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Many composers and practices that use environmental sound as a source for acousmatic composition make use of a particular production model in
the creation of musical compositions: a composer records material in the field, these materials are later manipulated in the studio and re-presented
to an audience through loudspeakers. Such a model promotes a specific and often problematic relationship between the audience, the materials of
composition and the composer. Through the manipulation and arrangement of materials, composers can create a sense of narrative or discourse in
their works, where a relationship between the composer and the materials can be established. Musical meaning constructed on this basis can, in
principle, be transmitted to a listener. While the success of such a transmission is arguable, attempting to understand the composer's presentation
becomes the primary focus of a listener's engagement with the work, and in the process, other forms of engagement, such as spatio- and spectro-
morphological appreciation (Smally 1986) and more personal, subject-driven engagements, become secondary or absent altogether. With a produc-
tion model that employs live electronics in situ, where a single-take recording of this event becomes the object of a listener’s engagement, other

aspects of environmental sound composition can be explored, by both composer and audience alike.

To begin with, | would like to outline the course of this
paper. Firstly, | will describe the various approaches to
environmental composition and their respective aesthet-
ic concerns. | will then describe the production model
common to almost all types of environmental composi-
tions, explaining how this model can be understood as
promoting an established relational understanding re-
garding the composer, the listener, and the materials of
composition. Finally, | will detail my own compositional
process, providing some rationale as to how this model
extends the established readings of environmental com-
position into new territory.

Environmental sound in
acousmatic composition

Musique concréte

A great deal has been written about musique concrete,
not least of all by its founder, Pierre Schaeffer. While | do
not wish to detail all aspects of this practice, there is one
key element which is crucial to consider when charting
the development of electroacoustic compositions with
environmental materials. Schaeffer, while clearly break-
ing new and exciting ground with musique concréte, ul-
timately adhered to and promoted formalist aesthetics.
Those familiar with the legacy of musique concrete will
be aware of the terms /'objet sonore and I'écoute réduite
(Chion 1983: 26-33). Schaeffer’s techniques aim to re-
move the source context of recorded sound in order to
produce new materials, to be listened to for their ‘spec-
tromorphological’ (1986) properties. As such, Schaeffer’s
techniques can be seen to promote an appreciation of
the formal attributes of his ‘sonic objects’, with the ex-
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trinsic, social and cultural properties muted altogether.
Luc Ferrari's Presque Rien No. 1 was developed within
this context and can be understood as a rebellion against
Schaeffer's prescriptions:

Once I'd done Presque Rien N° 1 | didn't need to be
that radical any more. There's one landscape, a giv-
en time, and the radical thing is precisely that it's
just one place at one specific time, daybreak. (Fer-
rari 1998)

Ferrari's work was radical in the context of musique
concréte. Where Schaeffer required the removal of any
reference to the source material, Ferrari insisted on the
source material as a primary aesthetic concern. In many
respects, Ferrari's piece can be understood as both com-
position and documentary. His lack of explicit editing and
manipulation of materials allows a listener to explore the
environment as if they were there, or rather, as if the
environment were transported into the present listening
context. This particular understanding of the listening
experience draws from the writings of Roland Barthes
(Barthes 1980), and as | will explain further on, his ideas
greatly inform my own practice.

Soundscape composition

Much like musique concrete, a great deal has been writ-
ten about soundscape composition, notably by Barry
Truax, an original member of the World Soundscape Pro-
jectz. Truax’s ideas are greatly influenced by the field of
acoustic ecology, a practice concerned with noise
abatement and sound preservation. Although the World
Soundscape Project focused on the recording of envi-
ronmental sound for documentary and education alone,
Truax and other members would begin to use recordings
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of the environment in electroacoustic pieces. It could be
argued that unlike Ferrari, soundscape composers (as
they began to call themselves) were not using environ-
mental sound in composition as a form of rebellion
against formalism. Rather, their concerns retained an
educational dimension, as is apparent in Truax's widely
circulated definition of soundscape composition:

1. Listener recognisability of the source material is
maintained, even if it subsequently undergoes
transformation;

2. The listener’s knowledge of the environmental
and psychological context of the soundscape
material is invoked and encouraged to complete
the network of meanings ascribed to the music;

3. The composer’s knowledge of the environmental
and psychological context of the soundscape ma-
terial is allowed to influence the shape of the
composition at every level, and ultimately the
composition is inseparable from some or all of
those aspects of reality;

4. The work enhances our understanding of the
world, and its influence carries over into everyday
perceptual habits (Truax in Drever 2002: 22)

