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THE ACOUSTIC MEDIATION
OF VOICE, SELF, AND OTHERS

One. I am seated in the Walt Disney Concert Hall, in Los Angeles. On the
stage, Meredith Monk and Vocal Ensemble move around, singing lines. The
last phrases are sung as the performers slowly lie down, flat, on the floor. It
looks out of place —nothing more than several people deciding to lie down on
the Disney Hall stage. Nothing in my previous concert-going experience has
prepared me for how to approach or interpret this. I feel uncomfortable. The
vocal lines sound simple — that is, undeveloped. I feel as unprepared to make
sense of these sounds as I do to watch the unfolding scene. I wonder why I have
this profound feeling of inability to deal with this event. Having experienced
Songs of Ascension five times in two previous locations, why is the experience
of the piece in this location so radically different?

Two. I am at Union Station, again in Los Angeles. Through headphones I
hear Christopher Cerrone’s Invisible Cities, featuring an eleven-member orches-

tra and up to eight voices. While the music is performed live in the station, the

audience never inhabits, in person, an acoustic space in which all the voices

and instruments sound at once. When I am close to a singer who is singing,
I feel once removed from the performer, as I hear his or her voice with more
strength and presence from the headphone signal than from the acoustic
transmission. As I allow the carefully curated acoustics in the headphones to
‘ pull me into the piece’s sound-designed world, 1 feel distanced from the site.

Why does a site-specific piece makes me feel more disconnected from the live

singers than any other live performance I have experienced in the past?

Like chapter 1, this chapter deals with musical experiences that I wanted,
at first, to dismiss on an aesthetic basis, yet the conundrums they offered lay
beyond aesthetic preference. By trying to understand why what we recognize
as the same piece of music could have such different effects in different halls,
and by investigating the gap between the sense of presence in an acoustic per-
formance and a microphone-and-headphone-mediated rendition of a piece, I
learned more about what constitutes the figure of sound: I finally understood
that acoustics offers more to us than delivering optimal sound and optimizing
sound. I learned that acoustic and spatial specificity also take part in giving
form to the figure of sound. That is, the figure of sound is made up not only of
naturalized notions about pitch relations and a limited set of behaviors in lim-
ited material conditions (air). Our notion of the figure of sound is also bound
up with a naturalized acoustic identity (including parameters such as rever-
beration and clarity, which I will discuss further below), location, and distance
between the sound source and the listeners.

Acoustic mediation of sound and habituations to it are not limited to in-
forming and shaping our sense of music. Rather, they profoundly mediate our
experience of self and others. Acoustic mediation of sound profoundly influ-
ences the ways we assign meaning to self and others, and the ways in which
we conceive of our own and others’ positions and relationships. I wish to offer
tools with which to analyze the acoustic mediation of self and others—hence
contributing to understanding how the politics of difference is structured.! By
considering the listening choices the aforementioned two operas offer, this
chapter provides the second stepping-stone toward the book’s final questions:
IHow are ontologies and epistemologies of voices acoustically mediated? How
does the acoustic rendering of voices play into formations of subjectivity and
intersubjectivity? Moreover, how does that mediation influence, limit, and in-
vite certain experiences of other and self? To consider these questions, we will
first consider the ways in which the acoustic is normalized into the figure of
sound.

[n this chapter, then, I explicate the ways in which acoustics has been stan-
dardized in public concert and opera halls —to which the way notes were stan-
dardized according to the tempered scale might offer a loose parallel. I discuss
how the figure of sound, including its expected aspects of space and relation-
ships in spatial terms, is experientially reified through the building of spaces
and the development of other acoustic determinacies, intellectualized through
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concepts and vocabulary, and reconfirmed and ossified through experiences
guided by these ideas. While music—and sound, more generally —has always
been experienced in a variety of spatial-acoustic configurations, because of
the privileged status of the repertoire played in the symphony hall and the ele-
vated status of the concert-hall listening experience, it is the kinds of sound
and music that are played in that acoustic condition that formed the basis for
the listening, discourse, vocabulary, and concepts that we use to make sense
of music today. I show that by eschewing such notions, the aforementioned
productions of Songs of Ascension and Invisible Cities offer audience members a
choice of listening and relational stances. It is the existence of that choice that
[ wish to point to in this chapter.

“Berlin Stinks”

The history of concert-hall acoustics in itself is beyond the scope of this book.?

