 
Dar es Salaam, Tanzania,” Gender & History 14, 3 (2002): 584–607.

19 Na Mwandishi Wetu (by our writer), “Lady JayD, RayC Nusu Uchi” 
(Lady JayD, RayC Half Naked), Kiu, (18–21 April 2005) p. 2.  

20 Na Mwandishi Wetu (by our writer), Amani, (10-16 March 2005); 
Nipashe, (11 February 2005) p. 3. 

21 Achille Mbembe, “Provisional Notes on the Postcolony,” Africa 62 (1) 
(1992): 3–37 and 25.

22 Hassan Abbas, Maisha, (16-22 February 2005) p. 4.  
23 Donald B. Cruise O’Brien, “A Lost Generation? Youth Identity and 

State Decay in West Africa,” in Postcolonial Identities in Africa, ed. 
Richard Werbner and Terence Ranger (London: Zed Books, 1996) pp. 
55–74 and 58.

24 Quoted in Elias M. Songoyi, The Artist and the State in Tanzania. A 
Study of Two Singers: Kalikali and Mwinamila (MA dissertation, Uni-
versity of Dar es Salaam, 1988) p. 10.

25 Saleh Ally, interview.
26 Afande Sele, Darubini Kali.
27 Jane John, Maisha (23–29 March 2005). 
28 Askew, Performing the Nation pp. 66–67.
29 Peter W. Remes, “Karibu geto langu / Welcome in my Ghetto”: Urban 

Youth, Popular Culture and Language in 1990s Tanzania (PhD thesis, 
Northwestern University, 1998) p. 329.

30 Innocent Nganyagwa, “Dira ya muziki,” Zeze (24 February–2 March 
2005): 10. 

31 Cf. Maria Suriano, “Letters to the Editor and Poems. Mambo Leo and 
Readers’ Debates on Dansi, Ustaarabu, Respectability and Modernity 
in Tanganyika, 1940s–1950s,” Africa Today 57 (3) (2011): 39–55. 

32 P Funk (owner of Bongo Records), informal conversation, Kijitonya-
ma, 23 April 2005.

33 Cf. Andrew M. Ivaska, Cultured States: Youth, Gender, and Modern Style 
in 1960s Dar es Salaam (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011).

34 O’Brien, “A Lost Generation?” p. 55.

Singing  
The PrAiSeS  
of Power
bob white

In political systems characterized by limited freedom of expression, the links between popu-
lar culture and power are particularly complex. In his analysis of the relevance of popular 
culture to contemporary theory in anthropology, Johannes Fabian points to the distinction 
between “popular culture” and “culture tout court.”1 According to Fabian, popular culture 
opens up the possibility of a new analytical approach because it is implicated in networks 
and institutions that transcend the boundaries of culture tout court—not only in its produc-
tion and distribution, but also at the level of meaning. The integration of popular culture at 
these different levels allows us to observe the processes that culture tends to ignore or mask: 
the most obvious examples are the articulation of different sorts of identity (community, 
regional, and national), the movement of capital (political, symbolic, and financial), and the 
instrumentalization of culture (whether for commercial, political, or other ends). In other 
words, popular culture in Africa can be seen as a diagnostic tool for the analysis of power.
The fascination with the notion of “resistance” has already been the object of several shrewd 
analyses, and the issue of resistance is so central to intergenerational dynamics that the 
demographic category of “youth” is often commensurate with a position of protest.2 Ethno-
graphic research in the Democratic Republic of Congo reveals a context where resistance is 
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far from being the norm in practical and artistic attitudes to leadership. More specifically, 
I have identified three different models of authority employed by Kinshasa bandleaders to 
manage musical careers: “playing with power,” “strategic collaboration,” and “putting Kin-
shasa on your head.”3 However, these models, which represent three different conceptions 
of authority, cannot be fully understood without deeper consideration of the strategies used 
to address people in positions of authority outside the context of the music scene.4 In order 
to account for this complexity, I outline five strategies used by musicians in Kinshasa to 
communicate with those in positions of power. Indifference can be expressed through silence 
with regards to political issues (for example, in love songs), or it can be more explicitly artic-
ulated, as when an artist responds to a journalist’s questions about his political orientations 
by saying “I don’t do politics.” Overt resistance is rather rare in this context, although there 
are some well-known examples elsewhere on the continent: Fela Kuti’s Afrobeat in Nigeria, 
Thomas Mapfumo’s chimurenga music in Zimbabwe, and Tiken Jah Fakoly’s Africanized 
reggae in Côte d’Ivoire. Derision can take various forms, from caricature to banalization,5 
particularly in the DRC, where freedom of expression has been severely restricted by succes-
sive political regimes. One of the few artists to make systematic use of derision is Luambo 
Makiadi, known as “Franco,” leader of the legendary group O.K. Jazz.6 Indirect discourse 
often centres on the use of one or more figures of speech (allegory, metaphor, parable) to 
criticize power without actually incriminating oneself. This strategy allows fans to interpret 
a song’s political content, which is hidden behind lyrics that on the surface seem anodyne 
or inoffensive. Praise is a highly distinctive Kinshasa art form, quite different from the 
now well-documented griot praise-singing traditions of West Africa or the Sahel.7 Since the 
1980s, techniques for the performance of praise in popular music have proliferated (espe-
cially the various forms of libanga, see below)—and these inevitably draw on past practices 
in order to develop appropriate strategies for the present.8

In studying popular music in Kinshasa, I have taken a particular interest in praise, not only 
because its performance challenges conventional wisdom about power dynamics in this 
setting, but also because the practice of singing the leader’s praises occupies an important 
place in the imaginary of Congolese political culture.9 Though it was clearly a form of 
propaganda, the system of state-sponsored singing and dancing promoted by the Mobutu 
regime in the 1970s and 1980s (referred to locally as l’animation politique et culturelle) 
was justified by referring to an imagined affinity between the people and the head of state: 
“Happy are those who sing and dance,” as Mobutu himself famously said. L’animation 
politique et culturelle became the cornerstone of cultural policy in the Second Republic 
and was a prominent feature of the media landscape—especially television—in Mobutu’s 
Zaire.10 Through l’animation politique, traditional music was systematically refocused on 
singing the praises of Mobutu, his one-party state, and the MPR (Mouvement Populaire 
de la Révolution). The influence of animation politique is manifest in popular dance music 
even today, not only through the integration of certain elements of traditional rhythms and 

1 Luambo Makiadi et le 
T.P.O.K. Jazz chantet Candidat 
Na Bisu Mobutu / Luambo 
Makiadi (Franco) and O.K. Jazz 

sing the praises of “our candi-
date” Mobutu, 1984.

proverbs, but also through the phenomenon of praise-singing known as libanga, which is 
now an integral part of the sound and structure of Congolese rumba.
Libanga (often used in the plural or mabanga) consists of “throwing” (in Lingala, kobwaka) 
the names of friends, acquaintances, or interested parties in return for payments referred to 
as gestures of “appreciation.”11 For some fans, the phenomenon of libanga is symptomatic of 
the degradation of classic forms of Zairian rumba, a decline dating from the end of the co-
lonial period: according to these critics, musicians have become specialists in marketing or 
even masters of illusion.12 For others, particularly the generation of fans who entered adult-
hood during the economic crisis of the 1980s, it is only natural that artists should sing the 
names of the rich, since it is increasingly difficult to earn an income from the sale of records. 
In addition to this financial justification, for young people who have become accustomed to 

1
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the sound of praise, libanga represents a means of gaining social recognition in an increas-
ingly anonymous urban space, not to mention a strategy for getting closer to the “stars.”13

Libanga is a fairly recent phenomenon in Congolese popular culture, but it must be under-
stood in the context of a long history of close links between popular artists and powerful 
people. Firstly, it should be emphasized that sponsorship has been part of the Congolese 
music industry since independence, if not before. It can be found not only in the numerous 
examples of marketing songs, such as Franco’s famous “Azda,”14 but also in the relationships 
between popular artists and Kinshasa’s breweries. For several decades, the sponsorship poli-
cies of the capital’s major breweries (Unibra with the beer Skol, and Bralima with Primus) 
have guaranteed a major source of income and visibility for local artists. Constantly search-
ing for links with opinion leaders, companies attempt to associate their products with the 
popular artists by sponsoring their concerts, tours, and televised shows. The competitive 
nature of sponsorship agreements with musicians goes some way towards explaining why 
the superstar Werra Son (“King of the Forest”) has appeared in promotional music videos 
for each of the two rival beers at different points in his career.15

The second type of connection between artists and power occurs more intermittently, as 
it centres around election campaigns. Luambo Makiadi, or “Franco,” leader of the legend-
ary O.K. Jazz Orchestra, is probably the artist who most sang the praises of politicians in 
the Zaire period. Franco composed several songs in honour of post-independence political 
figures (examples include “Docteur Tshombe” for Moise Tshombe and “Lumumba, Héros 
National” for Patrice Lumumba) and others dedicated to the Mobutu regime (“Cinq ans 
ekoki,” “Votez vert,” and “Mobutu candidat na biso”). He even produced an entire album 
consisting of various versions of his most well-known “political” songs.16 Although Mobutu 
never held democratic elections, his propaganda strategy made use of artists like Franco to 
create an image of support and solidarity around Mobutu’s person. Laurent-Désiré Kabila, 
who came to power without being widely known to the Congolese population, clearly 
needed to distance himself from the political culture of Mobutu. With just a few exceptions, 
musicians immediately felt the effects of this change in power, since Kabila was not nearly 
as interested as Mobutu in musicians’ praise, particularly at the start of his presidency.17

The mobilization of musicians in the 2006 presidential contest between Joseph Kabila and 
Jean-Pierre Bemba did not come as a surprise to anyone. Kabila’s series of campaign videos 
aroused little interest, apart from some comments and rumours surrounding the participa-
tion of particular music stars. The videos supporting Kabila represented a veritable who’s 
who of Congolese popular music (Mbilia Bel, Kester Emeneya, J.B. M’Piana, Bozi Boziana, 
Adolphe Dominguez, Reddy Amisi, Do Akongo, and others), and some of these figures 
were labelled “collaborators” for working with the Kabila government.18 Most of these mu-
sic videos recycled the old familiar formulas of political praise: Joseph Kabila, “builder of 
peace,” “the people’s candidate,” “brave leader,” “let us unite behind him,” “our hope for the 
future,” and “guardian of our happiness.”

The emergence of the music video in the late 1980s offered new artistic and promotional 
tools to those working in the music industry. “Bambinga FARDC,” one of hundreds of 
music videos that are produced every year in Kinshasa, is remarkable not only because it 
explicitly references politics, something which is extremely rare in the popular dance music 
of Kinshasa. But it is also interesting because it taps into recent traditions of commercialized 
praise-singing (known locally as libanga), without submitting to the authority of the state. 
In the Congolese blogosphère this music video was accused of being “rumba propaganda,” 
but in Kinshasa the debate around the song raises questions about what happened behind 
the scenes, revealing a certain inter-generational tension with regards to the equitable dis-
tribution of resources by the state. Through a detailed analysis of images and words, it is 
possible to see that the creative use of generic conventions in popular music videos permits 
musicians to “hook” youth audiences, especially to the extent that this narrative is able to 
make effective use of sentiments towards national identity and belonging. 

Translation by Caroline George
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1 Sound Mirror, Dungeness, 
England. 
Photo by Stephen Barber.
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Stephen barber

1

The sound of film infiltrates and refigures the city. For many decades, a pivotal experi-
ence during the course of urban walking was to pass the foyer or side-doors of a cinema 
and abruptly hear a blurred cacophony—film-dialogue, noise or explosions from films of 
conflicts, music—expelled from that space. Especially in summer heat, with the opening of 
windows, doors, and emergency exits, that sonic eruption into the adjacent urban environ-
ment, from cinematic orifices, was accentuated. The walls of a cinema auditorium form the 
carapace reinforcing the concentrated experience of the film audience, exempted, for a few 
hours, from the imperatives of exterior urban space; that experience, especially in its corpo-
real dimensions, was primarily a sonic one, amalgamated from the elements emitted from 
the cinema’s sound-system, together with the voices and noises of spectators, which—in 
such environments as all-night cult-movie screenings or those occupied by audiences cul-
turally oblivious to any need for spectators to watch a film in silence—formed an incessant 
counterpoint to film soundtrack elements: voices of seduction, voices of outrage, voices of 
adulation.
The first auditoria constructed specifically for the celluloid projection of films, from the 
1900s (following several years, from 1895, in which film-projection had inhabited the space 
of pre-existing venues, such as variety halls and theatres), were not conceived as environ-
ments for sonic projection, since film itself remained silent, even if the auditorium itself 
was saturated with multiple strata of noise. But from the late 1920s, cinema auditoria, such 
as those designed by the influential architect S. Charles Lee in Los Angeles, formed film’s 
acoustic receptacles, intended to transmit sound as immediately and physically as possible 
to the audiences seated within them. In 1929, the Surrealist film theorist Antonin Artaud 
underlined that corporeal aspect of film sound in its emergence, together with its active 
diminution of the film-image: “The image presents itself only in one dimension, it’s the 
translation, the transposition of the real; sound, on the contrary, is unique and true, it bursts 
out into the room, and acts by consequence with much more intensity than the image, 
which becomes only a kind of illusion of sound.”1 The pervasive sonorization of film from 
the early 1930s—resisted only by experimental film movements—consolidated worldwide 
film industries’ vast cultural power, as important instigators of human experience and per-
ception, via the medium of film and through film spectatorship in sound-sensitized cinema 
spaces, for the remainder of the twentieth century. All technological experiments of the 
following decades, especially the 1950s and 60s, designed to magnify infinitely the pres-
ence and propulsion of sound in enclosed spaces, as with IMAX in Canada and Astrorama 
in Japan, are simultaneously experiments with space and corporeality. Such experiments, 
often requiring extravagant and expensive technological specifications, also necessitated the 
engagement of an urban population attuned to entering specialist auditoria, such as IMAX 
cinemas or projection spaces created for world’s fairs and expositions, primarily to experi-
ence the corporeal dimensions of film sound, even in excess of their desire for film’s images. 
An exception to that concentration of film sound within the enclosed space of the cinema 
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auditorium is the phenomenon of open-air film projections, often using the exterior façades 
or firewalls of buildings as screens, in which the intermediation of the cinema’s walls, be-
tween urban space and auditorium, is removed, and the noises of the city and the noises of 
film directly mesh or collide.
In the spaces of abandoned cinemas, sound possesses a unique, spectral and still-corporeal 
presence, in intimate rapport with the urban space around them. Cinemas have always 
formed potentially obsolete spaces, from film’s origins, imminently subject to being tech-
nologically surpassed, or vulnerable to shifts in urban dynamics such as population changes 
or the transformations of their surrounding districts. To avert urban obsolescence, cinemas 
were often intentionally constructed in constellations, on avenues such as Lisbon’s Avenida 
da Liberdade or Los Angeles’ Downtown Broadway, in sonic competition against one an-
other (through such vocal media as “barkers”: figures employed solely to stand outside the 
foyers of cinemas to lure passers-by inside with high-volume enticements), but architectur-
ally amassed in alliance against the volatile flux of urban space. Even the most immense and 
technologically sophisticated cinemas—such as New York’s Roxy Theatre, constructed in 
1927 as a miniaturized city in its own right, with its own restaurants, shops, hotel, and hos-
pital—could be razed without trace after only several decades, as the city mutated around 
them and rendered them financially moribund. Cinemas that have endured in uninterrupt-
ed operation, from the origins of cinematic space in the 1900s through to the contemporary 
moment, such as Szczecin’s Kino Pionier (opened in 1909 and still in operation), form 
temporal aberrations in their rapport with city space. A special urban entity emerges when 
a cinema auditorium is abandoned but not demolished, and may be entered, in that state of 
suspension, either covertly or after negotiation with its guardians. The dereliction of cinema 
auditoria accelerated worldwide in the 1980s with the onset of home-video consumption 
and the transferral of cinematic sound into domestic environments; digital media, with the 
capacity for film sound to accompany its iPhone-wielding, earphoned spectator on travers-
als of city-space, further accelerated the mass-abandonment of cinematic space from the 
2000s, thereby creating new architectural sites, in their disintegration, for the analysis of 
sonic post-cinematic detritus. 
In exploring the interiors of such derelict environments, two divergent sources of noise 
can be isolated. Firstly, film projection always leaves behind its distinctive, ineradicable 
sonic residues. These can take the form, among others, of tiers of seating that gradually 
splinter and sink; projection screens that collapse and disintegrate, eventually subsiding; 
film projection equipment that, in obsolete cinemas in which it has not been stripped out, 
gradually corrodes, releasing rivets and screws; discarded film celluloid reels, primarily 
stored in the cinema’s projection-box, which, notably when exposed to extremes of cold 
or humid heat, release elements of their emulsions, and undergo striations and fissura-
tions; decorative elements, such as chandeliers and mirrorballs, that disintegrate and fall to 
the ground. Alongside those film-focused sonic components, abandoned cinema interiors 

2 London cinema façade, 
Bangkok, Thailand. 
Photo by Stephen Barber.
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remain inhabited particularly by the noises of auditorium-transiting rodents and small 
animals, and by the traces of ephemeral human inhabitation, in such forms as bottles 
splintered underfoot. Often, projects to reactivate such cinematic spaces, either for illicit 
parties and art events or for economically-oriented redevelopments sanctioned by their 
owners, leave their own intricate regimes of detritus, in the forms of accumulations of 
debris, materials left behind from interrupted construction works, and generally uniden-
tifiable or unclassifiable artefacts, each of which emits its own sonic traces as it gradually 
falls apart. Secondly, abandoned cinemas are also inhabited by incessantly shifting sonic 
presences originating in the urban environment outside the auditorium, able to enter and 
permeate the cinematic space through their volume and pitch or via the material fragil-
ity of that space’s residual infrastructure: unhinged exterior doors, broken or left-open 
windows. That internally-directed sonic infiltration, from the exterior urban environment, 
forms the contrary one to the experience of hearing, from the outside, the disgorging of 
filmic cacophonies from the still in-use auditorium.
In the way that the late nineteenth-century science of optography investigated the potential 
for the final image registered on a human retina (the face of a victim’s murderer, for ex-
ample) to be embedded there, recoverable by dissection and the replication of the resulting 
eye-image, the final soundscape imprinted into the fabric and infrastructure of a cinema au-
ditorium may also be explored, in its residues and traces, and through the resonance, in that 
space, of sonic elements infiltrating it from the city outside. In many ways, that optography 
era’s instigators of film—Etienne-Jules Marey with his mobile camera-gun, Eadweard Muy-
bridge with his many thousands of glass-plate moving-image sequences, Louis Le Prince 
with his first film of spectral figures traversing Leeds Bridge in 1888—experimented with 
the same preoccupations as Wilhelm Kühne’s optography: the registration, on the eye, of 
death, and death’s revivification in the image. Similarly, abandoned cinema spaces form 
the optimal experimental site in which to map film sound’s death, in the digital era, and 
potentially reactivate its acoustic detritus. All derelict cinemas worldwide, in that sense, 
form variants of the distinctive constructions known as “sound mirrors,” or “listening ears,” 
like those installed in concrete in the 1920s and 30s on the south coast of England, close to 
Dungeness, in the form of vast lenses for sonic registration, designed to receive and magnify, 
for the attentive human ear, the sounds of an oncoming enemy invasion; rendered obsolete 
and consigned to a ghostly, voided status even before their first use, those sound mirrors still 
listen, in the contemporary moment.
In the auditorium of the abandoned Patria cinema, on the Stefan cel Mare Avenue of the 
Moldovan city of Chisinau, in March 2013, the soundscape experienced formed an intri-
cate, conflicted one. The ornate cinema building predated film, constructed as a college 
for women in the mid nineteenth century, before being largely destroyed during successive 
German and Soviet wartime incursions through the city, then reconstructed as a cinema by 
German prisoners of war in the late 1940s. It only closed as a cinema a few months earlier 

