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listening

Hearing is passive, listening is active 
(Sonnenschein 2001)



Michel Chion’s (Chion 1994) modes of 
listening;  

Reduced Listening  
• “real-time awareness of sound 

quality parameters…an 
observation of the sound itself, not 
the source or its meaning”
Chion, M., C. Gorbman, et al. (1994). Audio-vision: sound on screen. New York, 
Columbia University Press.



Chris Watson

• Outside the circle of fire, April 1998, 
Touch records 

• Track 15 Mozambique Nightjar 
Singing In Sandy Scrub On Banks Of 
Zambezi, Zimbabwe
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• Causal Listening “being able to gather 
information about the sound’s cause…
qualifying what type of space, object or 
person is creating the sound.  We 
usually treat sound (other than speech) 
as causal, like answering the phone 
when it rings.”

Chion, M., C. Gorbman, et al. (1994). Audio-vision: sound on screen. New York, 
Columbia University Press.



• Semantic listening “pertains to spoken 
language and other code systems that 
symbolise ideas, actions and things.  
Coupled with causal listening, we can 
understand so much more about a 
person and the message rather than 
simply linguistic meaning.”

Chion, M., C. Gorbman, et al. (1994). Audio-vision: sound on screen. New York, 
Columbia University Press.



transcript of the exchange

A - er your postcode please
B - em, EH8 9DF
A - EH8 9?
B - DF
A - Can you speak up please I can’t hear you
B - EH8 9DF
A - That’s better
B - OK
A - Just Checking it for you
B - OK 8



• Referential listening “being aware or 
affected by the context of the sound, 
linking not only to the source but also 
to the emotional and dramatic 
meaning”
Sonnenschein, D. (2001). Sound design: the expressive power of music, voice, 
and sound effects in cinema. Studio City, CA, Michael Wiese Productions. 

Film music? - Diegetic music that relates 
to action on screen 



Fear and Loathing



Deep Listening

• Sound is used to facilitate meditation 
• Pauline Olivaros  
“Listening takes cultivation and evolves 

through one's lifetime.” 
http://www.pofinc.org/



Political Hearing

• Adorno and Eisler 
• [music] is par excellence the medium in 

which irrationality can be practiced 
rationally



• Music… has always been an attempt to 
transform the indolence, dreaminess and 
dullness of the ear into a matter of 
concentration, effort and serious work. 
Today, indolence is not so much overcome as 
it is managed and enhanced scientifically.  
Such a rationally planned irrationality is the 
very essence of the amusement industry in all 
its branches.  Music perfectly fits this 
pattern.

The politics of hearing, Hans Eisler and 
Theodor Adorno 
1947

Image from http://www.apple.com/itunes/store/music.html



Interview with Anthony 
Braxton

• http://www.o-art.org/history/80s&90s/Mills/A.Braxton/Tri-
Vib.html 

http://www.o-art.org/history/80s&90s/Mills/A.Braxton/Tri-Vib.html


The Sonic Object
The sonorous object is not the instrument that was played.  It is 

obvious that when we say “That’s a violin: or “that’s a creaking 
door” we are alluding to the sound emitted by the violin, to the 
creaking of the door.  But the distinction we would like to 
establish between the instrument and the sonorous object is even 
more radical; if someone plays us a tape which records a sound 
whose origin we are unable to identify, what are we hearing?  
Precisely what we are calling a sonorous object,  independent of 
any causal reference, which is designated by the terms sonorous 
body, sonorous source or instrument. 

Pierre Schaeffer Acousmatics English translation can be found in Cox, Christoph and 
Daniel Warner. 2004. Audio culture : Readings in modern music. New York: 
Continuum.



Profound Listening 
http://www.franciscolopez.net/env.html

• Francisco López’ essay on Profound listening and 
Environmental Sound Matter, describes a situation 
where recordings of the soundscape are not 
reproductions of “’reality’… rather, a hyperreality is 
being constructed….Sound recording does not 
document or represent a richer and more significant 
“real” world. Rather, it focuses on the inner world of 
sounds.” 

• What is the potential for a sound when decoupled 
from its semantic and causal associations/origins? 
According to López, it excites the imagination of the 
ear.  

• Environmental sound matter by Francisco López April 1998

• [From the liner notes of the CD “La Selva. Sound environments from a Neotropical rain forest” (released by V2, The 
Netherlands). 16
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Multiple modes of listening are the sound 
designer’s territory 
martin.parker@ed.ac.uk

Ola Stockfelt argues that different listening modes can “effectively recompose 
any given piece of music and, therefore, that the nature of the musical work is 
always in flux.” (Cox and Warner 2004) 

We experience sound in myriad ways during a performance, film, theatre show or 
recording.  

For sound designers and film composers, it is likely that the best sound design 
operates on the level of this unseen flux and that is it the manipulation or 
management of these modes of listening that leads to successful media 
experiences. 

Luc Ferrari; Presque Rien No. 1 A (Le Lever Du Jour Au Bord De La Mer)

mailto:martin.parker@ed.ac.uk


Listening list

• Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, Hunter S. 
Thompson, CD recording, Margaritaville 
records, 1996 524 309-2 

• Pauline Oliveros; Deep Listening Band, 
Sanctuary, Invocation, June 1993. Mode 46 

• John Butcher, Streamers, on Resonance, 
Locality and reproduction.  LMC10.2 

• Anthony Braxton, Composition 165 for 18 
instrumentalists 

• Luc Ferrari, Presque Rien (Almost Nothing) 
INA 2008, GRM FRANCE, 1970



The other tools…?

• Compression…? 
• EQ…? 
• Microphones? 
• Computer?… 
• next time