However, drawing on robust research from musicology, architecture, and ar-

chitectural acoustics, I offer a few key moments. I chose these moments to ex-

emplify how nonmusical, nonsonorous dimensions were key to the constraints

placed on the acoustic conditions of public concert venues; the formation of,

and consequent commitment to, an acoustic sensibility; and the formalization
of today’s acoustic norm. I also chose these moments to exemplify the con-
struction that led us toward a unified Western understanding of good acous-
tics. While I mainly discuss halls and acoustic conditions, it is important to
bear in mind that these experiential repetitions of music that is sounded —the
sound’s specific acoustic conditions—are inseparable from the ways in which
people and critics heard the music, and that the acoustic condition is insepa-
rable from what is otherwise experienced, articulated, and conceptualized
regarding the sound. Moreover, as sound is heard, impressions articulated,
and concepts formed, these concepts themselves direct further impressions of
music and limit our thinking about others.

The acoustic dimension of the figure of sound can begin simply as a prac-
tical question involving the optimal acoustic for a particular repertoire. Then,
through repetition, the experience and standard concepts used to describe
those acoustic phenomena and experiences burrow into our perceptual reper-
toire, and further language is formed around these experiences. In turn, these
linguistic, conceptual, and perceptual frames inform expectations and further
experiences —in short, they lay the groundwork for the acoustic dimension of
the figure of sound. (I will return to the specifics of the conventions related
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to the figure of sound’s acoustic dimension, a concept that will be developed
throughout this chapter.)

By the spatial-relational and acoustic dimension of the figure of sound, I
mean simply that the framework within which we imagine sound, and that
we subsequently fit around the sounds to which we are exposed in daily life, is
not limited to pitch and its duration (and/or to rhythm and meter). Included
in our practices of sound is an acoustic dimension —which may be simply de-
scribed as the length of the reverb and the sense of clarity (which I will discuss
at much greater length below). Unlike pitch and duration, however, the spatial-
relational and acoustic dimensions are noticed and called out only when they
are nonnormative. That is, when a sound is too close, dry, wet, or uneven or
exposes an unusual nonnormative feature — for example, a whispering arch—
we become conscious of it and can overlay it with a particular meaning. Again,
when a sound adheres to the normative spatial-relational and acoustic aspect
of the figure of sound, we do not notice it. What is the process by which select
sounds become naturalized?

The spatial-relational and acoustic dimensions of sound are naturalized
within distinct sonic, performative, and listening practices. The music I will
discuss in this chapter, and indeed in the entire book, is heard and conceptu-
alized within the framework of Western classical music. As such, the spatial-
r-elational and acoustic dimensions of this music’s figure of sound have been
formed partly through public concert practices. Historically, concert music
was performed outdoors or in existing enclosed venues such as churches, the-
aters, or palace rooms.* The York Buildings, the first public hall with the ex-
plicit purpose of housing performances of music, was erected in 1678 Lon-
don* While this hall could seat an audience of two hundred, the later Hanover
Square Rooms, where twelve concerts featuring Haydn in performance were
presented in 1791, accommodated goo. As the orchestra grew in size, and the
concert was transformed into a public format, demand arose for additional
halls sized to fit increased audience capacity.

The first dedicated concert halls were constructed in the eighteenth cen-
tury in Oxford, London, Hanover, and Leipzig. The sheer size necessary to hold
the growing audiences and the desire to also offer a view of the orchestra led to
seating plans and overall shapes that created “uneven acoustic results” (With
its horseshoe shape, the Royal Albert Hall in London is often mentioned as a
famous example of less than optimal acoustics.) At the beginning of the eigh-
teenth century, with the spread of concert music as entertainment throughout
the continent, concert halls were built in Berlin, Vienna, Stockholm, and else-
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spective to Monk’s work highlights the notion that a sound’s affect depends on
the spatial relationship between the sound, listening bodies, other sounds, and
the larger situational canvas on which these relationships take place.

Invisible Cities

Another production of an operatic piece that opened my senses to additional
aspects of the figure of sound took place five years after I first attended a per-
formance of Songs of Ascension.** Opening on October 19, 2013, this was a pro-
duction presented as “an invisible opera for wireless headphones.” I concen-
trate here on the production of the piece rather than on the content and music
of the opera, Invisible Cities (based on its namesake, Italo Calvino’s 1972 novel),
composed by Christopher Cerrone. The opera company The Industry and the
dance company the LA Dance Project, both located in Los Angeles, mounted
the production.

Founded in 2011, and with Invisible Cities marking its second major produc-
tion, The Industry has already made an impact on Los Angeles’s new music
and opera scene. Its dynamic director, Yuval Sharon, was formerly director of
vox: Showcasing American Composers, the New York Opera’s new opera pro-
gram, and he has directed or codirected traditional and new opera at venues
including the San Francisco and Los Angeles Operas.>* Thus far, The Industry’s

work has been marked by an intense engagement with issues related to the

continuing transformation of the Los Angeles region and Southern California
in general. Part incubator for emerging talents, part collaborator with estab-
lished artists, its productions are marked by experimentation and engagement
with emerging technologies, with the goal of breaking the bounds of the pro-
scenium.

