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INTRODUCTION 

ROS BANDT, MICHELLE DUFFY  
AND DOLLY MACKINNON 

 
 
 
Hearing Places brings together thirty-seven scholars and artists whose work 

explores the concept of place as a variety of sonic landscapes, and the 
significance of the sounds and many voices that inscribe and create such 
landscapes. This anthology contributes to the recent interest in sound and the 
sonic environment, such as The Auditory Reader (2003), Hearing Cultures 
(2004), Hearing History (2004), Empire of the Senses (2005) and Spaces Speak, 
Are You Listening (2006).  This publication is the first edited collection by both 
scholars and artists of different disciplines that interrogates, from theoretical and 
creative perspectives, the relationship of sound, time, place, and culture. 
Drawing on a diverse range of evidence—a defined landscape, a geographical 
location, a printed page, a sonic habitat or an intersection of human 
communication—contributors have responded to how “hearing place” is 
understood and interpreted across social, cultural, artistic, historical and 
geographical perspectives.  

Section One explores the significance of listening and how this shapes our 
ideas and perceptions about a place and its inhabitants. Sound fragments, 
overheard conversations, “auditory glances,” witnessing, and silences—these 
everyday, almost mundane sounds contribute to our relationship to place, yet, 
these are not simply passive and untroubled activities. Listening and not 
listening have moral and ethical implications, not only for the voices that speak 
and are heard, but also for the ways in which voices constitute particular forms 
of power that can entrap others in muted, misheard or silenced spaces. 

The activity of hearing refocuses our attention on the experience of place, 
for we are asked then to take note of our connection to, and immersion in, place 
through sound. In Section Two, place is constructed, remembered, embodied, 
restored and re-created through certain aural signatures that enable us to interact 
with that place in new ways. Yet, as these authors point out, this experiential 
approach to place is not simply one of immediacy, even though the sounds 
themselves may be ephemeral. Rather, such aural signatures are the outcomes of 
our complex relationship to place, representations that arise out of our 
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memories, our perceptions and needs, as well as the cognitive and creative 
responses generated through sound. 

The chapters of Section Three ask us to consider the challenges faced in 
attempting to hear other voices often obscured by the activities and beliefs of the 
everyday. Our daily lives are haunted by numerous soundscapes, not only in the 
sense of the past entering the present, but also in the physical presence of 
“others”—or, as one author discusses, the way we can be made ‘other’ in an 
alien landscape. What is evident in these writings is the way in which sound 
becomes a signifier of identity and power, and the ramifications this has for 
those deemed “outsiders.” These chapters address ways we can perhaps enable 
such voices to be heard, so reminding us of the heterogeneity of place (and 
time), as well as the ways in which deeply political, historical, social and 
cultural relations are embedded but often hidden within our daily soundscapes. 

In Section Four, authors and artists examine how soundscapes are 
transformed through the introduction of difference, in particular, difference as 
embodied in cultural or ethnic identity. Evoking different places, times and 
identities, these chapters explore the ways in which the presence of others 
transforms the taken-for-grantedness of the everyday, so problematising ideas of 
being-in-place. The case studies discussed in this section demonstrate how the 
cross-cultural dialogues arising from these interjections of difference serve to 
reinvigorate notions of belonging and place. 

The accompanying audio disc is a fundamental component of this 
publication, in which both scholars and artists interrogate sound and place. It is 
in these samples that we can hear place, expressing what we cannot in 
language.1 We ask that you take the time to listen to these extracts. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

SUBSCRIPTION TO ANONYMITY 

JAY NEEDHAM 

 
CD Track 1 
 
 
 
 We are lured by the sonorous, aurally detained and at times surrounded by 
countless conversations. We all want to hear secrets and we wish to have them 
told to us; we need the inflection, crave the contract of the undisclosed. In our 
image-burdened global culture we seek the visual but require the audible to 
complete the message. 
 Listening at the Border examines what it means to monitor airwaves on 
patrol, listening in from the perspective of a westerner trained by the American 
military in the nuances of a foreign language. This sphere of signals and 
translation can become overwhelming, causing ruptures through which 
individuals exit wholly. For this linguist this listening, this concentration of 
sense became a means of disconnecting, antithetical to military rhetoric: his 
way out. He returned to the States the veteran of an ongoing language battle and 
test of wills fought within a figurative airspace over Korea. His experiences as a 
spy and translator forever altered his listening skills and also informed his 
desire. 
 What is the experience of the State body, the ears of a military specialist 
trained to listen intently and discern the nuances and stresses in a human voice, 
while translating the language of the other? What about the media maker who 
wishes to know what effect living in an almost constant state of secrecy and 
translation might be like? When interviewing a subject such as this who is 
listening to whom? And what story is really being told? Given the nature of the 
subject, much of what we discussed was “off the record.”  As a sonic practice 
this form of documenting becomes more about erasure than it does about 
scribing. 
 The linguist agreed to speak with me under a condition of anonymity. In 
order to create my work, I promised I would forever protect his identity, to keep 
secrets … Thus began my relationship to State, agency and a culture of secrets. 




