(I arrived expecting it not to be abandoned, but to still be showing films), and the large 
auditorium, with its banks of plastic seats, had not had time to endure the deterioration 
prevalent in abandoned cinemas. Its projectors remained intact, and it appeared still to be 
exhaling its final pulses of sound, along with its own history of destructions. A pizza res-
taurant had already opened in one of the foyer areas, and the sounds of patrons’ voices and 
clanging cutlery entered that space, along with police sirens from the avenue outside, punc-
tuated by burnt-out buildings from Chisinau’s 2009 episode of urban unrest; the cinema 
was situated directly alongside the Russian Embassy, and police vans had parked in rows 
outside, as though the cinema were a riotous source of revolutionary turmoil.
In the auditorium of the abandoned London Theater, on Sukhumvit Road in Bangkok, in 
June 2012, the detritus of cinematic sound was overlayered, again, by restaurant noise. The 
1960s neon signage above the cinema’s foyer remained intact, but the auditorium itself, 
while still occupying its former parameters, had been comprehensively gutted; the space 
improvised into rows of packed tables for the restaurant’s fast-moving clientele, evidently 
preoccupied with inhabiting the auditorium for the most abbreviated possible interval, and 
saturating the space with maximal vocal content, in contrast to its previous cinematic clien-
tele’s durational experience and relative silence. That vocal sound itself formed a subsidiary 
stratum to the incessant noise from the gridlocked avenue outside, overseen by vast digital-
animation corporate screens. The London cinema was one of several named after European 
and North American cities, constructed along Sukhumvit Road and the now-demolished 
Washington Square in the 1960s and 1970s, for US soldiers on leave from the Vietnam 
war; the London cinema aberrantly survived, while most other cinemas of that era vanished, 
razed without trace, or transformed into sex venues, or, as with the Siam cinema, burned 
down in a frenzy by street-protesters in the Bangkok unrest of 2010.
In the auditorium of the abandoned Alcazar cinema, in the medina alleyway area of Tangier, 
in May 2013, the residues of film formed a phantasmatic presence, among the dust-encrust-
ed rows of seats facing a long-collapsed screen. The cinema was built in the late 1920s, in 
the style of a Paris neighbourhood cinema, such as the Studio 28 in Montmartre, where 
Artaud delivered his Surrealism-era lecture denouncing film sound. It had been abandoned 
for exactly twenty years, according to its guardian; before that, its full-on sound-system 
had propelled cacophony into the surrounding nocturnal alleys at maximum velocity, as I 
remembered from my last visit to that cinema, in 1990. Through apertures of broken win-
dowpanes in the auditorium’s façade, the dense soundscape of the alleyway outside entered 
the auditorium, in an intermeshing of city-noise and residual cinema-noise. Its sign was 
intact but the foyer had been shuttered and its projectors already stripped out, along with 
the speakers once affixed at either side of the screen; even so, the infiltrated noises of the 
city—fragments of music, chants, sudden eruptions of voices, the gratings of machines—
appeared capable of conjuring elements of a cinematic soundtrack, and film images to ac-
company that sound were then only a hair’s-breadth hallucination away. 
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In the auditorium of the Volksbühne—not a cinema, but a theatre, and not abandoned, 
but in active use—in Berlin, in November 2012, the film director Werner Herzog gave a 
performance that marked the release, thirty years earlier, of Fitzcarraldo, his film, shot in 
the Peruvian jungle, about film’s own seminal hallucinations and obsessions. But the film 
itself was not projected, or even present in any way; instead, Herzog projected pre-cinemat-
ic magic-lantern glass slides from the end of the nineteenth-century, of luridly-coloured, 
European-imagined jungle landscapes; intermittently, he read extracts from the journals he 
kept at the time of the film’s shooting (journals focused on his incessant travels and inciden-
tal encounters, rather than on the film-making process itself ), or stood alongside vocalists 
from Sardinia and Senegal, as they improvised chants of loss.2 In such a performance, the 
entity of film—at least, film as it had been conceived in the era of Fitzcarraldo—is ir-
reparably gone, supplanted by the digital, or else propelled backwards in time, beyond its 
mid-1890s origins, into the media of glass slides, whose capacity for mutation into moving-
image sequences, for projection to spectators in auditoria, preoccupied Marey, Muybridge, 
and Le Prince (along with the Skladanowsky Brothers, who shot Berlin’s first cityscape, from 
a Prenzlauer Berg rooftop close to the Volksbühne). All that remained of cinema, in that 
auditorium, denuded of filmic images, was Herzog’s own body, surrounded by a wailing 
vocal soundscape, performing corporeal gestures of film’s detritus.
Film, sound, and the auditoria for film’s conjoining with sound, always inhabit liminal 
zones of disjuncture, most intensively so with the abandonment of film’s distinctive spaces 
of projection. But, from those disjunctures, and their detrital traces, new experiments with 
sound and image emerge. David Lynch shot the Club Silencio sequence of his 2001 film 
Mulholland Dr. in the auditorium of an abandoned cinema on Los Angeles’ Broadway: the 
Tower cinema, constructed by S. Charles Lee in 1927 as the first cinema in Los Angeles 
(and one of the first, worldwide) to be equipped for sound synchronized with film pro-
jection. In that sequence, film has vanished and the cinema auditorium’s screen is gone, 
but an audience has gathered, to experience a performance. The vocalist Rebekah del Rio, 
performing the song “Llorando,” at the site where the cinema’s screen had been located, 
abruptly collapses, and is carried unconscious from the auditorium, but her voice endures 
beyond her disappearance, in a sonic hallucination or ineradicable spectral residue of film, 
still inhabiting that space. 

endnotes
1 Antonin Artaud, lecture on film sound given at the Studio 28 cinema 

in Paris, 29 June 1929, Oeuvres complètes, volume III (Paris: Gallimard, 
1968) p. 377.

2 Herzog’s journals were published as Conquest of the Useless (New York: 
Ecco Press, 2004); in his previous published journals, Of Walking in 
Ice, 1974, film is similarly absent.
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2 Philharmonie aerial shot 
(1963). 
Photo by Reinhard Friedrich.

2

Die Stadt kann ja nicht als eine Insel im Meer existieren, darf sich nicht isolieren.1

Hans Scharoun, 1945
Gehemmter Fortschritt bei gefördertem Rückschritt! (Berliner Bonmot!)2

Martin Wagner, 1957

On first encountering Hans Scharoun’s newly opened Philharmonie, visitors expressed a 
sense of disorientation. In 1964, The New Yorker correspondent Joseph Wechsberg described 
the building as “a strange, naked-looking tent-like structure, painted an ugly yellow and 
devoid of any discernible geometric pattern, it seems to defy one’s instinctive sense of order. 
To make things worse,” Wechsberg continued, “the surroundings are desolate, consisting 
mostly of weed-sprouting ruins and empty fields that were once the verdant Tiergarten.” Far 
away from the city’s buzzing new centre along Kurfürstendamm, the concert hall was discon-
nected from public transport, with barely any street lights and “not a single café, restaurant, 
or Weinstube in the neighbourhood for the elated listener to relax in after a concert.”3

Hans Scharoun designed the Philharmonie in 1956. He realized the moulding of urban 
space into a technically sophisticated state-of-the-art concert hall between 1960 and 1963. 
Built in the midst of West Berlin’s largest inner-city Brache (wasteland), which stretched 
from Tiergarten to Kreuzberg and Schöneberg, the auditorium was surrounded by bombed-
out plots, the ruined villas and embassies of the former Diplomatenviertel (diplomatic 
quarter), and the skeletons, shacks, and rusty metal of the abandoned Anhalter and Pots-
damer railway stations. Land banking, protracted geopolitical negotiations, slow economic 
recovery, and zoning plans that kept open the possibility of reconnecting the city, left these 
spaces irreclaimable for West Berlin’s official urban development plans for the next three 
decades. The Philharmonie and a range of state-funded museums, libraries, and auditoria 
of the newly built Kulturforum (cultural forum) remained exceptions. From the 1960s on-
wards, this unusual inner-city area in Tiergarten emerged as a unique laboratory, allowing 
a diverse range of distinctive spaces and intellectual ideas to flourish, with music culture, 
sonic experimentation, and design innovation playing key roles. 
The term “acoustic ecology” first appeared in the mid-1970s, in the context of the World 
Sound Project at Simon Fraser University in Vancouver, Canada.4 It was broadly defined 
as a field exploring the role of sound in mediating human-environment relations.5 If we 
consider the word “acoustic,” one of the definitions given in the Oxford English Dictionary 
relates to architectural space: “acoustic—the properties or qualities of a room, building, 
or other place in transmitting sound, esp. with respect to reverberation time.” However, 
surprisingly, acoustic ecologists have largely neglected the “making” or “design” of sonic 
spaces, compared to their in-depth studies of outdoor spaces. One exception is a short 
passage in R. Murray Schafer’s The New Soundscape (1969) that links increasing ambient 
noise levels in cities to the emergence of the urban auditorium, where “music may be af-
fectionately placed in a container of silence.”6
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Schafer’s simplistic view of the city—a source and site of noise, a “sonic sewer”7 or “pande-
monium”8—being screened off in concert halls, which function as substitutes for outdoor 
life and counterpoints to the deleterious processes of modern urbanization, overlooks how 
concert halls are themselves part of the technological modernization of cities. If we expand 
the interdisciplinary terrain of “acoustic ecology” to encompass a more nuanced under-
standing of the multiple links between the physical spaces of the city, the human body, and 
sound, the field carries the potential to develop a historically and materially grounded con-
ception of sonic space that counter-balances the prevalence of ahistorical phenomenological 
approaches and anti-representational theories of sound, which tend to overstate ideas of 
virtuality, downgrade the material realm, and emphasize a dichotomy between visual and 
sonic culture. 
West Berlin’s period as an island city, which lasted from 1961 until 1989, has yet to be criti-
cally reassessed for its cultural and intellectual achievements.9 The divided city of Berlin has 
long been viewed as the symbolic stage of the Cold War, with its cultural output interpreted 
through the lenses of two competing ideological systems.10 Recent studies in art and archi-
tectural history have argued that instead of the advent of post-modernism, we can observe 
a Berlin-specific renewal of the legacy of modernism in the decades after the Second World 
War.11 One of the less studied aspects of West Berlin’s cultural transformation is the place 
of sound in architecture and urban design. Sonic spaces played a pivotal role in the cultural 
and material reshaping of the city. In order to consider the precise ways in which West Ber-
lin played a key role in the persistence of specific aspects of twentieth-century modernism, 
we need to address how this urban enclave was sustained—both economically and cultur-
ally—during the Cold War years. 
By the 1960s, the city had long been established as a subsidized enclave. While the Berlin 
Wall cemented its island status in 1961, its economic isolation had begun much earlier. 
From 1949 onwards, following the Berlin Blockade and the loss of the city’s capital status, 
its commerce, and its industries, the federal government kept West Berlin alive with direct 
subsidies that “in some years amounted to over half the [city’s] budget.”12 West Berlin’s 
Wunderwirtschaft (miracle economy),13 as former Weimar Stadtbaurat (building commis-
sioner) Martin Wagner referred to the city’s economy, created a context in which municipal 
urban planning “obstructed progress” by subsidizing regress,14 a process that had started 
with the dismissal of Hans Scharoun from his position as Stadtbaurat. 
During his short-lived appointment from 1945 to 1946, Scharoun had worked across in-
tensifying geopolitical divides to develop a comprehensive rebuilding plan for Berlin as a 
modern metropolis with Weltstadtcharakter15 (cosmopolitan spirit). Scharoun and members 
of the Freitagsgruppe16 saw a chance for political change and hoped to realize ideas developed 
previously during the interwar years, such as implementing economic and legal reforms to 
abolish property ownership and prevent “land speculation [which] stands in the way of a 
natural and healthy development of the city.”17 With municipal elections ahead, the Social 

3 Philharmonie interior design 
(1981). 
Photo by Reinhard Friedrich.  
 

Courtesy of the Baukunstarchiv, 
Akademie der Künste, Berlin.

Democratic Party (SPD) opposed the group’s work on the Kollektivplan (collective plan) as 
“utopian plans creating confusion”18 and asked Scharoun to resign. The administrative split 
of the city in 1948, West Berlin’s increasing significance as a strategic geopolitical space, 
personnel continuities with those architects and planners active under the Nazi regime,19 
and a US-oriented and strictly anti-communist SPD in the municipal government created 
a constellation in which progressive voices were increasingly marginalized.20

Shortly before his death in 1957, Martin Wagner wrote a fierce critique of West Berlin’s 
urban planning programmes and those avant-garde architects involved in highly state-subsi-
dized municipal housing projects.21 The Hansaviertel (1953–1960), a costly housing project 
not affordable for the average West Berliner, celebrated architecture’s International Style by 
including numerous high-profile architects. For Wagner, these 48 architects had composed 
“48 petty scores” creating a “Mißklang (discord) typical of almost all municipal teamwork of 
our times” celebrating “orgies of directionlessness with its orchestral cacophonies of drums 
against trumpets and basses against violins.”22 Wagner emphasized the dangers of reducing 
the modern movement to an aesthetic style in the absence of any consistent and radical po-

3
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4 Sound absorption diagram 
Source: Lothar Cremer, Die 
Schalltechnik, Issue 57, 1964.

sition on housing provision and land reforms. His sober critique of West Berlin’s municipal 
urban planning and subsidy economy foreshadowed apparent inequalities in the level of 
modernization across the city, which would culminate in the desperate shortage of low- to 
medium-income housing and the resulting housing battles that took these problems to the 
streets twenty-five years later.23 Governmental tax incentives supported private landlords in 
speculating with property and resulted in the deterioration, demolition, and contested re-
construction of West Berlin’s Mietskasernen (rental barracks), especially in the working-class 
district of Kreuzberg.24 
Hans Scharoun’s “organic modernism” has recently been revisited in the context of a 
growing interest in ecological approaches in architecture, which range from discussions 
about sustainability to the use of nature-based metaphors in urban design.25 Consider-
ing him an “outsider of modernism,”26 architectural historians have struggled to classify 
his body of work, which draws on expressionist, organic, and New Objectivity-inspired 
design elements. Rather than the straightforward mimicry of natural forms, the “organic” 
element in his approach reflects a rejection of technocratic or functionalist standardiza-
tion, and is based on the idea of a processual architecture in which design unfolds from 
a building’s specific purpose and locality. The underlying design principle for the Phil-
harmonie was to place music in the centre of the audience against a tradition of picture-
frame stages. This idea can be traced back to Scharoun’s utopian architectural vision of 
the interwar period, inspired by expressionist designs such as Bruno Taut’s Stadtkrone 
(city crown). In his watercolours of theatres and cinemas, which he painted as a member 
of Die Gläserne Kette (the glass chain), the artistic performance erupted from the centre 
of the architectural space.27 
Scharoun’s modernist experiments with sound and architecture combined political and aes-
thetic dimensions of design to dismantle social hierarchies and musical conventions. The 
auditorium retained material and theoretical links between the sonic and visual realms and 
provided technical and spatial facilities for new forms of experimental composition. 
The design of the concert hall was not primarily geared towards achieving the highest 
quality room acoustics—Scharoun had been advised by acoustician Lothar Cremer to al-
ter the circular layout in preference to a more conventional stage to achieve a better sound 
quality—instead, his aim was to build a space that emphasized the social aspects of collec-
tively experiencing music for a “community of those who listen.” The pentagonal concert 
hall placed the audience around the performers in order to create a spatial arrangement in 
which “‘producer’ and ‘consumer’ are not facing each other.”28 The circular seating plan 
also enabled a more equal and intimate visual and acoustic quality in all the seats. Thus, 
the conventional hierarchies of this “space of social differentiation”29 were dismantled. 
Scharoun’s idea of placing the music in the centre rather than using a traditional picture-
frame stage required a number of innovative acoustic design solutions to be developed, in 
collaboration with physicists and engineers specialized in sound and room acoustics. The 

4

lack of sound reflecting surfaces—supplied in traditional concert halls by the walls framing 
the stage and the decorative historicist ornamentation typical of Art Nouveau and late-
romantic architectural styles 30—resulted in the creation of new design elements, including 
curved, sound-dispersing wooden panels (or clouds) hanging over the stage, and geometri-
cally shaped triangular diffusors attached to the ceiling (figure 3). 
The idea of “organic design” takes on a distinctive meaning that goes beyond simplistic 
analogies drawn between the human body and architectural space. The body became a cen-
tral “organic” element in the acoustic design of the auditorium. The tent-like roof structure 
with its great height and convex shape is a further design peculiarity, which was necessary 
to guarantee a large enough interior air volume for the desired reverberation time of two 
seconds. At 26,000 cubic metres, the Philharmonie concert hall held the largest interior 
air space of any European concert hall. This volume was based on the number of listeners 
predetermined in the architectural bid for a space with 2,000 seats. As architectural critic R. 
S. Lanier elaborates in his essay for Architectural Forum:
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The absorption of the audience itself, the main element decreasing the reverberation time, 
is fixed. Thus a rough formula for reverberation time can be based on volume per member 
of the audience. Cremer decided that he needed 11 cubic meters (385 cubic feet) for each 
listener.31

If we understand the interior of the concert hall as a space that binds bodies, ideas, materi-
als, and technologies together, an analysis also uncovers how the listeners’ bodies became 
part of the acousticians’ detailed mathematical formulae. Not only did the audience’s ears 
perceive the musical performance but their bodies became actual material to absorb specific 
frequencies, a precondition on which any symphony came to “sound.” Unlike cinema or the-
atre spaces, the physical presence of the audience fundamentally altered the sonic space, so 
that for rehearsal periods, recording sessions, and varying audience numbers, the shapes and 
upholstery of the chairs were designed to imitate human bodies in their absence (figure 4).
Instead of decorating the auditorium with historicist ornamentation, heavy curtains, stat-
ues, or other sound diffusing elements typical of traditional concert halls—a conception 
of interior design generally rejected by modernist architects for its distracting and reality-
distorting effects32—Scharoun created aesthetic designs for new functional elements. Geo-
metrically shaped diffusors, slanting backrests, and wooden building materials reflected 
Scharoun’s differentiation between “organic” and superfluous aesthetic elements. Further-
more, the speakers, cables, and studios—the “sonic infrastructure” of the auditorium—re-
mained transparent to the audience. For composer David Prior, the circular seating makes 
the apparatus that supports the performance visible, unlike the hidden “infrastructure of 
film studio, recording studio or darkroom,”33 which disguises the production process. Thus, 
the acoustic design of the auditorium became central to the visual experience of the archi-
tecture. This ontology of retaining material and theoretical links between the sonic and 
visual realms is reflected in the visual impact of contemporary concert halls.34