During an interview with kCET, a Los Angeles television station that did
an hour-long documentary on the production of Invisible Cities, Sharon com-
mented that its concept resulted from a challenge by the sound designer
E. Martin Gimenez, who dared Sharon to consider “an opera for headphones.”>
Using microphones, sound design, and headphonews in the context of live opera
performance is not a casual technical decision. It is a philosophical and, some
would say, moral decision, as historically and fundamentally, opera owes its
very sonority and existence to a feat of acoustic virtuosity. Singers’ voices are
pitted against the sounds of the orchestra and challenged to rise above them
to reach the audience. All singers can rely on is their decades of training and
the acoustic condition of the house. In this context, the unamplified power of
singers’ voices is part of the fetish that defines the art form.*
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Sharon took on Gimenez’s challenge. To take the concept to its fullest,
Sharon realized, he wanted to set the opera in a public space, a situation that
would “blur” the line “between everyday life and art.’s6 On first blush, that
setting and mediation of the piece share characteristics with silent disco and
the Metropolitan Opera’s high-definition video transmission, Live in #p. As in
silent disco events, the audience would inhabit two spaces: the physical space
and the space provided by the sound emitted from the headphones.s” However,
unlike some silent disco gatherings in which people bring their own music and
the primary sharing takes place through listening and dancing together (to dif-
ferent music), the audiences of Invisible Cities shared not only the music, as in
the Metropolitan Opera’s high-definition video simulcast, but also a live per-
formed music, albeit primarily experienced via headphones.®

For Gimenez, whose original challenge to Sharon initiated the opera-for-
headphones endeavor, “sound design is as much a character as the music.”s°
Studying the libretto, Gimenez designs the sound to communicate the drama,
just as the director and lighting and costume designers do. To Gimenez, the
“sound design is going to be as much of a character in the piece as the text,
as the singers, as the dancers.” For the sound design for Invisible Cities, Gime-
nez was thinking in cinematic terms. He explains his thinking process about
the sound design for the opening: “Kublai Khan [is] alone in this Palace.” The
libretto begins: “There is a time of emptiness that comes over everything.”¢°
Taking on the challenge of conveying the character of “emptiness” in this
scene, Gimenez asked himself: “How can I create [the camera’s] close-up to a
very wide angle” in sonorous terms?®!

The solution was to render the voice “bone-dry for that first line. . . . And
then sonically, over the first line, over a minute,” Gimenez explains, “we kind
of sonically pan out, and this cathedral reverb slowly fades in and you kind of
realize ‘Oh, wait. He’s all alone in this vast space.’”®? Acknowledging that be-
cause traditional “opera is based on hearing things unamplified in a beautiful
room,” while Invisible Cities goes “to the extreme opposite,” Gimenez reflects
that, under his design, “each movement, each line kind of has a sonic character
[related] to that.” He asks rhetorically, “How do we achieve that sonic charac-
ter?” Answering his own question, he says: “Using ambient mics [sic]. Using a
lot of fake reverb within our console. That will help us to determine, drama-
turgically, the goal within each scene”” Using microphones and digitally deter-
mining the voices’ reverb and placement in space shifts the aesthetic premise
and value, traditionally bound up with singers’ ability to both ride the room’s
acoustic and train for years to gain the vocal power necessary to match an
orchestra and fill a space the size of an opera house. What you gain in a digi-
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tally controlled situation, in Gimenez’s opinion, is dynamic range in the lower
end (for example, the ability to communicate in a whisper) and the ability to
change the reverb and sound placement, and hence imbue these parameters
with meaning. As the production’s tagline quoting Calvino says, “It is not the
voice that commands the story: it is the ear”®® As I discuss below, with the
opera sound designed and delivered via headphones, the ear cannot detect
spatial specificity and, hence, cannot lead the audience to the opera’s actions.
Perhaps the ears referred to are Gimenez’s and Sharon’s, and their offering of
what they are hearing through production and design?