Much like Ferrari's Presque Rien N° 1, soundscape com-
position promotes an understanding of recorded envi-
ronments as a kind of documentary, where it is intended
that the listener will be able to appreciate the original
context of the recordings. Unlike Ferrari's work, sound-
scape composition, as defined by Truax, makes consider-
able assumptions about the roles and capabilities of the
listener and composer alike. To begin with, regarding
successful soundscape compositions, it is assumed that
the level of 'listener recognisability' can be ascertained
by a composer. This seems problematic at best, if not
impossible. In the second point, it is assumed that not
only will a listener recognise source materials, but they
will also 'complete the network of meanings ascribed to
the music.' This requires a composer to ascribe meaning
to the work via the editing, arrangement and manipula-
tion of environmental materials. In a successful sound-
scape work, a listener is able to decode and comprehend
a composer's message. This seems like a particularly dif-
ficult exercise, where the slightest misinterpretation of a
composition would result in an unsuccessful work. Final-
ly, Truax suggests that a soundscape composition ‘en-
hances our understanding of the world’. Such a state-
ment relies on a particular reading of education. To par-
aphrase this model, the teacher (composer) is in owner-
ship of knowledge and the student (listener) attains this
knowledge via a direct communication from the teacher.
This particular understanding of education has been criti-
cised by Jacques Ranciere, for promoting an ‘inequality

of intelligence’ (Ranciére 2009: 9). Ranciére’s ideas,
which further the concepts of 19" century writer Joseph
Jacotot, are too dense to detail in this paper, but | sug-
gest that there is an argument to be made that sound-
scape composition's educational dimension houses a
similar notion of intellectual inequality between the
composer and listener. In brief, Jacotot's counter model
called for intellectual emancipation. Ranciere extended
this emancipation from the student to the spectator
(2009), and it is my belief that his ideas can be further
extended to include the emancipation of the listener.
Such a conception elevates the prior experiences of a
listener to a central role in the evaluation of acousmatic
works with environmental materials. In Truax's definition
of soundscape composition, prior listener experiences
are not afforded a central role, neither are these experi-
ences understood as governing a listener's ability to rec-
ognise or respond to source materials. Soundscape com-
position conceives of its listeners as having uniform ex-
periences, or rather, the same experiences as that of the
composer.

Phonography

Phonography (loosely translated as ‘sound-writing’) is a
term that describes two practices, where one can be
considered a subset of the other. In the broader sense,
phonography can be used to describe the process of
framing and recording sonic information; that is, the
transduction between sound waves and voltages, stored
on tape or in digital format. Such a definition includes all
types of audio recording regardless of the material being
recorded or the intentions of the person recording it. In
this way, the famous recording of Martin Luther King
Junior’s 1963 address in Washington DC is as much an
example of phonography as the individual tape tracks
that make up The Beatle’s 1968 recording of A Day in the
Life.

Phonography is also a term used to describe a specific
practice that involves the recording of environments for
acousmatic appreciation, and it is this definition | would
like to consider here. The motivations of phonographers,
at first, seem less prescriptive than that of soundscape
composition or musique concréete. According to Yitzchak
Dumiel, phonographers aim to 'discover rather than in-
vent' (Dumiel 2008). This suggestion places documentary
and compositional practices in opposition to each other,
which | believe fails to account for the role of composi-
tion in documentary.

As a result, the use of the term ‘phonography’ in my own
practice (and in the title of this paper) is understood as
having the material engagement of Dumiel’s conception3
(specifically, the recording of sound environments),
without the understanding of recording as purely docu-
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mentary. While the intentions and aesthetic concerns of
phonographers requires a very detailed examination, |
will say here that | understand ‘invention’ and ‘discovery’
not as opposing forces, but fused together in the com-
plex act of composer and listener engagement.

Other practices

To suggest that formalism has no place in the aesthetic
judgment of works with environmental materials might
seem appropriate given the rebellion of Presque Rien No.
1 against the formalism of musique concréte, and sound-
scape composition’s emphasis on education. However,
formalism is not so easily dismissed. There are compos-
ers who actively promote formalism as an appropriate
way to understand their environmental compositions.
Spanish composer Francisco Lopez has written a great
deal about this (Lopez 1997), and it is his contention that
environmental sound recordings should be heard using
techniques similar to that of Pierre Schaeffer’s reduced
listening model. In short, Lopez is concerned with the
sounds of an environment for their intrinsic, or specifical-
ly music-sonic, qualities. Further to this, he criticizes
soundscape composers for requiring an 'unjustified re-
integration of the listener with the environment' (1997).
Lopez's critique carries some weight. As mentioned, it is
my belief that soundscape composition does not take
into consideration the prior listening experiences of the
audience, and therefore soundscape composition's lis-
tener/environment relationship can be seen as forced or
‘unjustified’ as Lopez suggests.