The 1950s and 1960s saw a new phase of innovative sound interventions. Scharoun’s state-
of-the-art concert hall paralleled or even pre-empted experimental sonorizations of enclosed 
spaces exhibited at World Fairs and Expositions, such as the Philips Pavilion at the Brussels 
World Fair in 1958 and the Kugelauditorium (spherical auditorium), the German Pavilion 
at the 1970 World Exposition in Osaka.35 Scharoun explored the possibilities of an urban 
auditorium, not only designed for orchestral music, but also for presenting contemporary 
developments in New Music, electronic, electro-acoustic, and computer music, which had 
emerged since the 1950s. He worked in close collaboration with a group of experts based at 
various research institutes in West Berlin, such as the Heinrich Hertz Institute, the Institute 
of Technical Acoustics, and the Department of Musicology at the Technical University of 
Berlin, as well as with specialized audio manufacturers, such as Georg Neumann GmbH, 
which had remained in West Berlin. Neumann, who in the 1920s had foreseen “mass-
producing microphones”36 and had become Germany’s leading microphone manufacturer, 

reopened his company in Kreuzberg at Checkpoint Charlie, within sight of the border. 
Neumann manufactured studio microphones, disk-cutting equipment for records, and 
mixing consoles, which would not only be used in the Philharmonie, but also in the city’s 
radio stations and recording studios.
These collaborations with scientists and technical experts resulted in a number of innova-
tions altering the technological, spatial, and corporeal dimensions of traditional concert hall 
design by providing the technical means to amplify and spatialize sound in innovative ways. 
Facilities including a four-channel mixer in the main studio along with ten loudspeakers 
attached to the ceiling and fifteen speakers on the back walls of the concert hall allowed for 
the transmission of special stereophonic performances and electronic music. Three galleries 
offered the potential for Raummusik (space music) with instruments or choirs spread out 
around the hall. Apart from the main studio for radio transmission, three studios for record-
ings and one studio for electronic music were also included in Scharoun’s original plans.37

In Noise: The Political Economy of Music, Jacques Attali argues that with the increase in per-
fection of sound recording technologies, live performances started to be evaluated against 
the radio broadcast and the record, which as a result became “the driving force of the econo-
my of music.”38 While it is generally argued that concert halls were built to shield urban au-
diences from corrosive urban environments, such as the noise caused by air traffic from the 
nearby Tempelhof airport, the high level of sound proofing in the Philharmonie exceeded 
human listening capabilities. As acoustician Lothar Cremer explains: “The microphone—or 
rather the person purely listening to the speakers—reacts more sensitively, because he lacks 
the visual aids for concentration that listeners in the hall have, giving sight and direction.”39 
These sensitive technical recording devices picked up sounds only listeners at home would 
be able to hear. Triple soundproofing shells were needed because of the concert hall’s func-
tion as a recording studio for radio broadcasts and recordings by Deutsche Grammophon, 
which held a monopoly on Philharmonie concert releases.
The Philharmonie’s doors remained largely closed to avant-garde composers, such as Karl 
Stockhausen or Luigi Nono. Works such as Stockhausen’s Gruppen (1955–57) and Gesang 
der Jünglinge (1956) were ideally suited for this specific space: the auditorium was designed 
with their experiments in spatializing sound in mind.40 Tensions arose between Scharoun’s 
vision and the role of the Philharmonie as a flashpoint for cultural politics intended to 
re-establish West Berlin’s role as a centre for the high arts. While the auditorium’s sophisti-
cated technical facilities were used to increase the commercial success of the orchestra—the 
Philharmonie was to become a multimedia concert hall equipped with studio recording and 
transmission facilities for radio and television broadcasts—the development and presenta-
tion of contemporary avant-garde compositions remained a rarity. Despite the available spa-
tial and technical facilities, institutional support of “compositional diversity” was limited. 
Experimental sonorizations of space were not considered commercially viable for a mass 
urban public, so the auditorium’s specific facilities were left dormant. 



155Scharoun’s work in post-war Berlin elucidates the ambivalences of a locally specific Nach-
kriegsmoderne (post-war modernism). Amongst the more radical exponents of the archi-
tectural avant-garde, who aimed to address broader structural inequalities in their pursuit 
of rebuilding Berlin as a cosmopolitan metropolis, he quickly fell between the cracks of 
ideological divides driven by increasing geopolitical interest in the city. His experimental 
design for the Philharmonie, however, reveals the persistence of a modernist belief in the 
potential of design and technological innovation to bring about cultural and social change, 
build new links between sound, music, and architecture as different strands of modernism, 
and transform the sensory experience of space. Scharoun counteracted persistent anti-urban 
sentiments not only in his modernist rebuilding plans for Berlin, but also in his auditorium 
design which challenged scepticism towards technologically modifiied spaces, and prevail-
ing notions of acoustic authenticity in music. Financed in part through federal subsidies 
and funding schemes enabled by the European Recovery Program (ERP), the Philharmonie 
revealed the political importance and the prevailing tensions of keeping the urban enclave 
not only economically, but also culturally sustained.
As the historian Emily Thompson has pointed out, the building of concert halls since the 
nineteenth century has been closely linked to the auditorium’s role as a sonic refuge from 
increasing ambient noise levels in cities, thus connecting the design of interior spaces with 
broader processes of urbanization.41 However, as concert halls mould urban space, they 
not only transform the sensory experience of space, but they also alter the material fabric 
and “political ecology” of cities. The Philharmonie was constructed in the midst of what 
emerged as West Berlin’s largest inner-city area of interconnected ecological field sites. In 
the mid-1980s, urban ecologists were working in forty-five sites surrounding the concert 
hall and had listed over 250 rare or endangered species.42 Although Scharoun and his col-
leagues could not realize their radical plans for Berlin as a modern Großstadt (metropolis), 
a “cosmopolitan sensibility”43 prevailed and found its ultimate expression in the field of 
urban nature.
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1 Young people with a cassette player, West Germany (1980). 
Source: “Billige Kombis für junge Hörer” (cheap combinations for young listeners), Test Radiorecorder 
(Mono), Test, No. 12, 1980.

STereo CiTy: Mobile 
liSTening in The 1980s
heike weber

1

In the early twenty-first century, tuning in into one’s mobile music has become a prevalent 
means to get some distraction, entertainment, or inspiration on the go, and nearly all digi-
tal gear has integrated a radio or stereo function to do so. Listening to music when on the 
move has taken manifold forms and meanings: teenagers crank up the loudspeakers of their 
cell phones while waiting at the bus stop; tired travellers relax by wiring themselves to their 
personal stereo; boom boxes are taken along to accompany a picnic in the park, or to deliver 
the music for amateur dancers who meet in public to pursue their hobby. For those particu-
larly sensitive to noise, industry even offers noise-cancelling headphones to silence the noise 
of the city. Others use mobile stereos to shape new forms of mobile urban music cultures. 
Berlin, for instance, has attracted mobile DJs who play their stereos here and there to gather 
a local crowd, before moving on to prevent an intervention by the police. In almost any big-
ger city, silent discos are organized through social media and people come together to dance 
to the sounds of one’s individual MP3 player. 
Music has always been a means to claim power or mobilize followers, to create emotions 
or maintain feelings of familiarity, be it the case of march music, the sounding organs 
of churches, or the loudspeakers of current public rallies. When music became available 
through records and radio, it was also soon taken along and used in “mobile” ways. Early 
record players and radios operated without electricity and hence, were in some ways “wire-
less” though they could not be operated on the go. But even if their mobility was quite 
restricted, urbanites of the 1920s and 1930s took music playing technologies to outdoor 
locations such as garden allotments or on summer picnics, as portrayed in Robert Siodmak’s 
film Menschen am Sonntag (1930), a cinematic reflection on the leisure activities of young 
people in Weimar-era Berlin. 
But it was not until the widely-used portable music players of the second half of the twen-
tieth century, that mobile sounds invaded the city and its periphery. In the hand of indi-
vidual users, such equipment has enabled urbanites to reappropriate public spaces and their 
soundscapes.1 Portable radios, tape recorders, and later digital players became a means of 
creating a personally controlled auditory sphere when away from home, during holiday 
travels, or on the way to work, on the subway, or while shopping. Moreover, the appearance 
of the sound-enhanced individual in public space led to new configurations of the city: the 
conjunction of urban masses with shrinking portable devices, and even wearable technolo-
gies, resulted in changing patterns of how to move around urban space and encounter oth-
ers.2 Transistor radios became available to mass consumers in the late 1950s, followed by 
portable recorders in the 1960s, and radio-recorders in the 1970s. But it was in particular 
during the 1980s, when urbanites explored new forms of mobile music listening through 
the widespread appropriation of stereo boom boxes and headphone-equipped Walkmans. 
Most notably, young users explored the mobile potentials of their “object nomads”3 and 
thereby formed both—new cultures of mobile stereo listening and new ways to appropriate 
urban soundscapes. While the boom box listener adds the personal sounds to the public 
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sphere—which could be described as a kind of “additive” acoustic interference—the Walk-
man listener substitutes the public sounds with his or her personal music, while restricting 
the sonic participation of co-present others to the fizzling of the headphones: a kind of 
“substractive” interference. At first, both ways of mobile stereo listening yielded public agi-
tation and resulted in renegotiations of norms and forms of public behaviour, before finally 
forming significant elements of urban culture. 
In the 1980s, more and more consumer electronics entered the private home: next to ra-
dios, televisions and hi-fis, consumers appropriated video recorders, CD players, personal 
computers, and video games; satellite television became widespread and MTV began broad-
casting pop music video clips, first in the US (1981), and then in Europe (1987). The grow-
ing diversification of private entertainment equipment was complemented by an array of 
portable versions, which reacted to a rising urge for mobility, flexibility, and individuality. 
Such portables could be taken along to the park, the weekend cabin, or the second home, 
but they were also found in stationary situations on the kitchen shelf, in hobby rooms, or 
in children’s bedrooms. At the end of the decade, most teenagers owned a cassette recorder 
and even preschoolers regularly listened to cassettes. 
Media and other technology are not passively consumed, but actively appropriated by their 
users; the “domestication” concept emphasizes that users “tame” technologies according to 
their needs, their wishes, their rituals, and routines, while also shaping new meanings and 
cultures through their usage.4 This also means that despite globally distributed designs and 
music tunes, users might create locally distinctive patterns of appropriation: boom boxes 
and Walkmans are good examples to demonstrate this, as we will see in the case of West 
Germany and the US. 
While portable electronics were domesticated inside the home quite inconspicuously, once 
carried outdoors, they easily turned into “unruly” sound technologies. Public mobile lis-
tening represented an individual, self-determined “domestication” of the acoustic environ-
ment, commonly defined as shared and public. To avoid complaints about loud music, 
some swimming pools and public transportation companies had already banned music lis-
tening from their premises during the 1960s and 1970s. However, in West German cities 
of the 1980s, it was less this loud listening mode that caused trouble, but the silent version: 
the wiring of urbanites to headphones. 
When Sony’s engineers combined a small pocket recorder with stereo headphones to cre-
ate the first Walkman model TPS-L2 in 1979, they crossed over two previously distinct 
listening cultures: the personalized stereo headphone listening as practised by the stationary 
domestic hi-fi listener, and the mobile listening to audio portables.5 The distinctiveness of 
Sony’s Walkman was its restriction, namely to a wearable, play-only unit for headphone lis-
tening, while omitting radio, recording, or loudspeaker functions.6 Headphones privatized 
music listening,7 but before their appearance, the urban sociologist Georg Simmel could 
describe the human sense of hearing as “supra-individualistic”—sounds were intrinsically 

“democratic” and to be shared commonly, or in the words of Simmel: “simply everyone 
present must hear what occurs in a room, and, what is perceived by one person, is thereby 
not taken away from the other.”8 The Walkman, however, replaced the acoustic sensation 
of the environment with self-chosen sounds, and simultaneously reduced perception of this 
space to visual stimuli. For first-time users, this often resulted in odd and novel sensations, 
and personal stereos have been described as “perception prosthetics.”9 Some users compared 
this experience to a cinematic film in which they would both act as the hero and provide 
the accompanying music score.10 Previously, only car drivers who listened to music had 
perceived similar impressions, but they had been separated from their environment by the 
shell of their car. 
In West Germany, the Sony Walkman was introduced in 1980, and was soon followed by 
similar portable recorders produced by other companies. The enthusiastic early adopters 
were mainly teenagers and members of a new social stratum of young, urban professionals, 
who would later come to be known as “yuppies”. These early users were to be seen with their 
Walkmans while shopping, strolling, biking, skating, or commuting. By 1984, 30 per cent 
of the twelve- to fifteen-year-olds in West Germany owned a Walkman. This proportion 
shrank to 5 per cent in the twenty-five- to twenty-nine-year-old segment.11 An audio jour-
nal defined the Walkman as “a technology for a generation who has nothing to talk about 
any more,” and a leading German news magazine pictured teenagers eating and shopping 
with their friends while also listening to their Walkmans.12 Critics placed the Walkman in 
the context of the then frequent debates about the trends towards individualization and the 
urban “single,” as well the “Null Bock” (can’t be bothered) generation that seemed frustrated 
and appeared to lack any motivation for social engagement. Inside, stereo headphones were 
regarded as tools to enhance one’s concentration on the music as well as a means to listen 
without annoying family members. But worn while on the move, headphones disarranged 
contemporary regimes of how to listen and to gaze in public. For one, the mobile head-
phone listener obviously closed his or her ears for the co-present others; for another, many 
Walkman users gazed in irritating ways while being immersed in their chosen tunes. Their 
gazes seemed paralyzed and blank—quite comparable to the “blasé” attitude that Simmel 
had described for the urbanites of the early twentieth century, which compensated for the 
excessive human encounters in their urban lives with gazes that became indifferent to oth-
ers.13 In his famous ethnographic study on Parisian metro commuters, Marc Augé also notes 
this new and irritating figure in the urban realm: a Walkman listener who indulges in his or 
her music and whose body seems to move in time to the beat whilst the gaze appears distant 
and paralyzed. For these detached figures, attention is now directed towards an acoustic 
realm that is separate from their immediate environment.14

According to the contemporary observer Volker Gransow, the Walkman also changed the 
relations between public and private since it disassembled “actions, which are constitutive of 
the public realm such as hearing, seeing, and personal interactions”15 and rearranged them 
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in new, technically mediated ways. Walkman users became bricoleurs who could combine 
previously separated activities such as learning languages while shopping, listening to music 
while changing subways, or while being in the doctor’s waiting room.16 Such a bricolage also 
meant controlling one’s emotions and embellishing annoying urban soundscapes by tuning 
in to one’s own music. 
In West Germany, teenagers—through their ubiquitous wired appearance—paved the way 
for adults to also wire themselves to mobile headphones music while on the move. “Granted, 
it takes a bit of courage to appear as a no longer young person with a cassette player and mini-
headphones in the street or in public transport,” an electronics journal still declared in 1984 
in its initial consumer test of pocket stereos.17 By the end of the decade, however, Walkmans 
were seen as adequate tools of the urban commuter or pedestrian to blend out unwanted 
urban soundscapes and to carve out a sphere of privacy and homeliness while outside. The 
urban jogger, still a rare figure around 1980, became the icon of the late 1980s, condensing 
the by now positive meanings of mobility, flexibility, individuality, and sportiveness, and this 
person would most likely wear headphones to stimulate the bodily movement. In the case of 
female users, headphones also served as a means to shut off potential harassments while trav-
elling alone.18 Ultimately, private stereo listening while on the move alleviated the feelings 
of alienation, which anyone can suffer in urban transit places, public transport, or shopping 
malls, and other places characterized by accidental encounters with strangers. 
“North Americans may well be the only people in the world who go outside to be alone and 
inside to be social,”19 the media theorist Marshall McLuhan wrote in 1976; they wished for 
“privacy out-of-doors.” While his statement might be too general, such cultural differences 
on privacy and sociability also show up in the domestication of boom boxes and Walkmans. 
In the average American city of the early 1980s, Walkmans were already a common sight. 
They were “seen on countless people in innumerable pedestrian pursuits—from early morn-
ing joggers to weekend gardeners, from students between classes to messengers en route 
between destinations.”20 While West German contemporaries were most likely to consider 
mobile headphone listening as antisocial, the contrary was the case in the US. The domi-
nant white American discourse defined the personal stereo as a tool of social respectability, 
even more so since it was contrasted with the contemporary boom box and its loud public 
use as practised in many African-American communities. The Sony Walkman figured as 
the “middle- and upper-class answer to the box,” as “one of the hottest new status symbols 
around,” and “a civilized alternative to the portable radio-cassette players that blare on 
streets and subways.”21

Shared music consumption on the street was practised in many multi-ethnic American 
neighbourhoods, so that neighbours might participate in the tunes. In 1980, the African-
American magazine Ebony, a well-established journal aiming at middle-class black readers, 
reported that “the portable radio-cassette is no. 1 with the young,” as everybody from twelve 
to twenty-five seemed to carry them along, namely “on buses and subways, while shopping 

downtown, on the beach, and even while roller-skating and riding bikes.”22 By then, the 
boom box had also become a central technological element in the hip-hop culture initiated 
by youths in the South Bronx, Harlem, and other economically deprived multi-ethnic ur-
ban ghettos.23 In her study on the emergence of rap in New York, Tricia Rose describes hip 
hop as the attempt “to negotiate the experiences of marginalization, brutally truncated op-
portunity, and oppression within the cultural imperatives of African-American and Carib-
bean history, identity, and community.”24 The early rappers and DJs initiated spontaneous 
public parties to reclaim the streets, and they often did so by connecting their turntables 
and speakers to any available electrical source including public streetlights. DJ sounds were 
disseminated by copying locally produced tapes, for instance, with double cassette decks or 
boom boxes with two drives, and by playing them publicly on large boom boxes. Break-
dancers reclaimed street corners by setting up their portable stereos and dancing; others 
carried their sound around, and they did so in a demonstrative way by carrying the boom 
boxes on their shoulders. In this subculture, for many African-Americans, the boom box 
was thus a political statement, and to “pump up the volume”25 also meant an acoustic do-
mestication of public spaces and a protest against race and class oppression.
White Americans, on the other hand, have tended to restrict the outdoor use of boom boxes 
to explicit leisure settings like the park or the holiday beach.26 No wonder then, that the 
racially segregated cities of the 1980s were the setting for sonic conflict around the ques-
tion of loud mobile music listening. In these, white Americans interpreted boom boxes as 
“weapons to infuriate the staid and proper,”27 while for young urban African-Americans, 
they were a means to express their identity and reclaim a place in society. Spike Lee’s movie 
Do the Right Thing (1989) would later capture the clash of cultures around mobile boom 
box listening. The film begins by depicting a hot day in a Brooklyn neighbourhood and its 
Italian-American pizzeria, which functions as  a social meeting point. At the end of the day, 
a riotous mob has destroyed the restaurant. The outbreak of violence has been induced by a 
racial conflict between three black customers and the restaurant owner who destroyed their 
roaring boom box. 
In New York, the increase of public music consumption led to several sanctions. For this 
city, the media scholar Gary Gumpert asserts a “radio war” during which the “auditory ag-
gression” turned into a “subject of police officials.”28 Boom boxes were confiscated, and in 
some areas of Central Park and Coney Island, music-free zones were installed. In its report 
on the issue, The Washington Post actually interviewed some beach goers and boom box lov-
ers and quoted one of them, Dolores Vitella, with the following statement which tells us 
a lot about unequal power relations: “I’m sitting here worried that someone will steal my 
hubcaps. The beaches are dirty, and there aren’t any restrooms. And Koch [the then mayor] 
worries about radios? Give me a break.”29

Hip hop had started as a subversive urban culture of the American ghetto, based on mo-
bile, low-tech audio equipment, but would soon be globally commercialized. By the early 