In response to these conceptual frames, the production is set in Los Ange-
les’s historic and iconic Union Station, which most people have seen as a back-
drop for such movies as Blade Runner, Pearl Harbor, The Hustler, and The Dark
Knight Rises.** It was therefore in these worlds — fantasies that, in Los Angeles
and around the world, are often given value and allowed substantial room in
people’s emotional lives — that the opera was set. Additionally, because Union
Station is nestled between downtown, Little Tokyo, and the Flower and Fash-
ion Districts and barely out of the shadow of the neighboring Los Angeles Cen-
tral Jail, multiple layers of the city are already invoked and activated for and by
audience members before and after their arrival.*®

My description of the 2013 production of Invisible Cities, which follows, is
based on my attendance at two performances (the first time with headphones
and the second without them), and on my engagements with performance
recordings and video documentation footage, interviews with the producers
from a television documentary about the opera, and press and media cover-
age. In general terms, the piece consisted of solos, duets, trios, and ensembles.
From my vantage points as an audience member, the activity moved from the
general position of the South Patio to the North Patio and then into different
locations in the main waiting hall and main entrance area (see figure 2.6).
Some performers also started singing in one of the Patios and then moved into
the building while singing. Voices that sounded together on the headphones
were not always singers singing physically together, and, for one person at-
tending only one performance, it was challenging to get an overview of all the
voices’ physical placement within the space.®®

Experiencing Sharon’s and Gimenez's Production of Invisible Cities

On the evening of the performance, audience members arrive at the station
like other commuters: by train, metro, car, bus, bike, or on foot. But after the
audience members make their way through the walkways that lead from park-
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FIGURE 2.6 * Map of Union Station, Los Angeles, California (drawing by April Lee).

ing garages and train tracks, or from one of the two main entrances, and reach
the main waiting hall, nothing looks or feels different from any other evening
at the station. The only minor change is that the historic ticket lobby, which
is normally closed to the public, is open for those with tickets to the perfor-
mance. Ticket holders pick up a set of headphones at the original ticket coun-
ters. While activity in this area of the complex is not part of the station’s daily
life, commuters are already familiar with the area’s popularity as a location for
special events and filming. Indeed, the performance that is about to start is
not noticeable.

As curtain time nears, ushers in everyday clothes, wearing small pins mark-
ing their affiliation with the event, direct audience members to the Harvey
House Restaurant, the iconic venue that has not been in general operation
since 1967 (see figure 2.7). On the restaurant’s main floor, cleared of tables,
the chamber orchestra is installed. People crowd around the edges and into the
restaurant booths along the walls. Sharon welcomes the audience and offers
basic instructions, mostly precautions regarding cohabitation with the station’s
regular occupants. The event starts when the orchestra begins the overture.”
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FIGURE 2.7 * The overture of Christopher Cerrone’s Invisible Cities played in the
Harvey House Restaurant, Union Station (photo courtesy of The Industry).

Audience members stay for a while, watching and listening to the orches-
tra, before leaving the space of their own accord. After exiting the restaurant,
where the orchestra was both heard and seen and the sound was fairly similar

with or without headphones, each audience member’s experience of the opera

takes a unique path. That is, for each audience member, the opera unfolds ac-

cording to his or her specific sonic, visual, and spatial experience. Accordingly,
I will now adopt a first-person narrative, reflecting one iteration of the opera as
it took place from a single perspective.

Leaving the Harvey House Restaurant, I am led directly into the enclosed
South Patio. I see some people with headphones forming clusters and mov-
ing around together, while others move alone. At first there is only orchestral
music coming from the headphones, with the vague hum and bustle of the
station pressing in, and sirens filtering in from a distance. As soon as I hear a
voice in the headphones, my inclination is to go and find its source. It is when
[ hear sounds that I do not see, when I cannot tell immediately even from
which general direction they come, that I begin to sense the gap between the

acoustic and sonic world surrounding me and the omnisonorous sound world

| offered through the headphones.®® Since the acoustic cues conveyed by the

H4 * CHAPTER 2

mixed music do not reflect the music’s placement in the physical space and
acoustic character of the station, I find myself relying on visual cues such as
gatherings of small crowds to seek out singers’ locations. I assume audiences
have gathered around the activity I hear.

The first performers I see are dancers in the South Patio, dancing in spot-
lights lighting up the garden (see figure 2.8). As everyone who was in the
Harvey House Restaurant during the overture has to move through this area,
it is so crowded that I move into the main waiting hall, heading from there
toward the areas that lead to the gates and tracks. Before I even make it to
those areas, two friendly people whose pins identify them as ushers emerge
to let me know that the performance space ends at the edge of the waiting
area. From that point until the finale, I move between the North Patio, the
main waiting hall, and the area near the main entrance (on the Alameda Street
side). In this way, audience members are subtly directed through and dispersed
throughout the space, drawn to particular areas by an activity or away from
others by ushers.