Summary of practices

Like Ferrari's piece, Lopez's work allows a listener to ap-
proach the materials in an open manner. Where Ferrari
invites a listener to discover the original context of
source materials, Lopez invites a listener to discover the
spectromorphological qualities. As with phonography,
the concept of a listener's discovery is fundamental to
both Ferrari's piece and Lopez's compositions. Sound-
scape composers however, while promoting listener en-
gagement, fail to do so in the same manner; their pre-
scriptions will not always be met with understanding.
Salomé Voegelin, in discussing soundscape composition’s
fixation with communicating the concerns of acoustic
ecology, notes that such works produce ‘a more didactic
composing at the listener.../(Voegelin 2010: 32).

The three-phase production model

While there are seemingly substantial differences be-
tween the aesthetic concerns of many composers of en-
vironmental materials, they all share a similar production
model, and | believe this model has a significant effect on
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the way compositions are experienced by an audience,
regardless of what is intended by the composer. The
production model can be summarised in three basic
stages: recording, editing, and diffusing. It is important to
note that while 'composing' is often associated specifical-
ly with the second phase, | believe that composing takes
place across all three stages of production, which is in-
dicative of my belief that the framing of environments,
spatially and temporally, is deeply compositional, and
that transduction, both the capture and release of sound
waves, is part of that process.

Recording denotes the stage where a composer selects,
frames and records a sound environment. The interven-
tion of the composer in the environment can be that of a
'silent observer', or in some cases, a composer may
choose to announce their presence. In the majority of
compositions with environmental materials, framing of
the environment alone is the most prevalent kind of in-
tervention.

Editing denotes the stage where a composer assembles
the recordings into a piece, often in a studio setting. It is
important to note that at this stage, the composer as-
sumes the role of the audience to some degree. The abil-
ity for a composer to attend to recordings in a controlled
studio environment, often for extended periods, can lead
a composer to imagine how an audience might respond
to their materials and manipulations. This collapsing of
the distance between composer and audience in the
electronic music studio, in my view, leads to the awk-
ward misconception by many composers that a listener
will share the same responses to environmental sound as
they do. It follows then, that a composer may assume all
listeners will share this same understanding. This attitude
can be seen explicitly in the 4-point definition of sound-
scape composition mentioned earlier, but my belief is
that this situation arises as much out of process as it
does ideology, and hence this is not a condition exclusive
to soundscape works.

Diffusing denotes the reproduction of materials in a new
acousmatic environment. This setting can be anywhere
where speakers are present (including headphone listen-
ing). The diffusion of compositions can range from highly
controlled settings, to vastly differing contexts, thanks
largely to the proliferation of digital media players, and
the availability of works in digital formats.

Transcontexts

The three-phase production model described above can
be understood as promoting a specific relationship be-
tween the listener, the materials of composition, and the
composer. Denis Smalley describes this relationship with
the term 'transcontexts":
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In transcontexts the composer intends that the lis-
tener should be aware of the dual meanings of a
source. The first meaning derives from the original,
natural or cultural context of the event; the second
meaning derives from the new, musical context of
the composer. (Smalley 1996: 99)

It should be noted that such an understanding of acous-
matic composition where environmental sound is in-
volved requires a great deal of unpacking. Ideas regard-
ing the nature of listening, the semiotic capacity of envi-
ronmental sound, and the question of what constitutes
meaning, require clarification. For the purposes of this
paper, | will suggest that a transcontextual relationship
does exist, but it does so on a listener's terms. In other
words, a listener will seek a relationship with source ma-
terials and a composer’s intentions (as Smalley suggests),
but a composer has little or no control over what under-
standings a listener formulates.

This communicative dilemma is most easily perceived
when examining soundscape composition, a practice, as
we have seen, that requires a listener to be able to rec-
ognise source material, and be aware of what a composi-
tion is 'about'. In my view, to assume that a listener will
understand a composer's message through the arrange-
ment of environmental materials and their manipula-
tions, suggests a lack of appreciation for the deeply per-
sonal and highly subjective nature of listening. | believe
that Truax's definition of soundscape composition
acknowledges that composers assume the role of the
audience during the production of their pieces, without
considering the vastly differing experiences of the actual
audience.

In terms of phonography and more formalist-leaning
practices, Smalley's transcontextual relationship persists
regardless of how much a composer may wish to disguise
either the source context or their own intervention. It is
my belief that the three-phase production model, irre-
spective and often in spite of a composer's aims, elicits
the same general response in listeners. That is, responses
emerging from personal resonance with the source ma-
terials based on listener's experience of life, and leading
to a question: why is the composer presenting these ma-
terials?

Live electronics and phonography as
an alternative production model

In order to elicit new responses in listeners, | have devel-
oped a practice, which is a hybrid of many practices,
namely, phonography, sound installation, live electron-
ics, and improvisation. Additionally, my practice is expe-
rienced as acousmatic compositions, often in an octago-

nal speaker array. My desire is to change the role and
displace the position of the composer. A listener is en-
couraged to retain their personal resonance with the
source materials, but new questions arise, perhaps the
most important of which: what is the nature of the com-
poser's intervention?