1631980s, it had moved on to West German cities: in pedestrian zones, youths appeared as 
breakdancers equipped with boom boxes. 30 With global pop culture channels like MTV 
still missing, the transfer of hip hop was improvised. Early hip-hop movies emphasized the 
connectedness of graffiti, DJ-ing, rapping, and breakdancing. Accordingly, West German 
urban youths began to spray trains and walls, to scratch records, and to form bands. The 
few hip-hop pioneers met on weekends in party rooms and youth clubs and did rap, at first 
mostly in English, later on in German as well as other native tongues such as Turkish or 
Greek. But even if some of them addressed the problems facing Kinder mit Migrationshinter-
grund (children with immigrant backgrounds) born in West Germany, the racial and social 
explosiveness was muted in comparison with the cities of the United States. 
While West Germans would typically call the boom box a “ghettoblaster,” its common 
domestication inside and outdoors was less wild and unruly. Like portable radios, boom 
boxes were taken along to picnics, sport, or parties; they were essential equipment for any 
school trip, and some youngsters would also shoulder them through the streets like hip-
hop stars. Again, teenagers clearly mobilized music consumption more extensively than 
adults. Already in the 1950s and 1960s, portable record players and radios had been used 
by urban—and in particular male—youths at their public hangouts; by tuning in to youth-
specific broadcasts, they purposefully claimed parts of the public sphere for themselves.31 
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There is something about mapping that seems almost antithetical to sound. The idea of map-
ping stems from our desire to know where we are going. In order to orient ourselves, we need 
to create grids and boundaries. But boundaries don’t apply to sound. Unlike maps, sound 
does not rely on surfaces or depths; rather, it penetrates them.
Steph Ceraso1

The interactive sound map is a relatively recent invention, having emerged at the intersec-
tion of soundscape studies, acoustic ecology, and sound art practices in the late 1990s. 
New mapping technologies like Google Maps and social media websites such as Face-
book, Twitter, and AudioBoo have significantly impacted how sound maps are developed 
and understood; so have licensing agreements including Creative Commons “ShareAlike,” 
which permits people to freely share media including audio recordings, with the right to 
copy, distribute, transmit and adapt the recordings for non-commercial purposes if they 
are credited to the author and attributed in the manner the author or licensor specifies.2 
Such innovations helped facilitate projects such as the British Library’s UK Soundmap 
(2010–2011), to which over 350 people submitted approximately 2,000 recordings over 
the period of one year, tagging field recordings onto a Google Map of the UK, and sharing 
uploads and commentary through their social media accounts.3 The same technologies 
and licensing agreements underpin numerous other online and interactive sound mapping 
projects, many of which share the aim of popularizing the concept of soundscape.4 What 
is more contested is the effectiveness of sound maps in transmitting information about 
the acoustic environment in meaningful ways, and indeed the very notion of the sound 
map itself. Some, like cultural theorist Steph Ceraso, regard sound maps as oxymoronic, 
bringing an ephemeral, three-dimensional, dynamic, and “boundless” medium (sound) 
into dialogue with a tool (maps/mapping) that has historically evolved in two-dimensional 
and static terms, and that generally aims to establish boundaries that are understood as 
being fixed. Others see sound maps as a means to “control” sound. One blogger writes, 
“reducing sound to a visual field is a bit awkward—do we really hear better while looking 
at a two-dimensional picture on a screen than we would if we were actually in the space 
being represented? Maybe not, but the general desire to control sound is very strong, and 
what better way to control something than to pinpoint it?”5 In what ways do sound maps 
succeed, and in what ways do they fail? How do they change the ways in which people 

1 A tagged electrical box on Annandale Embankment in Belfast as part of the project X Marks the Spot 
(2012–ongoing) by Matilde Meireles. The poster indicates the frequencies of the different tones that 
are being emitted by the box (48 Hz, 191 Hz, etc.). The relative lightness or darkness of the numbers 
corresponds to their relative amplitudes, with darker numbers corresponding to louder tones. In this case, 
the most prominent tone is 239 Hz. Below the list of frequencies is a QR-Code or Quick Response Code 
that, when read by a smartphone, will load the project’s Web site, xmsbelfast.com.  
Photo by Matilde Meireles
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engage with the sonic environment, and in particular the urban soundscape? Are sound 
and mapping indeed antithetical, or can they come into dialogue in ways that critically 
alter our understanding of soundscape and its representation?
In Favourite Sounds, a project started in London by artist and musician Peter Cusack in 
1998, which currently covers over a dozen cities, contributors are invited to respond to 
the question “What is your favourite [Name of City] sound and why?”6 Cusack started the 
pro ject in order to initiate conversations about urban sounds, “to try to get people talking 
about the way they hear everyday sounds and how they react to them, or what they think 
they feel about them, and how important (or not important) they are.”7 Initiating dialogue 
about soundscapes and bringing new voices into this dialogue are at the heart of many 
sound mapping projects. Max Stein and Julian Stein, the creators of the Google Maps-
powered Montréal Sound Map, claim that their project:

offers an interface for users to explore and listen to the city with a purposeful and special at-
tention that is rarely given to the sounds of the environment. We aim for people to continue 
this attentive listening and experience the complexity and lure of the soundscape first-hand. 
This promotes a more optimistic approach to acoustic ecology, encouraging listeners to lend a 
musical ear to the soundscape.8 

Developing a positive approach towards acoustic ecology is an important idea, which di-
verges from many historical soundscape projects that document noise pollution and other 
undesirable aspects of the acoustic environment—exemplified by the early work of R. Mur-
ray Schafer and the World Soundscape Project.9 The idea of “lending a musical ear to the 
soundscape” is also compelling, as it invites contributors and users of the sound map alike to 
experience the urban soundscape in aesthetic terms. On the website, uploaded field record-
ings can be played back in a random order, forming a kind of indeterminate soundscape 
composition that listeners can stream at any time. On occasion, the “musicalization” of 
the sound map is literalized. For the event ABC:MTL (2013), at the Canadian Centre for 
Architecture in Montréal, two local sound artists—Lisa Gamble (aka Gambletron) and Jen 
Reimer—streamed recordings from the Montréal Sound Map as part of their project Silent 
Montréal.10 The map was projected onto a wall, and listeners were given cordless headsets; 
they could choose which part of the map they wanted to hear, and the associated field re-
cording was played along with recordings of music curated by Gamble and Reimer. Accord-
ing to Max Stein, on this occasion the musical qualities of the soundscape recordings were 
brought to the foreground in much the same way as they are on the Stockholm Soundmap, 
where field recordings tagged to a Google Map of Stockholm are played together with music 
by a collective of local composers.11 In curating music for ABC:MTL, Reimer says that she 
and Gamble:

wanted to find music that was sensitive and could combine aesthetically with the field re-
cordings. Most of the music chosen had an ambient atmospheric quality and rhythms were 
sparse in order to not interfere with the field recordings. Sometimes the music would be so 
subtle in combination with the field recordings that it was difficult to know which was 
which.12 

Reimer’s statement shows both the influence that soundscape composition has exerted on 
musical practices (especially in music that is typically described as “minimalist” or “ambi-
ent”), as well as the changing perspective of listeners, who might hear soundscapes as music 
more readily today than they did in the early- to mid-twentieth century, when composers 
working in experimental music traditions first put pressure on blurring the boundaries be-
tween “musical” and “real-world” sounds.13 
In addition to promoting new dialogues and creative listening experiences of soundscapes, 
another way in which sound maps most obviously succeed is in facilitating collective ideas 
about soundscapes. Many sound mapping projects are collectively created, facilitated by 
network technologies and share-alike licensing agreements, or by inviting public participa-
tion and contribution in other ways. For the celebrated sound recordist Chris Watson’s in-
stallation Inside the Circle of Fire: A Sheffield Sound Map (2013), the Millennium Gallery in 
Sheffield invited Watson to create a sound map of Sheffield, his hometown. Over a  period of 
eighteen months, Watson collected sounds of the city, “charting its boundaries on the edge 
of the Peak [River] and travelling its waterways to the bustling heart of the city:”14 

Sheffield is a city built on rivers … water is the reason the city’s there. It’s driven the industry 
and it’s nourished the population, both culturally and in terms of the water supply. So I chose 
waterways as a way to navigate my way through the city, and then stop off in various places 
that I thought had particular and signature soundmark—both the built environment and 
the natural geography of the place.15 

Thus, Inside the Circle of Fire illustrated a specific geographical and cultural history of the 
city through its particular sonic mappings, and, through its multichannel installation in the 
Millennium Gallery made this history both sensorial and immersive.16 In developing the 
project, Watson invited the public to contribute recordings of Sheffield. He incorporated all 
public submissions into the gallery installation, and undertook soundwalks with interested 
participants, during which time he also made recordings: 

the whole aim … was to make a piece which makes people think about the sounds of their 
city.… Listening to something is quite a creative act. It’s not passive. And actively listening, 
you can decide what you like, and what you don’t like, and then you’re in a position to start 
thinking about how you might change the sounds or acoustics of what you don’t like.17 
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Thus, Watson not only sought to create an installation that immerses listeners in a sound 
map of their city, but also to empower people to engage with their acoustic environments in 
a critical way. Such projects diverge in important ways from historical forms of soundscape 
composition, which typically put forth a single artist or composer’s view of a soundscape, 
and are often experienced or consumed in a passive way (similar to a concert), without 
necessarily bringing audiences/participants into a critical dialogue or active engagement 
with their sonic environments.18 It is notable that, in the first month of its opening, the 
installation had over 23,000 visitors, many of whom have reported emotive and powerful 
listening experiences.19 The Belfast-based sound artist Matilde Meireles’s X Marks The Spot 
(2012–ongoing) is another recent sound mapping artwork that evolves through listener 
participation (figure 1). For this project, Meireles tagged street-level telecommunication 
boxes throughout the city of Belfast with posters that showed the frequencies and relative 
amplitudes of electrical hums that the boxes were emitting. The posters contained QR codes 
(Quick Response codes) that, when unscrambled by a smartphone, launch the project’s 
Web site.20 There, visitors can suggest further electrical boxes for tagging, listen to composi-
tions created from recordings of tagged boxes, and find maps of tagged boxes that they can 
search for while undertaking a “sound hunt”: 

The tagging process aims to engage people with the space around them. To understand how 
sound shapes our experience of the city. For obvious reasons I started mapping places closer 
to me. Places I pass by daily and therefore have a closer relationship with or remember viv-
idly. By inviting other people to participate in the process, this activity is designed to spread 
throughout Belfast, creating a stronger connection with the city.21 

Again, the participative, collaborative and open-ended nature of the project distinguishes it 
from historical forms of fixed, single-authored soundscape composition (as exemplified by 
electro-acoustic soundscape compositions heard in concert settings). The social dimension 
of sound mapping—whether through online interactions, or through in-person interac-
tions with artists, designers, or other contributors in the context of listening walks, collec-
tive recording sessions, participative artworks, and so on—provides a basis for integrating 
sound mapping into various kinds of shared experiences of city life.
Another area in which sound maps succeed is in developing rich and easily accessible 
archives of sound environments. Between 2010 and 2013, the sound historian Emily 
Thompson, working in collaboration with designer Scott Mahoy, developed The Roaring 
’Twenties, a media-rich rendering of New York City’s soundscape in the late 1920s and ear-
ly 1930s that focuses on the city’s then emerging problem of noise pollution.22 Published 
as an interactive website by the multimedia journal Vectors, The Roaring ’Twenties collects 
approximately 1,000 documents related to noise: 600 unique noise complaints culled from 
the Municipal Archives of the City of New York; 50 clippings of news reels loaned by 

the Fox Movietone News Collection; and 350 newspaper and magazine clippings. These 
documents—each meticulously captioned, catalogued, and organized—can be navigated 
temporally, via a timeline interface that organizes documents by year and month, and 
spatially, via a high-resolution, digitized map of New York City from 1933, which appears 
over a contemporary, zoomable Google Map of the city. Thompson introduces the project 
by writing, “The aim here is not just to present sonic content, but to evoke the original 
contexts of those sounds, to help us better understand that context as well as the sounds 
themselves.”23 Among other things, the project enables audiences to discover how concerns 
about urban noise have changed over time, what kinds of noises were historically consid-
ered undesirable (and why), and what the urban soundscape actually sounded like nearly 
a century ago. Assembled as they are on the web site, the documents further reveal how 
dialogues about sound and noise have been critical to negotiations of private and public 
space in the city, and the extent to which these dialogues inform and imbue individual 
and collective experiences of city life. In the case of The Roaring ’Twenties, network tech-
nologies facilitate the storage and distribution of a vast quantity of information and media 
relating to an historical soundscape. Notably, Thompson does not provide any interpreta-
tion to the documents she collects in the project. Rather, she acts strictly as archivist, col-
lector, and cataloguer, presenting data that only becomes meaningful through the visitor’s 
engagement with it.24 
Contemporary sound maps can also function effectively as archives. The creators of the 
Montréal Sound Map, for example, write that their project “allows users to upload field 
recordings to a Google Map of Montréal. The soundscape is constantly changing, and this 
project acts as a sonic time capsule with the goal of preserving sounds before they disap-
pear.”25 Visitors to the Montréal Sound Map can click on individual audio icons to listen to 
sound files; or, they can choose “Autoplay” or “Shuffle” functions which, respectively, play 
back all the sound files in alphabetical order (by name of location), or at random. Individual 
sound files can also be downloaded. A “Sound Browser” allows visitors to search or sort 
sounds by location (boroughs, neighbourhoods, municipalities, suburbs); date (year, time 
of day, month, seasons, day of the week); tags (human, mechanical, natural, societal, music, 
noise); or by the name of the contributor. When selected, an audio file is accompanied by 
notes on the equipment used in making the recording (e.g., “Olympus LS-10 & OKM Bin-
aurals”), as well as a description of the sounds (e.g., “Standing underneath the Charlevoix 
Bridge, there is an interesting mixture of traffic above, passing bikes/inline skates/runners, 
and birds”).26 Contributors also have the option of uploading a photo of the location where 
the recording was made. These features have become standard elements of online, interac-
tive sound maps, and can be found on the Belfast Sound Map, the Inukjuak Sound Map, 
the Toronto Sound Map, among others. Most recently, the software programmer Julian 
Vogels has been developing an iPhone app for the Montréal Sound Map that will allow 
contributors to make recordings on their iPhones and automatically tag them to the web 
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site. These new technologies will extend the sound map’s reach into everyday spaces, and 
make the sound map increasingly accessible and ubiquitous, as part of everyday experiences 
of the city. This will potentially alter not only the demographics of the sound map’s users/
contributors but also the map’s content, as mundane and “personal” activities may become 
increasingly highlighted through frequent and ubiquitous use.
Some sound mapping projects, like Ian Rawes’s London Sound Survey, archive historical 
as well as contemporary sound environments, and offer new ways of representing sound-
scapes. Rawes describes the project, which he started in 2008, as “a collection of Creative 
Commons-licensed sound recordings of places, events and wildlife [in London]. Historical 
references are also gathered to find out how London’s sounds have changed.’27 Rawes acts as 
sound recordist, archivist, mapper, and designer for the project. He records London sound-
scapes (several hundred of his recordings can be heard on the website), collects soundscape 
recordings by others that are licensed under the Creative Commons agreement, gathers 
documents relating to historical sounds of London, and invents ways of visualizing and 
organizing this data. Historical features range from a database of radio location recordings 
from the mid-twentieth century, to written descriptions of sounds of London that date as 
far back as the tenth century. Rawes has also created sound maps of London for the website: 
a Day Sound Map and Night Sound Map, a Waterways Map, and an Estuary Map—all 
of which collect soundscape recordings tagged onto historical and contemporary maps of 
London—and a Grid Map that depicts these soundscapes using only graphical icons.28 As a 
visual map of sounds, the Grid Map is particularly effective in transmitting a large amount 
of sonic information in a way that can be quickly digested. It is immediately apparent, for 
example, that there is a predominance of sounds of road traffic, aircraft, fixed machinery, 
and tools and plants across the city, while the sounds of people and birdsong are relatively 
less prominent, and are generally clustered in specific regions. About 5 per cent of the map 
is marked “inaccessible,” forming a kind of sonic no-man’s land on the outermost edges 
of East London. A blog post by Rawes discusses the legal limits that field recordists might 
encounter, shedding light on these inaccessible zones:

Those of us recording the sounds of urban environments in particular might run into prob-
lems similar to those besetting photographers, with overzealous officials and others claiming 
that recording in such-and-such place is illegal, that it infringes someone’s human rights, 
and so on. 
There’s also the growing habit of bringing words like “terrorism” and “security” into play 
as an attempt at shut-up-and-do-as-you’re-told, but as we’ll see there are few situations in 
which such claims have any legal, let alone rational, substance.29 

We learn that there are few places in the UK where making an audio recording is specifically 
prohibited: courts, prisons, nuclear power plants, military bases, and electronics commu-

nications providers. It is also, unsurprisingly, illegal to use audio recordings for the purpose 
of espionage, and against the objections of private property owners.30 What is more prob-
lematic is the blurring of private and public space. According to Rawes, “More and more 
of what appear to be public spaces are, in fact, privately owned. Shopping centres, many 
newly-built squares and plazas, and that slender corridor of possession between the side 
of a building and the row of brass studs set into the pavement are all private property.”31 
There are also laws that apply to making recordings of copyrighted material and private 
conversations. Rawes indicates that he never focuses on private conversations and ensures 
that specific people cannot be identified in his recordings. These issues shed light on some 
of the particular challenges sonic cartographers face in documenting the sonic environment, 
as well as the content of urban sound maps, which typically focus on outdoor locations and 
spaces that are understood to be public spaces, and which rarely focus on social interactions 
like conversations or private social occasions.
Although sound maps can serve multiple functions and can do so effectively, they have 
been criticized for failing to put forth cohesive ideas of soundscape, and for not providing 
enough context to enable meaningful interpretation. Barry Truax, an influential sound-
scape composer and researcher, and a founding member of the World Soundscape Project, 
has said that he finds the sound map “useful to orient people who are unfamiliar with the 
soundscape concept to the idea that soundscape recordings are markers of place. However, 
lacking any coherent temporal perspective, and usually lacking any interpretative analysis, 
the listener is left trying to imagine what has been recorded and what significance it has.”32 
Truax’s criticism can be especially applied to sound maps whose temporal or geographical 
reach is so broad or disconnected that any meaningful engagement beyond “listening to 
field recordings tagged on a map” is effectively extinguished for some audiences. The sound-
scape composer and theorist Jacqueline Waldock has also questioned whether sound maps 
are able to effectively realize their aims, and reminds us of the hierarchies, fractures, and 
divisions that can arise even when projects are well intentioned. For Waldock, some projects 
have unrealistic goals. She describes the aims of Sound Seeker, an online sound map of New 
York City that claims to “[reach] across geographical, economical, educational, cultural and 
racial divides,” for example, as “extravagant.”33 Waldock also points out issues of unequal 
access, asking, “will [sound] maps exclude the sounding worlds of those who cannot afford 
smart phones? And: have the makers taken into account the recording culture and norms 
that are produced and reiterated by these maps?”34 In terms of the latter question, Waldock 
is especially concerned that sound maps reproduce dominant divisions of “gender, domestic 
and public, private and collective, poor and well-resourced.”35 On a more basic level, the 
merging of sound with mapping has also been problematized. Ceraso describes the ephem-
erality of sound as a feature that puts it into contradiction with conventional ideas of map-
ping, and argues that the dynamism of the sonic environment is not effectively translated 
via static recordings of place.36 For listeners like Ceraso, sound maps fail to capture the “em-
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be important for sonic cartographers to consider as the genre matures. At the same time, it 
should be acknowledged that urban sound maps can and already do reflect a variety of inter-
ests and concerns, from archival, historical, and cultural studies of cities to socially-oriented 
and networked mapping projects, to creative works that bring sound mapping into dialogue 
with artistic traditions. They also have realizable aims like inspiring attentive listening in 
others and generating critical dialogues about soundscapes. While still an emerging genre, 
sound maps have already offered new ways of conceptualizing and representing the urban 
soundscape—especially in the context of collectively created, interactive, and participatory 
works. These features position sound maps to be deployed in domains like urban design, 
city planning, and architecture in new ways that might positively impact urban communi-
ties. Udo Noll, the founder of radio aporee, one of the most extensive online sound map-
ping projects, has written that: 

the whole aporee soundmap thing began as a reaction to the lack and loss of sense of place, the 
personal experience of decreasing sensitivity for things “in between,” the absence of resonance 
in my relationship to the surrounding world.… i understand that some feel uncomfortable 
with the amount of contributions, in all their different qualities, the flattening perspective 
of the map maybe, and insist on distinction, for whatever reason. zoom in, go to the details, 
listen to the individual sounds, that may change your perspective.38 

By inviting people to experience, document, and share ideas about soundscapes in ways that 
were previously unimagined, sound maps have fundamentally altered perspectives on sound 
as it evolves in relation to space and place, our connection to sound in its environmental 
and spatial forms, and the many “resonances”—social, cultural, historical, and aesthetic—of 
these relationships. 
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It is Russia, 1916, at the height of summer. Denis Kaufman, a young student at the Petro-
grad Neurological Institute sits down by a lumber mill on the Eastern edge of Lake Ilmen, 
where he has arranged to meet his girlfriend. In the hours that pass before she arrives, he lis-
tens to the sounds of the old mill, the lake, and the rolling hills in the distance.1 With closed 
eyes, Kaufman transcribes the waves that settle on his eardrums into unseen, unspoken 
words; and a stream of aural consciousness blackens his notebook with phonetic fragments. 
As his hand traces time and sound, touching at the end of language and reaching the limits 
of its bandwidth, Kaufman marks the beginning of both sound-art and graphic notation.2 
Back in Petrograd, he founds the Laboratory of Hearing, where he experiments with the 
reorganization of his transcriptions into new sonic landscapes. He will reflect years later 
that he was struggling on two fronts: first, with the lack of suitable equipment to record 
sounds rather than describe them; and second, with the enormity of the project itself. It’s 
a battle Kaufman retreats from eventually in 1918, when he steps onto the platform of 
Moscow’s Central Station, overwhelmed by the density of its soundscape, and convinced 
of the futility of his method: “I must get a piece of equipment that won’t describe but will 
record, photograph these sounds. Otherwise it’s impossible to organize, to edit them. They 
rush past like time.”3

The inability of Kaufman’s era to record sounds the way a movie camera could capture im-
ages as frames would prove fateful: today Denis Kaufman is best known as Dziga Vertov, the 
revolutionary film-maker and pioneer of cinematic montage.