The overall concept of an invisible opera emerges not only from the per-
formers’ engagement in the everyday activities of the hall, such as sitting down
in the waiting area and reading a paper or cleaning the floors, but also because
the performers are, both for rehearsals and performances, situated among the
station’s everyday patrons—both travelers and those who use the building for
shelter (see figure 2.9). It is only when they break into operatic-style song that
the singers identify themselves (people frequenting the station sometimes sing
as welll). In some ways, the line between the dancers and the patrons is argu-
ably less distinct than that between the singers and the patrons. Many of the
patrons are highly creative in dress and movement, and before I begin to notice
repeated dance vignettes and recognize specific dancers, my occasional diffi-
culty in identifying them illuminates the blurring of the line between everyday
life and performance and the emerging and receding of this particular perfor-
mance. And, perhaps as importantly, seeking out performance or heightened
moments throws everyday life into relief as performance or as art.

Wearing the headphones distinguishes audience members from the sta-
tion’s everyday patrons. In contrast, the singers are indistinguishable from the
patrons in terms of appearance. I find myself playing a silent guessing game,
wondering whether a particular extravagant-looking person is part of the cast.
As the different singers start to sing throughout the performance, I realize
that some of them wear everyday clothes while others are more theatrically
marked. However, some of the people who act, move, and appear theatrical

in the station are not part of the cast. Again, while there is no obvious distinc-
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FIGURES 2.8-2.9 * Above, top: Dancers in Union Station’s South Patio during a
performance of Christopher Cerrone’s Invisible Cities (photo courtesy of The Industry).
Above: On-site rehearsal of Christopher Cerrone’s Invisible Cities (photo by Dana Ross).
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tion in appearance —some nonperformers are more theatrical in outfit, body
language, or vocality —as an audience member I begin to distinguish between
those voices that are mediated through the headphones and those that are not.

With the ominous headphone sound following me, I wander around, having
to constantly decide whether or not to move toward the areas where I see that
other people wearing headphones have gathered (figure 2.10). While sound is
normally the cue to move toward a performance, with the curated sound in
the headphones —which is the same for every audience member regardless of
his or her physical relation to the sound source —sound is no longer a cue. In-
stead, a sonorous space is created in terms of the opera’s voices and orchestral
sounds. Their sound design puts them in relation to one another, but they re-
main outside the usual physical and spatial relation to the audience members.

For patrons of Union Station, only the singers’ acoustic voices are audible.
The singers wear tiny lavalier microphones and in-ear earphones. The orches-
tra and vocal sounds are mixed live and returned to both performers and audi-
ence. While the orchestral musicians can see the conductor at all times, for the
singers the earpiece carries their only cue. As noted earlier, audience members
wearing headsets are exposed predominantly to the designed mix of operatic
voices and orchestra. While volume can be adjusted individually, the head-
sets also function by default as light sound mufflers, generally limiting the
sounds of the station’s activity to those that pierce through during loudspeaker
announcements.* I frequently see audience members taking off their head-
sets, as I do myself at times.”® Sometimes people remove their headphones to
share the sound with a friend or passerby. At other times, it looks like audience
members simply remove their headphones for a while to take in the acoustic
sound.”

I also observe that this operatic performance in a public space carries with
it an invisible and amorphous separation between audience and performers,
yet barriers are broken down between the audience and station patrons. The
audience keeps a respectful physical distance from the performers yet feels
complete license to observe them. At the same time, their common reference
point—the opera— contributes to partially breaking down the invisible barrier
that often exists between strangers in a public space. I observe more conversa-
tions and interactions between strangers than on an average day at Union Sta-
tion or in another public space. Throughout the piece, the performers inhabit
all the different public areas of the main hall and the two courtyards. Only
the very last scene separates both performers and audience from the patrons’
bustle, moving performers and audience into the original ticket lobby that is

normally not used. (I will discuss this scene in more detail below, but it is
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FIGURE 2.10 * Performance of Christopher Cerrone’s Invisible Cities, main hall of Union

Station (photo courtesy of The Industry).

useful to first discuss the composer’s and director’s decisions to use amplified
sound, headphones, and sound design.)