Process

To begin with, | select a site for recording. This could be
anywhere, though | have a preference for very quiet en-
vironments with interesting acoustic properties. Once a
site is selected, | install a sound-system. This often in-
cludes four full-range powered speakers with wireless
audio receivers, their positions determined by the envi-
ronment itself. | then select a site to perform in. This in-
volves a table, a multi-channel AD/DA converter and a
laptop with audio processing software. Contact micro-
phones, hydrophones and small diaphragm condenser
microphones are placed in the environment for capturing
sounds, which are then routed through the software for
manipulation and diffusion back into the environment
wirelessly. | also use a variety of pre-recorded material,
often recordings of other environments, which can also
be accessed and diffused in real time. The nature of my
improvisation is responsive to the environment itself. As
such, | often use a DAW with advanced routing capabili-
ties in order to run a range of audio plugins and soft-
ware. A single ambisonic microphone with pre amps and
a recorder is used to record the performance, which is
then played back to a listener in a new, acousmatic con-
text. It is a single-take recording, with no editing after the
performance.

While a single-take recording may seem to promote an
understanding of the work as simply a document of an
event, this is not the case. My belief is that editing can be
more easily detected by the human ear where environ-
mental sound is concerned, and such a recognition would
complicate the position of the composer in a listener’s
experience. This stems from my desire not to present
environments, but to perform them. In this way, | view
my work as improvisation within composition, though
the two are interrelated as the improvisation is at once
unfolding within the context of the environment and
within the new acousmatic compositional context.

Rationale

Roland Barthes suggests that unlike photography, film
contains 'protensity' (Ashby 2010: 207). Protensity refers
to the ability of a film to reach from the past, the remote
context of its capture into the present. | believe that au-
dio recording has a similar protensity to that of film, only
much more compelling, due to the lack of visual cues.
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Understanding this term and other of Barthes' ideas as
they relate to phonography is the topic of yet another
paper, but | simply wish to posit the idea that the editing
of recordings, especially environmental recordings,
amounts to a kind of broken protensity, or the juxtaposi-
tion of two (or more) different temporal episodes. When
detected, a listener focuses on the potential reasons for
this split, and not the materials at hand. If allowed to
engage with the recording without this interruption, a
listener will begin to question the nature of what is being
attended to, without focusing on the manner in which it
is presented.

Open interpretation is encouraged as a meaningful way
to understand the acousmatic work. Ambiguity is often
employed as a way to evoke this. For example, It may or
may not be clear to a listener what kind of event is taking
place; which sounds are created by the environment and
which sounds are being diffused by the composer. This
relates back to my desire to centralise the role of a lis-
tener's experiences in the appreciation of environmental
works. Such a desire is informed by my own experience
of environmental works, and also by the writings of Son-
tag, Barthes, and Ranciere. *

Hybridisation is used as a way to augment the existing
models of production in order to create new listening
experiences. Jacques Ranciére wrote of hybridisation in
his book The Emancipated Spectator, stating that many
forms of hybridisation in modern art fail to address its
own ideals. He wrote:

...there is the hybridization of artistic means appro-
priate to the post-modern reality of constant ex-
change of roles and identities, the real and the vir-
tual, the organic and mechanical and information-
technology prostheses...which uses the blurring of
boundaries and the confusion of roles to enhance
the effect of the performance without questioning
its principles. (Ranciére 2009: 21)

| believe that my own work, while encouraging a certain
ambiguity between the materials of composition, does
not aim to stultify; that is, there is not an instructional
dimension to my work, neither do | assume that | can
transfer knowledge of any sort to a listener. Rather, my
work attempts to emancipate the listener from that of a
passive receiver of the work by encouraging a reflexive
response within the listener, between the materials of
composition, and their own experience of life. My use of
hybridisation strives not to blur or confuse the role of the
composer. It attempts to relocate the composer and the
site of production away from the studio and into the
field, which in turn invites a listener to contemplate the
intersection between technology, environment and artist
in new ways.
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Conclusion

My desire to engage a listener with my work in a way
that is non-prescriptive, allowing for a listener's lived
experience to fully participate in the acousmatic experi-
ence unhindered by an insistence on narrative/discourse
or a quasi-pedogical connection to the source contexts,
has led me to develop this production model. The suc-
cess of this model remains to be tested, although early
compositional studies have revealed a great deal of
promise. It is my hope that in reworking the production
model, and facilitating new experiences of environmen-
tal sound in acousmatic settings, | will help to extend the
realms of what is possible when working with environ-
mental materials.
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