There is a melancholic dimension to the story of Kaufman, who may be credited with the 
invention of sound-art as we understand it now, but whose acoustic imagination was far 
ahead of his own time. The Russian avant-garde of the two decades, between the October 
Revolution and the Great Terror of the 1930s, pushed the possibilities of sound, perfor-
mance, and film well beyond the state of the art of the period. The new ground that was 
broken in the process is only recently being uncovered from beneath the bloodstained dust-
sheet of Stalinism.
At the First Discussional Exhibition of the Union of Active Revolutionary Art, held in 
Moscow in May 1924, Solomon Nikritin presented his “tectonic research,” a laboratory 
of process, a map of creative flows expressed through texts, photographs, sketches, and 
sculptures without resolution; art as pure method.4 Nikritin was the founder of a group 
of artists and intellectuals named after its modus operandi, The Method. The concept of 
method, or process as a dynamic system that drives new ideas and complexity, immediately 
explodes into a spectrum of thought from Whitehead to Duchamp and beyond, but Nikri-
tin’s process-philosophy was of a particular kind, which he dubbed “Projectionism” (from 
proiectus, to throw forward).
Nikritin, who embraced the post-revolutionary drive for a new art to signal a departure from 
existing religious and bourgeois values, envisaged “a universal science of organization and 
analysis through a search for structural similarities in all spheres of knowledge.”5 In Nikritin’s 
philosophy of art, the organization and graphic representation of matter and phenomena 
was the method through which creative energy was transformed into new developments.6 
The Projectionists’ task was to sculpt the future out of transliterations of the present; their art 
was based on a transcription of the world into a schemata comprised of dynamics, streams, 
and densities that excavated its underlying structures and forged new meanings.
Among his many experiments, Nikritin combined biomechanical principles with music 
theory and acoustics to develop “temperaments and scales for body movements.”7 He drew 
diagrams that mapped the relation between colour and sound sensations, and established 
the Projection Theatre, a place where “the most complicated scores of sounds, gestures, 
movements and emotional states”8 were created in pursuit of a new art, a “new man.” The 
Method was graphic notation, the transcription of body, resonance, and mind into marks 
that formed a connective tissue between past, present, and a better future.
Stripped from their utopian idealism, the projectionists were pioneers of scoring the world, 
and they understood the essence of their process not merely as a conversion of the ephem-
eral into the fixed, or the folding of four dimensions into two, but as an interface between 
different states; as the creation of a space between immensities, not as a negation of that 
vastness, but as the superimposition of unknown territories to try and understand their 
possibilities. 
The Method thus led graphic notation onto forking paths; the projection of ideas and 
the transcription of etherealities. These paths, however, would interweave throughout the 
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twentieth century, and through their collected intersections appears an image of both the 
limits and potential of drawing sound. Predicting a first such crossing, the composer Arseny 
Avraamov had proposed in 1916 to analyze and categorize “the curve structure” of sound 
grooves on gramophone records to allow for sound synthesis.9 It was a bid, reiterated by 
Moholy-Nagy in 1922, which was realized, albeit in a different form, with the invention of 
sound-on-film, and the graphical- or drawn-sound technology of the late 1920s.10 In Rus-
sia, under the influence of film-makers such as Vertov and Sergei Eisenstein, a contrapuntal 
approach to this technology intersected sound transcriptions with cinematically expressed11 
ideas that gave light, quite literally, to some of the “masterpieces of early sound art.”12 By 
“projecting the method,” the Projectionists themselves anticipated another intersection of 
transcription and projection where “even faults and paradoxes gained a new constructive 
sense and value.”13

More than thirty years after the Projection Theatre’s experiments were cut short by the 
totalitarian state, this concept would be reformulated by John Cage as “experimental 
action,”14 and branch out into the routinely indeterminate event or verbal scores15 of the 
second half of the twentieth century. The reason that notational systems have increasingly 
become an exercise in the staging of chance operations not only precedes John Cage, it 
is a direct result of their reductive and paradoxical nature: graphic scores can be viewed 
as deterministic, for they fix a moment in time (or time as moments); they mark the 
preliminary end of a thought, however abstract, as pigment on paper, they plot the edges 
of a question and indicate the parameters of a system. On the other hand, this determin-
ism is subverted by the technique; the compression of a field into a frame, the mapping 
of time and space as an image that may be (mis)interpreted, the aberrations of subjective 
“lensing.”
Chance is thus intrinsic to notational systems as much as structure and clarity of thought 
are, and the non-intended acts as a filter through which ideas flow towards possibilities, 
marking the beginning of a set of new thoughts and actions in the space between direction 
and misdirection. The twentieth century is littered with conceptual probes dispatched to 
explore the limits of notation, and we keep sending them up into orbit, penetrating some 
of its edges, while ricocheting off others. However, as Solomon Nikritin would have it, the 
“cartogram of the program,” the score of the score, remains seductively incomplete.
By way of a conclusion to this brief essay, and as an extended reflection on the themes 
raised, I have set out in the following pages a selection of my own work with some accompa-
nying remarks. These works in progress hold up a two-way mirror, illuminating some of the 
limits and possibilities of acoustic notation systems within a wider context of debates over 
the aesthetic legacy of twentieth-century modernism. We hear in sound as we see in light, 
and to try and see through sound, or hear through light is to reverse the order of things: 
to break down, if only conceptually, the perceptual dominance of one sense over another. 
When notational systems are maps of physical space as an image of its sounding, the field 

of investigation they unfold is of an architectonic space that “amplifies its own perceptual 
spectrum,” becoming a vision of sound as much as it is a vision of form.16 The points, lines, 
and planes draw maps of architecture’s own negative space in time. They silently, and visu-
ally, extend architecture into its auditory shadow, and in doing so collapse two disciplines 
into a paradox, a graphic score: a space between. 

1 Beirut: Green Line (May 2010). 
An imaginary staging of sniper fire, sound chases light through the rubble. A space between sound and 
silence, the end and the beginning, the city and its architecture.

2 Acoustic Operation 12 (January 2012). 
The staging of a differential. A fictional intervention that feeds distant points-of-audition into a proximate 
point-of-view. Here, a prosthetic architecture, a vision of form, induces a form of listening.  From across 
the city, sonic fragments ricochet through a network of steel and concrete cylinders. They converge as a 
soundscape at one of these operations, a montage of urban acoustics and different impulses superim-
posed onto a cityscape.

1 2



3 Sonic Operations, Athens (March 2012). 
A map showing the different acoustic operations as they would be spread over the city. The architectural 
components are tunnel, (sound) mirror, and plane. Tunnels here are the channels through which urban 
sounds are redirected and recomposed. Sound mirrors are focusing devices, collapsing an auditory 
spectrum onto a single point-of audition, desynchronized from its corresponding point-of-view. Planes are 
acoustic reconfigurations of architectural space, a technique of echoic montage. 

4 Architecture of Time and Frequency (March 2012). 
A transcription of sound from a single point-of-audition in Omonia, Athens, in 2012. Measured frequen-
cies were plotted against their approximate direction and temporal occurrence. The possibilities laid bare 
by this abstraction are both compositional and architectural: the performance of the score unravels the 
recorded soundscape as an interplay of pure pitches configured as sonic structure in space.

3

4
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5 Hong Kong, Narrow Passage (December 2011). 
A notated fragment of footage shot in Hong Kong alleyways in January 2011. The recorded soundtrack 
here is transcribed as pitches, timbres, and rhythms without any attempt to organize them. The intrinsic 
distortion of musical notation is used as a montage technique; the soundtrack was reassembled using its 
scored-out image.

6 Acoustic Score (July 2012). 
This notation maps the interrelation between the acoustics of a railway arch in North West London and a 
moving point-of-audition. The experience of echoes, especially flutter echoes, is exclusive to the location 
of the listener. Resonating sound here transforms geometry, a visual parameter of space, into something 
more visceral, musical.  A montage of viewpoints in an echo-filled space will exponentially increase its 
sonic complexity.

7 Score of a Sound (July 2012). 
A sound, a kind of whistling, rises above the background noise. Clear and articulate, it pierces through 
the heavy blanket of city sounds. It is a single point in a featureless expanse, then a line, then a plane, 
and finally an idea for a script. 

5

6

7



183

8 Superimposed Transcription (September 2005). 
This is a vertical notation of a sound installation. Electronic percussion pads were used to trigger sampled 
acoustics of the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris (see figure 9). These triggers were set up in the middle 
of a gallery space, and could be played with sticks or hands. The resulting sounds would travel across 
the space in different configurations according to performance parameters such as velocity, the struck sur-
face, and rhythm. The transcription shows the different sonic pathways these parameters would allow for, 
as well as the placement of the interface and the position of the twenty speakers used in the installation.

8
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Noise has a physical, technically measurable side. Its negative health effects are directly 
related to the exposure to certain sound pressure levels.1 Yet, the disturbing and annoying 
properties of noise are not just a matter of physics. Noise comes with meaning. It spreads 
into a meaningful world, it makes sense as it occurs, and the noise events are then further 
infused with secondary associations and interpretations. Thus, a woman from a village in 
the south of Germany recalls the beginnings of her political engagement against aircraft 
noise in the following words:

I think I was just weeding then, and I thought: my god, this is gorgeous here—the birds, the 
church bells, and the wind in the leaves. And then, when it clearly started, when I abruptly 
realized it … waves, always like waves, around noon or in the afternoon around four 
o’clock.… That’s when they had opened up [the region].2

A new flight corridor has been established; waves of airplanes roll over the sky and disrupt 
or replace the cherished sounds that were audible before. This is a fairly common account of 
people affected by aircraft noise, and two facets of it merit a closer look. Firstly, the woman 
makes reference to a specific soundscape of a good, relaxed, and somewhat traditional life. 
Secondly, she links her decisive experience to changes in flight paths and to a condensation 
of the noise experience in waves that are being formed in certain times and places. I will 
look into these two specifications of the spatiotemporal noise situation and reflect on their 
implications in an urban setting. 

The first aspect reminds us of a classical literary motive. In his insightful book The Ma-
chine in the Garden (1964), historian Leo Marx has shown how North American writers 
of the nineteenth century constructed what he calls a “pastoral ideal” to contrast with the 
emerging industrial world. Remarkably, these writers have quite often used the acoustic 
dimension of the modern age in their construction, which they opposed to the sounds of a 
pre-industrial, rural world. In the nineteenth century, it was, in particular, the whistle of lo-
comotives that stood for the aggressive irruption of the industrial world into the rural idyll.3 
A beautiful example of this literary trope was delivered by Nathaniel Hawthorne (1844) in 
his American Notebooks. He begins with a description of the old, harmonious soundscape 
that clearly resembles the quote above: 

A bird is chirping overhead … Now we hear the striking of a village-clock, … a sound that 
does not disturb the repose of the scene; … we hear at a distance mo wers whetting their 
scythes; but these sounds of labor, when at a proper remoteness, do but increase the quiet of 
one who lies at his ease, all in a mist of his own musings. There is the tinkling of a cow-bell, 
a noise how peevishly dissonant if close at hand, but even musical now.

The clock, the bell, the whetting are not natural sounds like the chirping of birds or the 
wind in the leaves. If they are not too close, however, they even increase the quiet peaceful-
ness of the rural setting. 

But, hark! There is a whistle of the locomotive—the long shriek, harsh, above all other 
harshness, for the space of a mile cannot mollify it into harmony. It tells a story of busy men, 
citizens, from the hot street, who have come to spend a day in a country village; men of busi-
ness; in short of all unquietness; and no wonder that it gives such a startling shriek, since it 
brings the noisy world into the midst of our slumbrous peace.4

Hawthorne is not just defending the rural economy here. Rather, as Leo Marx put it, this 
literary trope highlights the alleged “moral, aesthetic, and in a sense metaphysical superior-
ity of the pastoral world,”5 which is threatened by the urban, commercial forces. This old 
literary argument has not lost its appeal up to the present day. We can find many similar 
arguments today, in particular when interviewing people living in suburban areas around 
airports. In articulating their annoyance brought about by aircraft noise, people often refer 
to sounds that are described as better and more natural in qualitative terms, and they bring 
in their ideals about nature and the city, about living with nature, and the good life in 
their gardens. We can conceptualize this process as the construction of specific interpretive 
frames that structure and fuel environmental conflicts.6 
Hawthorne’s “noisy world” is urban, of course. The city is noise. With Michel Serres, there-
fore, the city mouse is immune to noise. In an urban context then, it is less obvious to con-
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1 Flight paths around Frankfurt 
airport. Source: Deutscher 
Fluglärm dienst E.V. (DFLD). 

sider noise or din too negatively, since they seem to belong to the urban realm, in a certain 
measure. Nevertheless, disturbing and annoying noise also exists here—generated by cars, 
neighbours, factories, trains, and leaf-blowers. It is Manhattan, of all places, where the main 
character in the movie Noise (played by Tim Robbins) turns mad because of the blaring car 
alarms. Yet, if we look a bit closer into the arguments of those concerned by aircraft noise, 
we find little mention of the intense, lively, and noisy city as a whole. The city as a spatial 
unit even plays a remarkably small role in the empirical, largely qualitative materials I am 
aware of dealing with aircraft noise. Instead, we can identify a range of recurring micro-
settings that seem characteristic for disturbing noise situations.
Very frequently, the spatial references in interviews relate to smaller units of everyday lived 
spaces; in particular, they include balconies, terraces, and gardens:

I have a balcony with a table down there. I used to make my corrections there and enjoyed 
it, but you can’t do that anymore, you can’t concentrate anymore. And then I come in, I close 
the doors and windows, and naturally, in summer this is very, very annoying. 

The place at the table on the balcony, an open window, a chat over the fence: quite often 
such examples are also linked to certain times during the day or the week, and to the seasons. 

1

2 Noise contours at Frankfurt 
airport. Source: Hessisches 
Landesamt für Umwelt und  
Geologie (HLUG). 

Base map provided by Hessische 
Verwaltung für Bodenmanage-
ment und  Geoinformation, 
license number 2014-3-33.

The balcony on a summer evening, the terrace on a weekend morning: it is these small, time-
space constellations that seem particularly critical for the annoyance caused by aircraft noise. 
The sensitive microsettings are hooked into the larger, techno-political regimes of flight 
paths. These regimes are influenced by the hardware on the ground—in particular, the 
direction of the runways, and the larger-scale flight corridors and rules as determined by 
the respective national and supranational authorities. The neat images of fixed trajectories 
displayed by airports and air traffic authorities around the world suggest a well-defined 
situation, with corresponding acoustic effects. Yet, this suggestion is misleading in several 
respects. Not only does the meteorological situation modulate the sound substantially, more 
importantly, most airplanes do not fly exactly along the foreseen trajectory but deviate 
from it dozens or hundreds of metres to the left or right, and also in terms of height. This 
disorderly, unforeseeable situation is often described as disquieting, and from an individual, 
situated point of view, it clearly adds to the disturbance and annoyance with regard to the 
noise. Radar images of the real flight paths give a rough impression of this situation. 
The perception of flight corridors as rather chaotic and arbitrary is common among the 
people exposed to aircraft noise. It can be exacerbated by security concerns regarding dan-
gerous facilities, such as chemical plants close to flight paths near airports like Frankfurt or 
Miami. As technical, legal, and equity concerns mix in complex ways with administrative 

2
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procedures, the determination of flight paths is not transparent to most people concerned. 
It seems prone to influence from vested interests and largely beyond democratic control. 
The “techno-organizational management” of the related conflicts usually sidesteps larger 
political questions such as siting decisions, mobility patterns, or the different public subsi-
dies to air traffic.7

The technocratic handling of noise issues certainly contributes to the fact that noise levels 
can explain only about a third of the variation in annoyance in the population around air-
ports in quantitative surveys. One factor, which has so far received little attention beyond 
the notorious night-time disturbance, is the role of the specific timing of noise events or, 
more precisely, their socio-temporal setting. Both interview quotes above have already high-
lighted the importance of certain moments in time: the structuration of the year through 
the seasons, the working day with its work time, the afternoon when people come home 
from work, or the weekend where many are outdoors for at least a few hours. Thus, noise 
is very time-sensitive, even more, it is entirely context- and time-dependent in its occur-
rence and perception: this is not just the neighbour’s TV during the night-time, but also 
the charter flights on Saturday mornings or the “men of business” flying back to their home 
base every workday’s late afternoon.
Again, looking into the interview materials regarding aircraft noise, we find a lot of state-
ments where the sensitive times are conceptualised as very specific social times, times of 
being with the family, and more importantly still, times of being together with peers and 
friends. It is in these moments where people seem to feel and dislike aircraft noise most. 
Noise is a communicative disruption and a bodily experience that cannot be rejected or 
denied. One is being overwhelmed by the noise, overwhelmed at least for a short moment, 
overwhelmed in the presence of friends who inevitably notice the situation. The peers or 
friends witness the interruption of communication in the house or in the garden, they ex-
perience the interruption of a normal communication: 

Sunday I had visitors and we sat outside … when a flight comes you can’t talk anymore and 
then the people ask: “Is it like that all day? That’s impossible!”