While the production of the piece encourages the audience to engage with
the acoustic world offered through sound design, Invisible Cities cannot fully
mask, or offer a clear sense of, the acoustics of the hall.”? By creating tension
between two simultaneous acoustic worlds, the production exposes natural-
ized acoustics as part of the figure of sound. The opera’s climactic ending—in
which, for the first time, all of the singers and dancers are gathered in the same
space —illuminates the two simultaneous acoustic worlds and hence the gap
between them. Throughout the opera, the singers’ voices have been mixed by
Gimenez and presented to the headphone-wearing audience as a single sonic
mix, while the audience may see none, one, or only a few of the singers. Be-
cause of the gap between what is experienced live and what is heard through
the headphones, the music presented via the headphones can feel in many
instances like a moment of listening to recorded music in a different sono-
rous situation. However, because during the ending the audience can see all
of the singers they hear, this illusion is not sustained. This moment marks the
first time the singers’ acoustic realm merges with the material realm — that is,
the audience members see what they hear. But while some sense of stability
may be provided by the parallel between the number of performers seen and
heard, the gap between the two acoustic realms—the sound design and the
live acoustic of the ticket hall —may arguably be more unsettling.

This also means that, during this last scene, the audience can alternate
between listening with headphones and listening without them. The differ-
ence in acoustics creates an opportunity to compare the two experiences and
either reject the headphone or live experience as inferior (failing to match the
figure of sound) or accept the headphone or live experience as valid (whether
as the figure of sound or as something else that is just as useful as—or even
more useful than—the standard idea of sound). In this way, the simultaneous
physical inhabitation of one acoustic space and aural inhabitation of another
shows the power of sound’s acoustic space and context, while laying bare the
acoustics of the voices as they sound in the train hall. We may recall that the
shared acoustic space offered by the headphones “creates a bond between you
and the other headphone-wearing audience members.’”® In the last scene, the
two simultaneous acoustic worlds rub up against each other, showing us how
much they form the sound as we hear it. In other words, the acoustic, spatial-
relational world is inextricably bound up with the figure of sound.

As is the case with sounds’ transmission through air and bodies, we are not

often party to the way in which a spatial-relational acoustic is naturalized. Be-
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cause we cannot help but hear sound within an acoustic wrapping, it is difficult
to gain the insight offered by the mismatching of actual acoustic space and the
acoustic space offered up through headphones, as created through the pro-
duction of Invisible Cities.”* And, as in the previous chapter, this situation ini-
tially made me cringe because I first heard it through the first option described
above. Therefore, while my initial reaction was that it was a pity the produc-
tion had used headphones, the hypercontrolled acoustic in the otherwise non-
operatically attuned structure and the readily available option to experience
both (by wearing or removing the headphones) turned out to be a wonderful
place from which not only to discuss the hypermediated acoustic nature of
sound and music, but also to understand the situational-relational and acous-
_tic aspect of the figure of sound.

Accoustics and Listeners’ Choice

But ifacoustics is a naturalized part of the figure of sound, would that not imply
that we cannot hear outside the naturalized —and, by definition, that we can-
not attain the distance necessary to sense that it is indeed naturalized? That is,
does a naturalized acoustic imply that we are enclosed in it, and that we do not
have options when listening? Songs of Ascension and Invisible Cities negotiate
this issue by being simultaneously inside and outside. In other words, they are
not so foreign that they are dismissed as complete anomalies. To me, the inter-
esting thing about the productions discussed in this chapter is that they, in very
different ways, work within the model of the figure of sound while also resist-
ing it. By composing without the constraints of the two-dimensional model of
the musical work and music making, Monk resists the two-dimensional natu-
ralized notion. However, by also allowing the work to be presented in halls that
specifically accommodate and promote the two-dimensional figure of sound,
Monk exposes the acoustic condition of these halls, a condition that is simply
understood as normal. Under these conditions, “musicians can play without
undue effort, and without the annoying adjustments of balance that are all too
essential in many of our concert halls today.””* Thus, audiences must decide
whether or not to simply judge that the piece is poor. Songs of Ascension’s pres-
ence in the hall does two things: it points to the figure of sound by showing
that we hear and make sense of music through it; and it allows us to become
conscious of the measurements with which we evaluate the hall as a vehicle for
delivering that figure of sound.

By providing a sonorous envelope and an acoustic landscape that are famil-
far to us in opera (and also film, since the acoustic conditions in Invisible Cities
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changed throughout as they would do in a film, but not in an opera house)
within an entirely different acoustic condition—a train station where we are
sometimes in earshot of the singer and sometimes not, and nearly always out-
side of the orchestra’s live sound range — Invisible Cities offered an entirely dif-
ferent window into the ways in which the acoustic condition is written into
the figure of sound. To put it another way, Songs of Ascension brought a three-
dimensional piece into a two-dimensional concert hall acoustic, while [y-
visible Cities brought concert hall acoustics into a live, idiosyncratic acoustic
space that was vastly different in its physical and acoustic relationship to the
operatic performance. In this way, Invisible Cities is an extreme example of the
acoustic dimension of the figure of sound, as it is played out digitally. While
this acoustic is extreme —or, arguably, postacoustic in being aided by micro-
phones, mixers, digital reverb, and headphones—it is only a heightened ver-
sion of what is otherwise designed for and manifested within the acoustics of
concert and opera halls.