Friends or colleagues may make remarks about it—or the resident anticipates that they 
might make remarks or have thoughts about the situation. In particular, for suburban 
homeowners who have moved to a region where aircraft noise prevails, or built houses there, 
the noise seems to operate as a concrete, corporeal denial of the good life, a sudden proof of 
the non-achievement of an entirely successful life.8 
Thus in several cases, my interview partners seemed to feel ashamed in front of others. They 
wouldn’t mind the noise so much when they were alone or in the family, where everybody 
knows and shares the situation on a daily basis. Again, this was said mainly in the suburban 
parts of town, where noise levels encounter the gradients of real estate prices. The pastoral 

3 Poster in favour of the 
enlargement of Basel airport 
(1953). 
 

Graphics by Max Alphons 
Petitjean.  

ideal, we could conclude, is more endangered in the green zones of the outer city than in 
the inner, truly urban parts.
The absence of such shame may facilitate, on the other hand, processes where noise an-
noyance can develop into a productive social and political force. Thus, Guillaume Faburel 
writes about his research in the environs of the large Parisian airport at Orly, where aircraft 
noise contributes to territorial structuration by “strengthening community ties and the logic 
of local identity through the mechanisms of resistance that it induces and the mobilisation 
of exclusive resources.”9 In other cases, declining housing costs due to airport noise have 
simply led to strong social or ethnic segregation, with some groups forming “airport-related 
communities” like the South Asian community in the borough of Hounslow near London’s 
Heathrow airport.

3
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The establishment and stabilization of flight paths above these communities brings us back 
to a last, decisive element in the time politics of airport noise. This is the system of noise 
measurement and calculation, and more specifically, the averages and mean values that are 
constructed to represent noise around airports. The complex procedures were aptly illus-
trated by one interview partner on the French side of Basel airport:

Just imagine that on Monday morning you hit your thumb with a hammer and you average 
that to the whole week—[that] doesn’t hurt anymore, does it?

Although the complex noise indicators have been finally harmonized on a European level 
in recent years, they remain largely inadequate for representing aircraft noise disturbance 
or annoyance. In situations around most airports, noise does not come like an even, steady, 
relatively uniform sound stream—neither over the day or night, nor over hours or minutes. 
Rather, it is marked by a rush of sounds: distinct noise events with a wave-like pattern.10 
Accordingly, the typical noise contour maps of airport locations have little to do with the 
socio-temporal noise experience of people living around them. 
Downtown in the big cities, far enough from most airports, the sight of airplanes on their 
flight paths may add to the feeling of a big, exciting, and connected world, and their hum-
ming is just part of the urban symphony. Aircraft noise annoyance grows as this symphony 
fades, moving towards the suburbs, where the elated dimensions of city life wear off and 
flight paths come closer to the ground.
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bAd VibrATionS: 
infrASoUnd,  
SoniC hAUnTingS,  
And iMPerCePTible 
PoliTiCS
Kelly ladd

You wake up in the middle of the night. It’s dark. You might hear something, but it is difficult 
to tell. You know it’s there, you can feel it in your belly, a nauseous, nervous tightening in your 
stomach. If only you could hear it clearly! If only you could record it! The other members of your 
household are sleeping soundly; they are not “sensitive.” A few of your neighbours are. You meet 
periodically to discuss these strange symptoms, these not-quite noises. Most believe that it is the 
nearby steel plant or the newly-built wind farm, although there are those that claim that the 
vibrations in their bellies are caused by covert government military installations, still others 
blame UFOs. How is a sound making you sick? You sigh, roll over, close your eyes, but sleep does 
not come.

When we consider toxicity, or more specifically, the ontology of toxins, we immediate-
ly think of synthetic chemicals such DDT in the 1950s, which Rachel Carson famously 
brought to the world’s attention or, more recently, endocrine disrupting BPAs in plastics. 
Perhaps we have read stories about the vast amount of heavy metals in our city’s soil, such 
as lead, which was recently correlated to high levels of crime.1 Understood in this way, 
while toxins may radically differ from one another in molecular structure and effect, they 
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1 Zug Island 3: Image from 
the cover of the Gregory F. 
Fournier’s novel Zug Island: A 
Detroit Riot Novel (2011), about 

1960s race relations in Detroit  
Source: photograph by Bill 
Deneau

nonetheless share, as Stacy Alaimo argues, a form of “materiality,” 2 no matter how micro-
scopic or difficult to detect. When they are discovered in the body, unexplained symptoms 
are given a causality, threshold levels can be set, and environmentalists can be mobilized 
regardless of how politically fraught, contingent, and often futile. But how can causalities 
be made, thresholds set, and environmentalists mobilized for something that that leaves no 
visible trace in the body? This is the question inherent in the opening vignette, an imagined 
scene drawn from a collection of first-hand accounts of sensitivity to infrasound, a usually 
inaudible sound wave that occurs at less than 20 Hz.3 It is important to note that in my 
ethnographic fieldwork, where I interview infrasonic “sensitives,” the word “sensitivity” is 
controversial. Many feel that it implies that their bodies are somehow different, or that their 
bodies have a kind of supra-sensible agency. One sufferer I spoke to says she prefers the word 
“injury,” in order to locate the locus of harm outside of her body, but that there is no term 
to describe this relationship. For the purposes of this text and for lack of a better descriptor, 

1

I will retain the language of “sensitivity” because of its pervasiveness in the literature about 
these kinds of environmentally caused illnesses—the World Health Organization defines a 
similar phenomenon not as an illness but as a sensory “ability”4—but I maintain, that with 
sufferers/infrasonic sensitives it is inherently problematic.
The focus of this chapter is one site of rumoured infrasonic pollution, Windsor, Ontario, 
Canada, which lies directly across the Detroit River from Detroit and the United States bor-
der. The hypothesis is that the chemical and steel plants on Zug Island (figures 1 and 2)—
owned by United States Steel—are responsible for producing a wide array of low-frequency 
noises, from inaudible vibrations felt in the body to a constant low drone. The phenomenon 
is most commonly referred to as the Windsor Hum, placing it in a broader history of mys-
terious noises and vibrations. The Hum5 is a catchall phrase that has been used to describe a 
multitude of mysterious acoustic phenomena: for example, the well-known 1990s Hum in 
Taos, New Mexico, which was often described as a humming, rumbling, or droning noise 
not audible to everyone. The New Mexico Hum has been attributed to a vast array of dif-
ferent causes, including secret underground nuclear tests, low-frequency radio waves, and 
naval antenna arrays. The mystery around the Taos Hum reached such a fever pitch that 
it inspired both an episode of iconic 1990s television shows Unsolved Mysteries and The X-
Files. In the fictional version of the Hum, Mulder eventually deduces that a series of violent 
and fatal eardrum explosions in New Mexico were caused by a US Navy antenna array that 
was emitting low-level electromagnetic frequencies. In Windsor, researchers are currently 
attempting to record these low-frequency sound waves using microphones designed to re-
cord the infrasonic resonances of meteors.6 
When it comes to infrasound poisoning, researchers more or less agree that extreme infra-
sound exposure causes a whole host of different symptoms that range from joint pain and 
bowel collapse to feelings of awe, revulsion and nervousness.7 “Soundless Noise,” a 2003 
collaborative experiment between sound artists and psychological researchers, showed that 
people who attended a symphony with an inaudible infrasonic note playing, were far more 
likely to report feeling moved by the music.8 Similarly, psychological researchers have specu-
lated that infrasound might be responsible for reported experiences of hauntings.9 There is 
even some speculation that evangelical churches covertly use background infrasonic reso-
nances to increase churchgoers’ feeling of devotion.10 As such, while the more serious symp-
toms of infrasound poisoning remain controversial, there is nonetheless a general agreement 
that infrasound moves bodies to feel: it is an affective toxin. What researchers cannot agree 
on is how much exposure to infrasound is toxic or how to even begin to measure the effect 
of its affect.
Infrasound, in its affective relation to the body, does not carry with it the more intelligible 
markers of toxic harm. Thus, the ontology of this kind of imperceptible toxicity is elu-
sive and slippery, emerging only in the moments when it becomes perceptible to sensitive 
bodies. In her book Sick Building Syndrome, Michelle Murphy argues that the ability and 
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2 Zug Island, map showing 
its proximity to the Canadian 
border (undated).

inability to register environmental illnesses as concrete objects depends on “domains of 
imperceptibility,” which are the various structures that render chemical exposures “measur-
able, quantifiable, assessable and knowable in some ways and not others.”11 In the case of 
the Windsor Hum, understanding the various domains of imperceptibility that make it 
perceptible as an object amounts to tracking how causality is marshalled, deployed, and 
sedimented by sensitives and scientists as they attempt to draw links between acoustic fre-
quencies and somatic symptoms. In doing so, ways in which infrasound toxicity and Hums 
are made and unmade in this landscape become perceptible. 
Making multiple, entangled causalities perceptible is akin to what Anne-Marie Mol has 
called an “ontological politics.”12 Mol describes how multiple realities are made and en-
acted through various practices and how there is usually a political reason for one reality 
becoming entrenched as dominant. In the case of the Windsor Hum, the dominant reality 
is predicated on the assumption that causality can be distilled to a singular relationship and 
this cause-effect relationship can be easily represented: there can only be one cause and one 
Hum. By conceiving of multiple Hums, the emphasis is drawn away from establishing draw-
ing causal links between somatic symptoms and the environment, towards understanding 
the conditions of possibility for these symptoms. This, in effect, amounts to an imperceptible 
politics, which allows for a flexible and open conception of environmental illness as opposed 

2

to one that is predicated on a singular cause and effect relationship; traditional mode of 
knowing that seem to break down when brought to bear on an immeasurable and immate-
rial toxin. Following feminist science studies scholar Karen Barad’s work on “intra-action,” 
which reworks “traditional notions of causality,”13 insofar as the boundaries of an object 
can only ever be created through intra-actions between human and non-human agents, this 
phenomenon can only be understood in terms of how causality is made and enacted instead 
of focusing on whether or not claims of somatic distress are true. 
Already, as attention is shifted to the conditions of possibility for perception, multiple cau-
salities begin to emerge, as claims of illness come up against failing manufacturing, limited 
job prospects, and cross-border politics, in an already heavily polluted part of the country. 
The Windsor Hum and its rumoured source, Zug Island, are a particularly complicated 
environmental entanglement to chart. Before it was a European settlement, the marshy 
swampland at the mouth of the Rouge River was a vast Native American burial ground. 
After it was annexed, it lay fallow until the nineteenth-century furniture baron Samuel Zug 
decided to buy the land and build a dream home for his wife. Despite the lavish attempt to 
impress her, the marshy dampness proved too much for Mrs Zug and the couple abandoned 
their home ten years after construction. Zug eventually sold it as a dump for local industry 
in what was one of the biggest land deals in Detroit history. Bought by Detroit Iron Works 
at the turn of the century, it is now owned by United States Steel and is one of the only 
active coke producers in the US, and is one of a few working steel plants left in the Detroit 
area, making it an invaluable resource in an economically devastated area. In its current 
iteration, Zug has become a heavily regulated space; the public is not allowed to set foot on 
or take photos of the island. Because very few Windsor residents have ever been to Zug, it 
has become a site for local myth making and its inaccessibility makes it loom large on the 
horizon as a mysterious, ominous, and foreign space. 
As rumours swirl around the smokestacks of Zug Island, another difficulty faced by those 
claiming to be sensitive to infrasonic frequencies is that, while there is a general agreement 
that infrasound has deleterious effects on the body, infrasound is shot through with reso-
nances of suspicion and conspiracy theories. Importantly, the term conspiracy is not neces-
sarily negative in relation to a theory or an individual but instead, denotes a marginal figure 
or concept. Conspiracy theories evince a “desire to map an unmappable system,”14 and it is 
this desire that undergirds many of the causal claims sensitives make about their bodies and 
their environments. This desire functions as a productive force that moves sensitives and sci-
entists to distil and make perceptible causal connections between bodies and environments.
A figure that looms large in this landscape of rumour, conspiracy, and suspicion is Vladimir 
Gavreau, the Cold War-era cyberneticist, who worked at the Electroacoustic and Automa-
tion Laboratories of the Centre de la Recherche Scientifique in Paris in the 1960s, where he 
was developing mobile robots for use in battlefields.15 According to low-frequency sound 
lore, Gavreau inadvertently stumbled onto the potential of harnessing infrasound as a weap-
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on when his lab workers began reporting daily instances of nausea. He discovered that a 
badly installed ventilator fan was found to be emitting a low-frequency vibration. Gavreau 
believed it was the inaudible low-frequency noise that was making all of the lab workers 
sick. He immediately shifted his attentions from cybernetics to acoustics, and spent the 
remainder of his career attempting to unsuccessfully weaponize infrasound in the form of 
an infrasonic whistle (figure 3). It is also rumoured that he had to create an infrasonic shield 
to protect soldiers from harming themselves while using it. Despite its many failures, wea-
ponized infrasound nonetheless captured the Cold War imagination: rumours circulated 
that the French were developing a deadly acoustic weapon that could kill within a five-mile 
radius. There was something about a lethal, inaudible acoustic weapon that many, including 
Beat author William S. Burroughs and glam-rock icon David Bowie, found to be a captivat-
ing metaphor for state violence.16

In the end, weaponized infrasound never really took hold and Gavreau’s dream of a silent, 
long-range, murderous vibration dissipated. However, fears about infrasound still linger at 
the edges of our cultural imagination. We are thus reminded of the many inherent suspi-
cions17 accompanying any kind of sensitivity to an environmental trigger that is difficult 
or impossible to measure. Many sensitives are deemed to be mentally ill by the medical 
community.18 However, the perceived misattribution of causality for a sensitive’s somatic 
symptoms is not necessarily considered a psychosomatic illness. Instead, sensitives are of-
ten diagnosed with a general somatoform disorder, a catchall category to describe somatic 
symptoms that seem to have no cause. These are “objectively real” symptoms that are ab-
normally “present[ed] and interpret[ed]” by sufferers.19 Articulated differently, a sensitive’s 
sleepless nights might be considered a “real” symptom, but her claim that they are caused by 
the nearby steel plant is “abnormal.” Sensitives are considered mentally ill unless they follow 
sanctioned avenues of causality. When a sensitive draws conclusions from her lived experi-
ence, an overabundance of these rogue suspicions becomes a symptom of mental illness. 
Conversely, staying attuned to an imperceptible politics shifts the focus away from veracity 
toward potentiality, and thus works to circumvent this rigid distinction between rationality 
and irrationality, sense and non-sense, or between truth and conspiracy, which marks envi-
ronmental illness. Instead of focusing on objects of knowledge that are severed from their 
conditions of possibility, the focus remains on objects-in-the-making and on the doing of 
causality, which shifts the focus onto how certain causalities become “abnormal,” and also 
the inverse, how causality is done “normally.” In the end, sensitives have the double-duty 
of being both healthy and sick: the sensitive must appear (mentally) healthy before she can 
officially become (physically) sick. Hence, those who claim to be able to sense infrasound 
are caught in a Batesonian double bind between two meanings of non-sense: as non-rational 
or non-scientific, and conversely, as beyond the perceptible.20

Because of these movements from illness into conspiracy, those who are sensitive to in-
frasound are becoming increasingly paranoid about being portrayed as paranoid, and are 

extremely suspicious of outsiders. For example, Adam Makarenko, a Toronto filmmaker 
making a documentary about infrasound in Windsor, had to promise that he would not 
mention any connection to conspiracies before sensitives would speak to him. They were 
worried he would undermine their attempts to be taken seriously by the medical commu-
nity. The filmmakers described the sensitives in Windsor as keenly aware of the need to sep-
arate themselves from other Hum groups, whom they consider environmental conspiracy 
theorists. The Windsor-Essex Hum Facebook Group, an online space for those sensitive to 
infrasound in Windsor, moderates its comments closely and any comments linking infra-
sound to popular conspiracy theories such as UFOs or the most common explanation, the 
High Frequency Active Auroral Research Program funded in part by the Defense Advanced 
Research Projects Agency (DARPA), are quickly deleted.21 Nonetheless, the filmmaker him-
self has developed a complicated cosmology involving secret military bases to describe the 
phenomenon.
Also, like infrasonic sensitivity, suspicion is an affective state: one feels suspicious, often 
without being able to pinpoint an actual object of suspicion. And, again like impercep-
tible toxicity, suspicions do not need to be rational or have concrete causes; they are of-
ten shadowy and unclear. Suspicions are unsettled, potential causalities. Sensitives are thus 
constantly “working” to transform this multidirectional, suspicious tangle into intelligible, 
linear, easily representable, settled causalities.22 In the process, certain bodies, places, and 
things become suspicious. To avoid becoming a suspicious, marginalized figure—the con-
spiracy theorist, the mentally ill—sensitives need to firmly attach suspicion to objects in the 

3

3 Dr. Vladimir Gavreau and his infrasonic whistle. While this image has been widely circulated in 
recent literature focusing on Gavreau’s work, its provenance can not be verified. The mystery surrounding 
this image mirrors the mystery and conspiracy that surrounds his work.
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environment, while avoiding having free-floating suspicions rub off on them. In mapping 
an unmappable system, sensitives mime the causal practices of scientists, while also working 
to become recognized as sick by the biomedical establishment. 
Thus, in a suspicious spirit, this imperceptible narrative does not offer any kind of resolu-
tion or attempt to debunk or uncover a hidden truth, or to prove a causal relation between 
Zug Island’s steel plants and Windsor’s Hum phenomenon. Instead, it is concerned with 
teasing out the various causal threads that animate the scientific controversy surrounding 
an imperceptible environmental illness. Moreover, by moving from a causal towards an 
imperceptible politics, the emphasis shifts away from the veracity of illness claims to their 
conditions of possibility and impossibility, while simultaneously tracing how “suspicion” 
and “causality” are deployed. In doing so, multiple relations between bodies and the envi-
ronment emerge in the form of Hums, Native American burial grounds, sleepless nights, 
infrasonic whistles, coal and steel production, pollution, and cross-border politics.
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noiSe, lAngUAge, 
And PUbliC ProTeST: 
The CaCeRolazos in 
bUenoS AireS
leandro Minuchin

The incapacity to name is a good symptom of disturbance.
Roland Barthes1

Mayo Avenue had turned into a Babylon of political expressions. The threatening and pul-
sating noise of cacerolazos (pot banging) had resurfaced. Seven years after they accompanied 
the fall of President De la Rua in 2001, they emerged in support of rural opposition to 
government tax measures. The cacerolazos, have become a consolidated means of civic ex-
pression, highlighting two complementary fissures that have since haunted the unfolding 
of Argentina’s representative system: firstly, the inability of oppositional forces and institu-
tional frameworks, to canalize and express demands of those who feel unaccounted for or 
wronged; and secondly, the cacerolazos represent the violation or trespassing of an imagi-
nary limit or border. They mark what is outside the boundaries of consensual politics. An 
instance when the status quo is no longer tenable. They rarely articulate a clear counterpro-
posal or hoist a political figure or party. The cacerolazos form part of a common repertoire 
of contention that, although crucial to understand the dynamics of urban civil unrest in 
Argentina at the turn of the century, has appeared in different historical periods and spread 
across latitudes. They emerged in Chile, during Allende’s presidency to protest against prod-
uct shortages, and in Spain to signal a strong opposition to the war in Iraq in 2003. They 
also served the opposition in Venezuela to stage, in 2010, what they referred to in different 
social networks, as a global act against Chávez, and more recently in 2013, in Turkey when 
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they confronted the anti-secular urban transformations planned for Istanbul. Regardless of 
the occasion, the presence of the cacerolazos point to a structural disagreement: an absolute 
opposition that cannot be contained within political discourse. 
The Haussmann-inspired artery, which stood as a physical manifestation of the federal and 
aristocratic imaginations proliferating in Buenos Aires in the late nineteenth century, was 
now the terrain where positions regarding the controversial decree that sought to increase 
the tax levy on soya exports, were being uttered and paraded. In June 2008, the historic 
Mayo square had become an open theatre, where at night, opposing collectives would as-
semble seeking to assert their rights and wrongs. While roadblocks and lockouts threatened 
to disturb the circulation of goods, and the rattle of pots and pans conquered the nocturnal 
soundscapes of central corners in Buenos Aires, neighbours, party militants, and activists 
sought to make sense of the fractures and disruptions introduced by the decree. 
Disused categories like “oligarchy,” “destabilization,” “federalism,” and “surplus,” were de-
bated in open spaces, resurfacing in what Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe refer to as 
“discursive nodal points.”2 For those supporting the measure and the government, the cat-
egories helped to associate rural production, with vested interests and the conservative po-
litical imaginations that governed political discourse in Argentina from the 1930s onwards. 
For those on the farmers’ side, the decree was portrayed as anti-national and a threat to 
traditional livelihoods. The measure also galvanized dispersed anti-government sentiments 
on the left, which found value in the decree’s attempt to address the issue of extraordinary 
rent, but refuted the authoritarian and anti-federal tactics they thought were propelling the 
decision. 
The cacophony of noise and voices that populated streets and screens signalled the dis-
solution and breakage of established categories and institutionalized spatial distributions: 
farmers were no longer just farmers roaming on the pampas plains, the function of streets 
and squares was subverted, and goods were no longer strictly associated with consumption 
but with the spread of a nationwide tactic of disturbance that expanded the repertoire for 
political contention. If the urban chaos in 2001 prompted the demise of the Alianza Gov-
ernment and President De la Rua’s administration, the dismantling of a matrix of accumula-
tion,3 and with it, the instantiation of a new cycle of Peronist political hegemony, the 2008 
conflict was governed by struggles of redistribution, a fragmented opposition, and marginal 
reconfigurations within the Peronist factions.4 However, despite differences in intensity and 
scale—and sidelining the analysis of the role played by the Peronist party in each of these 
crises—the rural struggles marked the consolidation of patterns and rituals of collective ac-
tion that positioned noise as a constitutive means of political expression.
The rattle of pots and pans in 2001, served as a practice to articulate a wide, unnamed, 
and ephemeral multitude—through what Ana Dinerstein referred to as a moment of fu-
sion5—who temporarily disentangled established dichotomies, or antagonic social sectors, 
in Argentinean politics: agitated savers, proud of their anti-political positions, found then 

1 Two women bang sauce-
pans during a demonstration 
against Argentine president 
Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner, 

and in support of the farmers, 
on March 25, 2008 in 9 de 
Julio avenue in Buenos Aires.  
 