To me, then, what is important about these works is that they present in-
between points that do not reject the normative acoustic world, but rather are
outside it enough to allow us to sense what is naturalized. By putting the naty-
ralized and denaturalized dimensions together, they embrace, deal with, or
play within the gap, allowing us to sense it (which something that exists com-
fortably within a naturalized acoustic does not allow us to do). In the same way,
despite the strength of the spatial-relational and acoustic aspect of the figure
of sound, Songs of Ascension and Invisible Cities show us that there are ways of
playing within the acoustic norms just so —just enough to venture only slightly
outside. The effect of an experience that exists largely within the norm is not
so unexpected that it will be discarded or disregarded. It is precisely through
refraining from leaving the naturalized dimension dramatically, and thus re-
maining within what is considered as opera or music, that these productions
offer the potential to experience the naturalization.

Conclusion

This chapter has offered insights into two aspects of sound and perception of
sound —the acoustic element and the spatial-relational element of sound_
both of which are inextricably bound up in the figure of sound. From this we
may conclude that, at any given time and context, we cannot but hear and
make meaning with sound and music as they unfold within or challenge acoys-
tic and spatial-relational norms. Through Songs of Ascension, Monk shows yg
that sound is naturalized in spatial-relational acoustic terms. Through the
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Union Station production of Cerrone’s Invisible Cities, Sharon and Gimenez
show us that at least two overlapping acoustic systems can more than coexist.
That is, in the same way that air has become the naturalized medium through
which sound is transmitted, the spatial-relational and acoustic norms of con-
cert halls contribute to the constitution of the figure of sound. As I discussed
in chapter 1, we hold a concept of the pitch A (440 hertz) sounded for one
quarter-note in the tempo of sixty, or andante, specifically as it is sounded
when transmitted through air. Additionally, included in the concept of that
pitch in a normalized mode is directionality (it is sounded in front of us) and
acoustics (with approximately two seconds of reverberation, and meeting all
of the other acoustic criteria discussed above). Moreover, the sound is prob-
ably relatively stable in its relationship to the person who imagines it—that is,
neither the person nor the sound moves relative to each other. In summary,
expectations and norms are set not only about distinct sounds, the work, and
its performance, but also about the acoustic conditions in which the work is
presented and experienced.

Such standardization perpetuates itself, and variation is understood as
anomaly: composers know music within this acoustic and write for these con-
ditions. Similarly, audiences have internalized sound and music within such
acoustic parameters and, as the above vignettes exemplify, feel a sense of dis-
connection and wrongness when these conditions are not met. While the
acoustic conditions discussed in this chapter arose from a particular and lim-
ited musical culture and experience, it is this musical culture (and the specific

experience it offers) that has come to dominate language and concepts about,

and epistemologies of music within, Western culture. That is, while Western
culture’s music —and thus the acoustic experiences it offers —is far from lim-
ited to the specific acoustic condition discussed here, it is this precise acoustic
condition that we have used to set the acoustic norm. As a result, other acous-
tic conditions (even those that resist the norm) have primarily been under-
stood in (negative) relation to it.

[ want to stress that, for denaturalization to take place, a listener must ex-
perience and actively participate in it. Songs of Ascension reveals the relational
acoustic dimension of the figure of sound, opening up the possibility for under-
standing that how we evaluate sound is based on listening within systems. I
aim to change the question “Is this sound good or bad (or right or wrong)?” to
a different question: “Which system is this sound created within, and which
system is it experienced within that makes it appear good or bad (or right or
wrong)?” The realization of Invisible Cities in Union Station, however, nudges

the question one step further. Instead of asking “Is it right?” or "Does it seem
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right?,” the production returns to the primary question: “What is it?” If asked
honestly, this shift not only opens up the possibility of understanding an addi-
tional sonic or acoustic system. Because the new question is not directed
toward the identity of the sound, it is not tied to a known listening system or
dimension —which allows for a different mode of listening to opera and voice.

As I have discussed, the spatial-relational aspects of the figure of sound
are naturalized through reifying practices in architecture, acoustics, composi-
tion, concert programming, and musician and audience pedagogies. Because
of this deep reinforcement, moving the intellect is not enough. For sound and
music to be denaturalized physically and experientially, we need to diversify
and enrich our sensory abilities, giving ourselves a wider range and depth of
sensitivity to that which we refer to as sound and music. It is precisely because
the work takes place in the sensory dimension before it is used as a basis for
meaning making that deflation of the figure cannot take place through intel-
lectual power only.