Photo: Juan Mabromata.   
Courtesy of Getty Images / 
AFP.

in the protests a shared and common means of expression with the unemployed, non-insti-
tutionalized grassroots organizations and opposing political forces. The cacerolazos framed 
and delimited a paradoxical moment in political dynamics: at the same time that they fos-
tered a heterogeneous assemblage of voices with enough momentum to disrupt institutional 
politics, this ensemble of dispersed interests articulated no specific demand other than a call 
for a complete removal of the political class. The cacophonic sound of the cacerolazos was 
mirrored by the equally undetermined proclamation, “que se vayan todos!” (Everyone out!). 
When the cacerolazos resurfaced in 2008, instead of signalling the consolidation of a multi-
class, cross-party conglomeration, they were reappropriated by civic and political forces op-
posing tax revisions. During the rural crisis, the sound of the cacerolazos were reconfigured 
as a means of articulating a more discernible, anti-government sentiment, mainly supported 
by urban and rural middle classes. However, despite being linked to different political pro-
cesses and collectives, the cacerolazos developed into a standout instrument within the con-
temporary Argentine repertoire for political contention, serving specifically to amplify the 
claims of dispersed collectives outside established institutional channels, and to expose the 
limits of party politics when it came to channelling demands.  
Echoing the scenes produced during the popular unrest in December 2001, the rural crisis 
of 2008 triggered a sudden interruption of the stable articulations between language and 
space. When the tension shifted to Parliament, it was apparent the institutional language of 
politics no longer contained the voice of multitudes that had taken to the streets to engage 
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in an accelerated production of noise, sound bites, and fragmented political declarations 
not yet crystalized into stable and coherent political narratives. A renewed configuration of 
urban spaces, the subversion of existing structures, and the assembly of flexible architectures 
accompanied the rapid formation of political expressions and factions. Streets, squares, and 
tents staged the transition from an undiscerned cacophony to uncomfortable antagonisms 
that have since divided Argentinean public opinion.  
Political theorists have regularly returned to the apparent mutual codependency of language 
and space. In Leviathan, Thomas Hobbes describes how in the apolitical state of nature, 
where violence reigns and there is no form of justice, human language and productive 
spaces are impossible.6 For Hobbes, the capacity to develop and secure the material and 
spatial conditions for industry and production relied on the possibility of instituting the 
legal language of a sovereign power: one that would overcome the dissociated grunts mut-
tered by unprotected individuals and replace them by the codified and rational structure 
of the law. The passage from the state of nature to a civil state is also a passage from noise 
to language. For Hobbes, it is only through the consolidation of a political sphere and the 
legitimacy of a single sovereign figure that the conditions for ensuring the regularities and 
permanence of speech and space become tenable. In Leviathan, where there is noise and no 
regular or pre-assigned functions to space, there is no possibility for politics. This is also true 
for Hannah Arendt: in The Human Condition, the flow and circulation of words are only 
possible in a political sphere.7 The boundaries of the agora frame and dictate the possibili-
ties for political action, and the latter relies, exclusively, on the ability to use language as a 
means of invention and creation. There is no political space for the barbarians, who do not 
speak the civic language. As in Hobbes, noise, disruption, and unsettled spatialities negate 
the possibilities of politics. 
In contrast, more recent propositions have sought to address the instability of language and 
recuperate the instance of disruption as a fundamental moment of politics. In the work of 
Jacques Rancière, politics is framed around a double process of interruption: first, politics 
requires an instance of subversion when the established alignments between words and 
meanings are broken and a new political vocabulary is invented;8 second, prompted by this 
reconquering of a vocabulary by those who were excluded from the political count, politics 
fosters a renewed distribution and assignation of places and spatialities. For Rancière, the 
moment of politics relies on the emergence of new names, and these are often instigated 
by a new spatial configuration: new organizations, new uses for existing spatial structures 
or the radical appearance of novel architectural typologies accompany the crafting of new 
socio-political arrangements. What Rancière does not explore, however, is the process of 
transition; the mechanisms that foster and create the possibilities for a new distribution of 
bodies, things, and words in space.  
The events in Buenos Aires illuminate the moments and procedures occurring prior to 
Rancière’s political event, and highlight how flexible spatial structures participate in the flu-

idity and shaping of political discourse. They reveal a set of sequences when noise, discursive 
fragments, and opposing positions rely on adaptable structures and existing surfaces to ex-
periment and test the suitability of words, associations, actions, and disturbances. In Con-
gress Square, weeks before the crucial vote on the resolution that would eventually prevent 
the actualization of tax increases for agricultural products, opposing groups set up tents, 
tables, and inflatable figures to disseminate their views: loyal activists, students, farmers, and 
grassroots organizations transformed their occupied parcels into adaptable structures where 
lectures were delivered and petitions were signed. The setting was arranged to promote and 
instigate discussions. The farmers from Oliva, a small town from the Province of Córdoba, 
shared their hardships in a tent decorated with letters in support of “rural Argentina,” while 
the militant group La Cámpora, organized seminars in an impromptu classroom, with in-
tellectuals who supported the government’s policy. The square was transformed into a sin-
gular language machine, assembled to accelerate the circulation of words and statements, 
creating a sphere where the becoming of future political antagonisms was taking shape. In 
the square, abstract notions—such as “national capitalism,” “individual property,” or “fiscal 
responsibility of the state”—were actualized through personal stories or experiences.9  
Discarded words, adapted meanings, and the fluidity of imaginaries are formed from a ca-
cophony projected out of transient material support. The tensions between sound and space 
prompt a political temporality that has often been ignored; a sequence of events that situ-
ates, in an uninterrupted line, passages and transitions that allow for noise and cacophony 
to ignite a political process and obtain the consistency of an alternative political language. 
By including sources other than consolidated discursive formations, urban studies now have 
the possibility of developing methodological tools capable of investigating the forms of 
codependency that entangle language and spatial structures in the articulation of novel po-
litical antagonisms. This distinctive socio-spatial dynamic demands a form of ethnography 
attentive to the way fleeting material supports facilitate the transformation of disaggregated 
chants and unstable vocabularies, into consolidated fragments of political iterations. By 
rescuing and exploring the soundscapes that escape the margins of institutional politics, we 
can illuminate the way noise and materiality serve to frame and facilitate the unfolding of 
political events. 
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genTrifiCATion: The 
SilenCe of wArSAw’S 
SoniC wArfAre 
Joanna Kusiak

… Mangon, with his auditory super-sensitivity, was greatly in demand for his ability to 
sweep selectively, draining from the walls of the Oratory all extraneous and discordant 
noises—coughing, crying, the clatter of coins and mumble of prayer—leaving behind the 
chorales and liturgical chants which enhanced their devotional overtones.
J. G. Ballard, “The Sound-Sweep”1

Sound, even as it slips away, remains present. In one of his short stories, J. G. Ballard depicts 
an alternative urban reality in which a sonic vibration does not vanish after appearing but 
persists by becoming embedded in the architecture. Not only do walls have ears; they also 
have memory. Yet as few sonic experiences are worth listening to eternally, Ballard’s vision 
includes a new category of municipal service worker. Equipped with powerful sonovacs, 
these sound-sweeps vacuum clean the urban fabric, in accordance with the norms of what 
is and is not considered a worthy sound. As with many other urban services, access to the 
most efficient sound-sweeping is privatized, so only affluent citizens can ensure that their 
reality is selectively silent, thereby treating themselves to local acoustic delights and avoiding 
urban clatter.
Alas, there were no sonovacs to clean up the acoustic mess when the conflict over night-time 
noise—which had been increasing in Warsaw for a decade—escalated into real sonic warfare 
in the spring of 2013. As in Ballard’s tale, the story is one about the privilege of sonorous 
(de)selection. Yet, the stakes concern the sound-making people and venues themselves, not 
just the sound vibrations that were to be removed. In Warsaw’s gradually gentrifying dis-
trict of Powiśle, a group of inhabitants from the luxurious gated condos overlooking the 

Vistula, took a stand against the noise issuing from the cafés and bars that the municipality 
of Warsaw had permitted to line the riverbank. Among them was the wife of a renowned 
architect who commissioned a noise measurement, and then sued the municipality of War-
saw for leasing the riverbank area—situated directly in front of the luxury condos—to a 
concert venue. This case sheds new light on the class lineaments of the noise struggle. First, 
it challenges the common perception that the chief actors in the disabling of urban nightlife 
are “grumbling elderly residents” of relatively low income and education. In fact, Powiśle, 
prior to its creeping gentrification, was a working-class district, and when it hosted several 
alternative music clubs in its former barracks during the 1990s and 2000s, the local tenants 
scarcely made any fuss. Second, the plaintiff’s plea for “equal rules and rights” to be ap-
plied to “all inhabitants of the district” was dubious at best. Famous for many commercial 
buildings, her and her husband’s architectural office is also infamous for two major invest-
ments epitomizing urban inequality in Warsaw: an enormous gated community “Marina 
Mokotów,” for which over twenty hectares of public space was excised relatively close to the 
city centre; and a luxurious department store called “Vitkac,” whose huge, plain black gran-
ite wall has, despite long protests, completely blocked access to light for tenants from the 
neighbouring apartment block.2 The obviously anti-egalitarian background of the wealthy 
noise-busters met with virulent responses from the Warsaw cultural scene, including a local 
newspaper, the Gazeta Stołeczna. Siding with the bars, the paper started a belligerent pro-
noise campaign with the slogan “Warszawa—tu się hie śpi” (There ain’t no sleeping in War-
saw), which has included hiring a group of instrumentalists to play classical music in public 
venues, pointedly just after official quiet hours. As the conflict escalated, the “culturalists” 
accused the wealthy tenants of gentrification, of privatizing space, and of thwarting Warsaw 
from becoming a “normal” modern metropolis with a vibrant nightlife. On the other side, 
the “new rich” have denied the cultural relevance of what they refer to as “selling beer and 
vodka,” and denounced local café-bars as “out-and-out businesses,” and their frequenters as 
“crowds of drunk, unruly kids.”3 
Although conflicts between night-time economies and tired inhabitants are natural for any 
big city, in the case of Warsaw something more complex is at stake. In line with Steve Good-
man’s definition of “sonic warfare,” some features of Warsaw’s (still ongoing) sound struggle 
reveal a lot about how sound and silence have been historically used as forces of political 
class struggle in Poland, simultaneously offering insights into the “economy of attention” in 
contemporary capitalism.4

First, compared with most other European capitals, Warsaw remains a particularly quiet 
city, such that the level of aggression surrounding the noise struggle has shocked outsiders. 
Second, few serious attempts have been made even to alleviate the problem through techni-
cal measures. Instead, the whole discussion quickly transmogrified into a perversely inverted 
dispute over the right to the city, in which both groups have been trying to denigrate and 
symbolically exclude each other from the city centre, with each suggesting that the other 
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move out to the suburbs—either to make noise safely or to enjoy the silence. Last but not 
least, very little attention had been paid to the fact that the discussion has taken place be-
tween two groups that are merely two different types of gentrifiers. In the Warsaw suburb of 
Powiśle, unlike the typical scenario for a Western city, both gentrification pioneers (students 
and hipsters) and gentrification followers (the middle-class nouveau riche) arrived together, 
while the majority of its original residents have remained silent.
Of these points, the coexistence of pioneers and followers of the gentrification process is the 
easiest to explain. Under socialism, Warsaw’s development was spread out, included many 
green spaces, and apartments were allocated according to a principle of social heterogene-
ity. In the 1990s, residential units were sold to individual tenants rather than to big-scale 
landlords, making it extremely difficult to fully gentrify any district. Instead, developers 
went about aggressively gentrifying smaller areas (even single blocks), turning unfilled ur-
ban spaces into gated communities. Gentrification in Warsaw has mostly proceeded not 
according to the principle of the “urban frontier,”5 taking street after street, but instead 
(to build on Neil Smith’s military metaphor) according to that of artillery shelling, where 
expensive condos have landed amidst a still very mixed urban structure.6 An alcoholic, a 
student, an old lady, a corporate lawyer, and a family may all live within a couple of blocks 
of each other. Even if the developers have installed gates and cameras to separate the rich, 
noise has turned out to be magnificently egalitarian, penetrating all fences.
Yet to understand the aggression and doggedness characterizing Warsaw’s noise conflict, 
its class inflection must be further explored, and traced back to Poland’s various phases of 
urbanization. In fact, aversion to noise, and in particular to the sound of people loitering 
in public space, was already a key element of the revanchist anti-urbanism of the Polish 
gentry (szlachta) at a time when it was beginning to lose power and wealth. Although Pol-
ish literature abounds with descriptions of the blaring drinking reveries of feudal lords, the 
sound of their erstwhile serfs boozing in the city was for this group too literal a reminder of 
their own demise. Having stitched up feudalism until the nineteenth century, the landed 
gentry had profited both from free peasant labour and from obliging serfs to buy alcohol 
from them. When Poland’s partitioning led, paradoxically, to the liberation of the peasants 
and to their increased migration to the cities, it triggered a manorial nostalgia for lost power 
that still lingers in Polish national culture. In this way, the overtones of anti-urbanism so 
typical of European Romanticism were further amplified by the gentry’s class resentment. In 
a telling verse entitled “Memory of a Village,” Cyprian K. Norwid, one of Poland’s national 
poets, declares that he hates the city with its “yelling, raucous urban gatherings and glare of 
lights,” and compares the metropolis to the “gilded edge of a precipice.” The noise that the 
new urbanites made while enacting their freedoms in the city thus became proof of their 
barbarism.
In the West, analogical class/noise distinctions were naturally also made, as its upper classes 
were similarly unwilling to accept the changes that industrialization had made to the social 

structure and to social norms. As a founder of the Antilärm Verein (Anti-Noise Society), 
German philosopher Theodor Lessing claimed noise to be a sign of the vulgarization of life 
in the “raucous hells of the big cities,” and that “a refined and educated man will always 
stand out by his silence and his hostility against a noisy lifestyle lacking discipline.”7 The 
historian Peter Payer underscores the fact that, despite heavy industrialization, hardly any 
complaints were registered about the noise of the factories:

It was clearly the acoustic expression of the lower classes—their crying and shouting, their 
uncouth behavior, or even their unsophisticated way they played piano—that especially met 
with disapproval.8

Although the class background of anti-noise campaigns was initially similar in both West-
ern and Eastern Europe, differences emerged both in the context and the results of this 
struggle. The nineteenth-century industrialization of Warsaw, limited under Russian rule 
for political reasons, could not match the tempo and cosmopolitan scope of the industrial 
revolution experienced by cities such as Paris or Vienna. Thus, where Lessing with his anti-
noise campaign was quickly dismissed in the latter city as an “arrogant and hypernervous 
intellectual,” “unable to adapt to modern life,”9 the multiplication of written and unwritten 
rules on public conduct in Poland consolidated into what historian Błażej Brzostek calls the 
public’s “solemnity,” which placed constraints on popular experiences of urbanity.10 Indeed, 
this solemnity continued long after Poland regained independence. In a new master plan 
for a “functionalist Warsaw,” the city was pictured as a modernist metropolis of up to five 
million inhabitants—a cosmopolitan node right in the centre of Europe. And yet, although 
streets were widened and buildings erected, a Croatian visitor who spent several years in 
Warsaw during the 1930s, had good reason to note in his diary:

Here you don’t sing or whistle on the street, people don’t talk on the tram … no one laughs, 
no one shouts in this city … no one is pleased or rejoices, no one smiles; even the hookers walk 
down the streets as grave as matrons.11

Absent from the streets, it would be wrong to assume that playful, clamorous urbanity com-
pletely disappeared from the city. Instead, workers, craftsmen, and Jewish traders lived out 
their sociability more exuberantly in community enclaves. Daytime bazaars-cum-suburban-
dive-bars at night saw the emergence among the lower classes of a noisy, vernacular met-
ropolitanism of interwar Warsaw. Meanwhile, the urban intelligentsia began transgressing 
the rules of public conduct and jeered at bourgeois sanctimony in cafés, where behaviour 
considered “crude” on the street gained the status of an artistic provocation.12 Missing from 
this (resounding) picture, yet guarding discipline on the streets, was the middle class. In Po-
land, it emerged much later than the urban bourgeoisie in Western Europe and, in an only 
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semi-industrialized society, its members had to work their way up more arduously while 
simultaneously enduring the vitriol of the revanchist gentry. Hence, the urban middle class 
in Poland has been literally born out of the spirit of solemnity. Reproducing the revanchism 
of the gentry and combining it with the uptightness of an arriviste, the core of the emerging 
urban society in Poland was paradoxically anti-urban in terms of habitus and culture. “Hor-
rifying dwellers” (straszni mieszczanie) is how Julian Tuwim dubbed them, a poet known for 
his “loud,” onomatopoeic poems reproducing urban hubbub, at the time when the sonic 
warfare between “café intellectuals” and urban nouveau riche was first beginning. 
But shortly afterwards another war broke out, from which Warsaw emerged completely 
destroyed, with its population halved. Migration was essential for the rebuilding of the 
city, so Warsaw was inundated with thousands of peasant workers. Rising up out of its 
ruins, the city was loud and often brutal, as lifestyles and survival strategies clashed. Not 
only the remaining petit bourgeoisie, but also the new socialist state responded with moral 
panic, labelling all forms of raucous and unruly behaviour as “hooliganism.” After all, the 
goal was also to turn peasants into “proper” proletarians, guided by a collective ethics. If, as 
Boris Groys has claimed, “the Stalin era satisfied the fundamental avant-garde demand that 
art cease representing life and begin transforming it by means of a total aesthetico-political 
project,”13 the crafting of a “total artwork” of everyday life under socialism included rede-
signing the soundscape through, to use Schafer’s terminology, the controlling of keynote 
sounds.14 The urban planning of a socialist city included both the timing and the zoning of 
sound. Privileged sites for loud, collective expression were party rallies, May Day parades, or 
harvest festivals. The auditory life of an exemplary working-class hero would include neither 
listening to “imperialist” genres of music, nor engaging in bourgeois activities like hanging 
out in bars, cafés, or restaurants. To protect the sleep of “people of work,” several tenant 
committees fought to have bars situated in residential areas stripped of their liquor licences 
or closed down altogether.15 A few remaining and exceptionally lively café-bars served two 
main categories of client that—especially from the perspective of the state—strongly over-
lapped: intellectuals and notorious troublemakers.
A soundscape is always political, being “simultaneously a physical environment and a way of 
perceiving that sonic environment”16; not only is it a reality but also a constructed cultural 
interpretation of that reality. Moreover, it is the newness rather than the loudness of par-
ticular sounds that prompts citizens to act.17 As the numbers of bars and cafés quickly grew 
in Warsaw after 1989, what for Western visitors is still a rather quiet city, for many locals 
became a particularly loud one. It is no accident that the sonic warfare escalated in Warsaw 
just as the first post-socialist generation reached their twenties. Emerging from “party schol-
arships” (as the EU Erasmus programme is often described), these “drunk, unruly kids” for 
the first time gave critical mass to the attempt at sonic liberation, in which a newly empow-
ered urban culture tried to emancipate itself from the long anti-urban tradition of public 
solemnity. This emancipation has been the real agenda of the passionate letters in which 

local journalists and their readers have pleaded in favour of “city din on the crowded bou-
levards.”18 Paradoxically, their opponents from the gated community of Powiśle are indeed 
not (as they regularly claim) against urban culture as such. They moved to the Powiśle dis-
trict precisely because it was gentrifying, after two attractive public buildings—The Univer-
sity of Warsaw Library and the Copernicus Science Centre—were situated there, attracting 
a student crowd. However, as the upshot of Poland’s economic shock therapy in the 1990s 
is strong societal polarization (disparities within urban areas are the widest across the metro-
regions of the OECD),19 the wealthy residents of the gated communities felt entitled to in-
terrupt any sounds they chose. Indeed, “sound imperialism”20 has always belonged to the set 
of privileges enjoyed by the ruling classes in Poland. The arbitrariness of sonic (de)selection 
was once more confirmed by the Warsaw Municipality during the UEFA Euro 2012 Soccer 
Championship in Poland. Municipal police had raided bars in Powiśle for months before it 
started and resumed this practice a few days after it ended, but not once did they do so dur-
ing the event itself. After all, the vibrant cafés and bars of this district featured prominently 
in guides recommending spots for tourists visiting Warsaw for the Championship.
One thing remains unresolved: why has this discussion hitherto transpired only between 
the gentrifiers themselves, while the solemn majority of Warsaw has kept silent? In Ballard’s 
story, Magnon, the mute sound-sweep with auditory super-sensitivity, performs a trick on 
the garrulous diva Madame Gioconda: driving with her in a sound truck, he activates the 
sonovac inside the cabin to full power, sucking up every word she utters, so that reality is 
suspended for a moment, and she appears just as mute as Magnon himself. But in a world 
without sonovacs, rendering people mute requires other sorts of tricks—those performed 
by class structures.
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Therefore i AM 
Tripta Chandola

Hear this: clanking of utensils; water filling plastic bottles; tender bottoms being slapped; 
grown-up cheeks struck; raucous laughter in the corners; coins being sorted; technologies of 
communication, communicating—phones, televisions and amplifiers, creating, collapsing 
and distancing words and lives; sellers of wares, necessary, unrequired, and varied, dangling 
their goods through the prowess of their throats; children otherwise told to “shut up” in the 
classrooms frolicking about imitating the tongues elders speak—I will fuck your sister, you 
are a cunt; the elders making claims to the fucking—of mothers, sisters, daughters—with 
more intent and lost innocence; aazaan on the loudspeaker from the mosque in the corner 
defining the day for many; the same loudspeaker announcing the find of a young Hindu 
boy, who if not claimed timely enough will be converted; the precious touch of the hand 
to the bells in the temples nearby, ting-tong, tong-tong, tinging; the hum of the city pass-
ing by; the vehicular conversations, honkingly undertaken; confidences of the most deli-
cate sorts shared across corridors, lanes, and lives; songs of yearning penetrating through; a 
young girl on the roof remembering the cities she is forbidden to visit; an old man spinning 
yarn of the lives he has not lived to everyone in general and no one in particular.
This is but a brief listening into of a dying afternoon from a corner of the three slum 
settlements—camps—often collectively recognized as slums of Govindpuri, a nearby lower-
middle class residential area in South West Delhi. This is a listening of the inside (and its 
outside) from the inside of Govindpuri by an outsider; however, there are those who remain 
on its outside refusing to even acknowledge an inside (and thus an outside of the inside). 
From where they are, what they hear of Govindpuri is all but noise. In this reckoning, 
sounds in Govindpuri have no intent or imagination; they emerge out of nowhere, conflate 
and contradict with other sounds sharing the same predicament, to disappear into another 
nowhere-ness. To these outside ears, the noisiness of Govindpuri has only the singular and 
absolute purpose to invade and disrupt their deserved silences. 

That the heard noisiness of Govindpuri from the outside—namely, the middle-class resi-
dents—is not a matter of decibel levels, but is a “particular trope of experiencing sounds 
is significant in defining a ‘sense of the self,’ which is effectively employed to create social, 
moral, and political exclusion.”1 In the liberties with listenings I evoke here, the politics of 
production, performance, and articulation of “noise” as a specific instance of sonic engage-
ment to highlight the broader processes of othering in the city as a sonic premise to further 
complicate the reckoning of noise—politically and philosophically—in itself. In that, the 
listening attempted here aims to rehabilitate noise within the sonic triad of “noise-sound-
silence,” wherein sonicity linearly moves from a state of chaos, through certain validations 
to an absolute state of calm. I will tease out these negotiations by attempting the biography 
of a sound—wailing—in the immediate context of Govindpuri, and then extrapolate it 
onto the broader materiality of the sonic capacities available to Others in the city.
Slums are marginalized spaces in the materiality of a city. And in a city like Delhi, with its 
hyperbolic transformative agendas to become a “world-class, clean, and green city,” these 
spaces, more than ever, represent the perversity of a past desired to be conveniently lost: pov-
erty, violence, unstructured growth, “over-population,” dirt, filth, and noise.2 Acutely aware 
of the particular predicament of the sustained, strategic, and everyday violence of marginal-
ization that the slums and its residents encounter, the space, its sociality, and cultural poli-
tics have their own modalities to internalize this violence; and in that process deliberately 
define the boundaries of their own margins and locate their own Others. One section of 
society in Govindpuri on which this violence of othering and marginalization is inscribed is 
its women. Gender, however, is not the sole category of othering, and its associative social, 
cultural, and political disenfranchisements. The considerations of caste, class, communal 
 affiliation, and political loyalties are equally determinant in these  processes; however, for the 
sake of the listenings proposed here, it will be the voices—or lack thereof—of the women in 
Govindpuri that will form the focus of our attention.
The brief listening of a dying afternoon in Govindpuri is suggestive of the density and 
intensity of it soundscapes. It is indeed thick. To be heard here—literally, metaphorically, 
and politically—necessitates employment of effective sonic, technological, and social inter-
ventions. Given the space of Govindpuri is highly gendered, the women are denied these 
techniques of being heard, and thus their entry and assertion into its soundscapes often 
remain, at best, muted. To then extend masculinity to Govindpuri’s soundscape as an over-
arching characteristic is not an attempt at simplification of its listenings, but an invitation 
to hear into it from a gender-specific trope. One sound—more accurately an instance of 
sonic performance by women in Govindpuri—however, has the potential to disrupt the 
intersecting sonic, spatial, and gendered masculine hierarchies, however temporarily: it is 
that of a wailing woman. 
An emaciated, sickly woman is sought, and quickly found. It is an early, cold, January 
morning in 2012. The Municipal Corporation of Delhi elections are a few weeks away. I 
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am accompanying, listening to, and interviewing a group of women mobilized from the 
three camps in support of a local candidate contesting the elections. On the said day, there 
is a scheduled rally in support of the candidate. The atmosphere in the room where the 
women congregate is tense, only easing when the required—emaciated, sickly—woman is 
identified. Preparations are in order—often hasty, tense, and leading to heated exchanges. 
I am told these are for the rally due in a few hours, but the specifics of the plan are not 
discussed and there is no room for interrogation of that sort. The emaciated, sickly woman 
is the hero of the moment; deliberations about her attire, where to get the desired at such a 
short notice, and assuring, and hushed consultations with her are taking place in a corner. I 
continue to listen. Eventually we set out. 
The stage for this setting is an intersection leading from the camps to the main road. The 
intent by now is obvious; the group of women intends to block this intersection so that the 
visit of the opposing candidate into the camps can be stalled. The execution of the intent—
the plan, now in motion—is not without its ingenuity and strategic planning. The emaci-
ated, sickly woman, dressed in white, is laid down in the middle of the road on a bamboo 
plaque usually reserved to carry the dead to the cremation ground. She is covered with a 
white sheet with her face partially covered. It is evident by now that the role assigned to the 
emaciated, sickly woman in this planning is to play dead. And she does it quite convincing-
ly. The women congregate around her in semi-circle, completely blocking the intersection. 
The imminent arrival of the opposing candidate is anticipated, and the women surrounding 
the un-dead dead woman start wailing in a collective, synchronized, and sincere manner. 
It is not a cry, it is not a shriek, it is simply a “prolonged high-pitched cry of pain, grief, or 
anger”; it is indeed an inarticulate “high-pitched sound.” And, this sonic intervention has 
its desired effect. The candidate from the opposing party, and his cohorts, try to circumvent 
this sonic blockade, so to speak: they try to initiate a conversation with the group of wailing 
women; they try to placate them; they extend promises of justice delivered—without really 
knowing what the act of criminality or the grievance is being mourned over. The women, 
however, refuse to relent, and continue with the wailing. The threat of seeking police inter-
vention to remove this sonic blockade was unimaginable: an assault on a group of wailing 
women, apparently mourning the death of one of them, would have ruined any moral 
respectability for the concerned candidate in the community. 
Eventually, the opposing candidate leaves without holding the scheduled rally, and the 
women disperse as effectively as they had claimed the space, sonically. The undead finally 
awakens, walks alongside the others to the murmurs of applause and admiration, though 
not without a hint of envy. She—the emaciated, sickly woman—is after all the silent punc-
tum of the incisive and effective sonic intervention: wailing. 
If sound in its singular manifestation is to be reckoned as a particular and peculiar intersec-
tion of its spatiality and temporality in the site of its origin, then soundscapes are the simul-
taneity of these intersections. A spatial-temporal matrix can contain more than one sound, 

thus complicating not only the Cartesian notionalities of space and time, but also of the so-
nicities it contains. Thus, a sound is not just a moment of insular and individuated instance 
of utterance, but derives its momentum from the collusions with the multiplicities that 
abound these matrices: spatial, temporal, sonic, social, cultural, and political. A listener, not 
unlike a cartographer, traverses through these matrices to “make sense,” to hear, to map not 
by accompanying each sound (or in the case of a cartographer, venturing into every crevice) 
but by deliberately, unintentionally, and inadvertently leaving most un-listened into. And 
thus the ears, as appendages which can never be “closed,” become the libraries where these 
listening-intos are archived.3

But unlike a library, and an archive, with its robust physicality and Dewey-ian, almost clinical 
sensibilities, an “ear” remains a highly individuated, and thus an ambiguous site for the pro-
duction of knowledge. Lending anxiety to this ambiguity and identification of “listening(s)” 
as a knowledge base is not only the technical matter of ears that cannot be closed, but also 
sounds that cannot be contained. And thus the individuated hearings are not so much a 
matter of the ears themselves, but a more insidious and astute question of “but whose ears”? 
The strategic, systematic, and deliberate privileging of hearings of, and by, certain ears—
with political, social, cultural, and moral currencies—then assumes the role of listeners se-
lectively identifying sounds to situate within the sonic triad of “noise-sound-silence.” These 
listening(s) of course do not (and cannot) contain sounds permeating into ears and spaces; 
instead, they weave sounds together into a logic of those that are contaminated, the ones 
that are sanctioned, and others that are sanctified thus deliberating, and setting limits, to 
the permissible spatial-temporal-sonic intersections in a space, moment, and its memory. 
The ears that dare to hear otherwise, and the spaces where sounds—which disrupt the pre-
cariously listened-into spatial-temporal sonicity—abound are either silenced, deliberately 
un-listened into, or identified as sites of sonic contamination. 
It is within this schematic that the outside listening-into of Govindpuri is collapsed into a 
cacophony of contaminated sounds collectively identified as noise. This reckoning has im-
plications both in the real and rarefied imagination of the slums and its residents—the ears 
and the space: they exist in a perpetual state of chaos, lacking potential and imagination to 
move towards a validated, and eventually, a state of calm; the chaotic predicament is not 
conducive to conversations; thus they deserve un-listening and deliberate silencing; they are 
deemed unfit to participate into the listenings of and in the city; they are all but noise, a 
distraction; this chaos emerges not out of structural, social, and political marginalization of 
these ears and spaces, but from its inherent moral and ethical corruptibility; they are beyond 
redemption, and thus, not unlike an erring child punished to stand out of the classroom, 
they are denied recognition as citizens of the state. The slums and its residents therefore 
perpetually reside in the twilight zone of being un-citizens, loud-uncouth-noisy. 
But. However. Nevertheless: the city passes. Listen. The city passes. Lend your ears to the 
sound that refuses to die, dissolve, and indeed disrupts; let us then revisit the sound which 
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got us here in the first place: the women wailing an undead-dead, an existent non-existent. 
Wailing is a sound that, in its singular utterances, colonizes the spectrum of the “noise-
sound-silence” triad in its entirety, and thus its highly disruptive potentialities.4 Crying and 
shouting as distant cousins of this sonic performance are not without this disruptive poten-
tial, however, these acts inherently extend an invitation for a negotiation: either a complicity 
in the act, situation, or moment responded to by crying or shouting; or, a desire to seek 
redemption and retribution, and often even an acknowledgement of guilt and penance. 
Wailing is a non-negotiable sonic performance. Seemingly inarticulate in its “prolonged 
high-pitched cry of pain, grief, or anger” or just as a “high-pitched sound,” it is in fact 
unapologetic, resilient, and assured. In its so-heard incoherence, it carries the currency of 
being a contaminated sound, noise; in its effectiveness to demand attention of the ears, it 
is a validation of an emotion intensely felt, a sound; and, in its transcendental potential to 
silence by demanding complete hearing, it also manifests the calmness of silence. In that: 
wailing comes to haunt the hearings, it disrupts the spatial-temporal-sonic matrices, and 
in its sonic performance, its potency contains “noise-sound-silence” all at once. Women as 
systematically muted agents—historically, politically, and sonically—performing the wail-
ing further lends to the anxiety: if the silenced finally start speaking in tongues that cannot be 
contained and demand complete reverence, one only wonders at the wrathful gods they will evoke. 
The imagery of a group of women in Govindpuri wailing before the body of an undead-dead 
uncannily evokes the predicament of the slums in the city, here in the city of Delhi. Super-
imposing the masculine/feminine binary to the cartographic reality and imagination of the 
spaces in the city, slums most definitely embody the feminine, and the sustained, systematic, 
and everyday violence that it entails. Here, the intent of evoking the binary of masculine/
feminine to situate the real, imagined, and desired engagements between the slums and the 
city is to complicate these reckonings instead of reinforcing them.5 In their encounters with 
the “city” in different capacities—for example, as employees, voyeurs, and consumers—the 
men from the Govindpuri feel emasculated, especially in their interactions with middle-class 
women as employers and “objects of desire.” In these encounters, it is required of them to 
perform femininity, exaggerated by the silence they have to maintain. This silencing is insti-
tuted by the expectation of non-negotiable subservience in the case of former, and its almost-
negligible possibility of actualization in the latter. These displaced (never disrupted though) 
masculinities, however, are rehabilitated by its exaggerated, perverse hyperbolic performance 
within Govindpuri’s spatiality and sociality where their position, especially vis-à-vis women, 
is one of dominance. However this performance, with all its violence, does not dissipate 
uncontested, remaining an exclusive domain of the men. Women, both as individuals, and 
occasionally as a collective, challenge it, whilst others (who either by the virtue of their social 
position—mother-in-law, for instance—or by enjoying a certain political legitimacy) not 
only embrace and internalize its vocabulary but execute its violence on other women and 
“weaker” men. The identified feminine, not necessarily a biological entity contained within 

gendered qualifications, continues to be a site (both in its pathological situation of a space 
and a body) where the perverse desire to discipline, destabilize, and destroy can be melodra-
matically performed. The anticipation lending tension to the punctum moment accruing 
the masculine-feminine dramatics (in either its rendition of space or body) is not a resigned 
deliberation of the sustenance of the status quo, but the palpable dread of a conversation. 
The deliberate compulsion to collapse all and every sound of the slums in its hearing by 
the “dominant” ears—namely, the middle classes—as contaminated and relevant only in its 
noisy manifestation is merely an attempt to deny the potential of mutable sonicities. And 
thus to keep the slums suspended in perpetuity as un-heard, silenced, un-dead, and un-
existent in the circus that makes the city. However. Nevertheless: the un-heard do wail; the 
un-dead do not just cremate themselves into ashes; and the un-existent continue to move across 
the spatial-temporal-sonic matrices. In their wailing, they haunt.6 
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See Judith Butler, Gender Trouble (London: Routledge, 1999 [1990]) 
p. vii. This performance further displaces the male gaze (and hearing) 
which Žižek identifies as “… endeavors to counter the fundamental 
hystericity (lie, lack of a firm position of enunciation) of the feminine 
speech” by laying claims to the very vocabularies which are reckoned to 
render them incomprehensible, thus divesting the male gaze (and its 
hearings) of its autonomy. See Slavoj Žižek, Organs without Bodies: On 
Deleuze and Consequences (London: Routledge, 2012 [2004]).

5  The reactions in the Indian media and the middle-class rhetoric to 
the brutal Delhi Gang Rape case of 2012 are symptomatic of these 
negotiations. The fact that the perpetrators were residents of a slum 
settlement in the city distracted attention from the fundamental vio-
lence and brutality of the act of rape to the specific case being evoked 
as a particular pathology of slumming. The materiality of this space 
was identified by most commentators as a breeding ground for rape. It 
is overpopulated; the people uneducated, and by that stretch uncouth; 
people here do not experience sex as a “personal, emotional” act, but 
perform it publicly; men are drunk and women lack morals. And, of 
course, these spaces are swarm with those alien things: the migrants. 
The media was replete with such elaborations, with Sheila Dixit, the 
Chief Minister of Delhi then, even managing to push her decade- 
long agenda of restricting the entry of migrants in the city in the 
kitty. See also: http://www.abc.net.au/am/content/2013/s3683181.
htm; http://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/sep/07/gang-rape-
fear-anger-delhi-slums

6  The potential of wailing—as a particular sonic performance and as a 
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