Recall my initial reaction of discomfort and embarrassment about the music
because it sounded so awkward. By examining this phenomenon further, I
came to understand that the awkwardness was due to my encultured listen-
ing to the two pieces.”® Rather than dismissing the pieces and the particular
performances, by considering them more closely I was able to understand that
my first perception that the music was lacking (was wrong) was not about the
music per se. Instead, I was sensing the gap between the acoustic aspect of the
figure of sound, which I had internalized, and what was sounded.

It is precisely because they differ only slightly from pieces that would fit
squarely within the naturalized mode that Songs of Ascension and Invisible Cities
can expose the norms as norms only. Because the pieces remain within the
frame of the normative acoustic configuration of sound, audiences can still
accept them as normative music (whether judging them good or bad). As a lis-
tener who felt discomfort and embarrassment, then, I was presented with a de-
cision point: to engage through the unfamiliar, nonnormative spatial-relational
and acoustic aspects of sound that were actually present, or to dismiss the
situation because it did not fit into known models. It is because Songs of As-
cension and Invisible Cities violate, yet work within, naturalized acoustic norms
that, when experiencing these productions, we are given a choice of how to
respond to these situations.

In sum, then, Songs of Ascension and Invisible Cities poignantly offer a choice
that is always already present. Given a sonic experience that could potentially
expand our understanding of music, will we hear it nonnormatively as an op-

portunity to expand, or will we reject the challenge to our experience as wrong,
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closing our senses and minds to what is there? Do we accept sound (and our

perception of it) in its (and our) specific (and sometimes unexpected) ma-

terial, positional, and acoustical unfolding? Above all, we are not only con-
fronted with these specific pieces in seemingly anomalous acoustic situations,
but—at any acoustic moment — we are faced with a decision point: will I reify,
and hence reinvest power in, the concept and perceptual schema of sound,
rather than questioning it by negating an experience that did not adhere to
the figure of sound? Or will I invest in the experience and realize that there is
something other than what the figure of sound suggests? In other words, when
confronted with these types of anomalous acoustic experiences, will I explore
or reject them? And, ultimately, since the world —and our own relationship to
it—is partly formed through the normative spatial-relational and acoustic me-
diation that we have internalized, do we explore or reject anomalous encoun-
ters with other human beings?

In the end, it comes down to developing an awareness of the seeming
anomalies before we can even notice that we have a choice between accept-
ing or rejecting what have been deemed nonnormative sonic experiences. Our
awareness of that choice is the linchpin not only of this chapter, but also of the
overall arguments of this book. In this chapter, then, we have examined some
examples of the lived pedagogy and practice that lie at the heart of each such
decision point. Essentially, I argue that what might look on the surface like
an aesthetic appraisal is actually a choice made by a body trained in spatial-
relational acoustics and encultured to orient itself to the figure of sound. Of

~ course, this choice is crucial not because of its acoustic concreteness, but be-
cause it carries consequences for our overall relationship to the world. To put
it another way, following the trails of experiential conundrums and decision
points, Songs of Ascension and Invisible Cities offer vivid examples of the ways in
which the world —and the figure of sound —is rendered through acoustic me-
diation, and the degree to which we have internalized this rendering. We will
now move on to the third naturalized area of voice, listening, and to the music
this book considers: sound itself.

Q4 * CHAPTHRR 2

MUSIC AS ACTION
Singing Happens before Sound

“Yes. | Can Hear My Echo”: Vocal Paralysis and Vocal Ontology

In Richard Serra’s 1974 video art piece, Boomerang, Nancy Holt speaks.! Simul-
taneously, she listens to the electronically mediated echo of her own voice.
Between her utterance and its echo is but a slight delay.? In the bluish-tinted
image, Holt wears headphones and, as though to get her bearings by touching
something tangible, she holds each ear pad with her hands. Hearing her own
voice consistently, predictably echoed —hence the title of the piece — she re-
acts spontaneously even as she reflects on the experience. She is charged with

simultaneously producing and sharing her perceptions. Near the beginning of
this ten-and-a-half minute piece, Holt says:

Yes. I can hear my echo.

And the words are coming back on top of me.

Eh....[We can hear the thought process momentarily breaking down;
Holt is seemingly unable to continue thinking while listening to herself.
For me this is a key moment. She is moving into a nonlinguistic vocal
space. ]

The words are spilling out of my head and then returning into my

ear...

It ... puts a distance . . . between the words and their apprehension
... or their comprehensions.




