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Introduction

At the point at which [ was asked to provide an abstract for my presentation [ had no
clear idea of what I was going to talk about. So I came up with some ideas that seemed to

be lurking in my peripheral thinking. Now, of course, I have to try and pin them down.

Perhaps you’ll also know that feeling of having ideas that are hanging about in some as
yet unmapped place, popping up occasionally—seeming possibly significant, but who
knows how just yet. In your more optimistic moments you may trust these ideas are
currently lining up in the wings, getting ready to make more sense at some strategic

moment.

This is the way of ordinary perception too, isn’t it—including what I will call ‘ordinary’
listening. While the bulk of attention is focused on the functionally important activity—
turning off the overly loud alarm clock and reluctantly getting out of bed, for instance—
other things are going on at the edges—the swish of sheets, emerging thoughts on the
day ahead, the sounds of morning birds and cars, the vestiges of a fast departing dream.
These differing intermingled thoughts and perceptions are all part of ordinary
experience. And when a situation becomes so familiar that it feels unnecessary to attend
to it closely in order to proceed, sensory attention, including listening, is at liberty to
sidle towards those peripheral areas of experience. We lie there half-awake as off-stage
sounds come into focus and a smell of coffee wafts in from another room. And lately I've
begun to think that considering what the rich and variable listening we undertake in
daily experience has to offer in terms of examining those things in the unattended

margins of experience. So that’s what I'm going to talk about.

But if you become interested in examining the peripheral you have a frustrating task on
your hands: if you start paying attention to the activity at the edges, it starts to slip
away; because part of the power of the ordinary is to remain unnoticed much of the

time.



Let me share some words from British nature writer Richard Mabey, because I think .
Mabey tends to write from personal experience about environments he knows well,
unashamedly inserting personal observation and emotion when he reports back to his
readers. Here he is writing here about the kestrel, a bird species he had been observing

for so many years that in a way he had become close to it:

“Often [ would be deep in a book in a bus or train and suddenly find myself looking up.
For a split second I wouldn’t know why I'd raised my head. Then I'd see the cause,
hunched on a telegraph pole or planing away behind me into a tree. It was a curious
trick of peripheral vision, born no doubt of affection, that I've experienced with no other

type of bird.” (p 100 The Unofficial Countryside, Toller edition)

‘Ordinary’ is not a pejorative, it is a necessary corollary of that which is rare and
unusual. Learning to have affection for the ordinary brings unexpected moments of
extraordinary experience. Sometimes an experience can cross from being one to the
other, for a while—like Mabey’s familiar kestrel—but we can’t have one without the
other. For me this is different from consciously trying to develop a heightened

perception, or awareness, of listening in the environment.

And [ have realized that this is what I wanted to talk about—ordinary listening, and how
to catch sight—or hearing—of the things at the edges. These are the kinds of tangential
experience that contribute to our individual and collective sense of place. We feel ‘at
home’ because we feel—experience—a myriad of familiar, unnoticed moments of

peripheral perception. This is how we come to know a place, and be in it.

So, I'm going to try and sneak up on the subject sideways, by referring to various kinds
of crossing listening paths as metaphors, in this talk, but without necessarily
approaching listening head on. Because I'm hoping to catch listening lurking at the

edges.

MAPPING, not maps: beating the bounds



My first listening path is the ritual of ‘beating the bounds’, as an example of how
individual quotidian experience can be revealed as part of what makes a place—human

activity in the land.

Beating the bounds is an old custom in England and Wales. It died out somewhat in the
19th century but has been revived here and there, and for various reasons. A group of
people walk the ‘bounds’ of the parish on a prescribed date, saying prayers or singing at
various points along the way. They carry willow sticks with which they ‘beat’ significant
walls, boundaries or specially placed marker stones. In addition there’s a tradition of
‘bumping’ people—often a young choirboy—up against the walls or markers. By this
means the community affirms the boundaries of the parish, and the route around these
boundaries is carried forward as tacit knowledge for future generations—since it's a

fairly safe bet that a slightly bruised choirboy is going to remember.




That last picture is a beating of the bounds in east London as a protest against the

building for the 2012 Olympics.

[ have chosen this ritual of beating the bounds as an example of a mapping activity—one
that, quite literally, binds the creation of place to the traces of human activity in the
physical environment. Before [ go on to talk more about listening I also want to use this
example to illustrate how mapping differs from map making, and then explain why I
think the distinction is important to note, and sometimes is lost, in projects that deal

with sound.

Social anthropologist, Tim Ingold clarifies an important difference between the process

of mapping environments and map-making, or cartography, as follows:

‘...the world of our experience is a world suspended in movement, that is continually

coming into being as we—through our own movement—contribute to its formation. In



the cartographic world, by contrast, all is still and silent’ Ingold, p 242 (Maps,
wayfinding and navigation, in The Perception of the Environment. Essays in livelihood,

dwelling and skill).

Paths are the result of mapping activity—the movement of people in the landscape, so
forming the landscape. Those paths we call ‘footpaths’ are full to the brim of sensory
experience, including listening. And for one special day each year, beating the bounds
explicitly reveals the paths and tracks: the parts of the quotidian landscape traversed
unthinkingly each day are revealed as concrete metaphors of human activity and
history. Beating the bounds is a ritual that shows ‘place’ for what it is—the mapping of
human experience. Or, to put it another way, it is the people that make a landscape

happen.

[slide: Welsh community beating the bounds]

Sound maps

How does this relate to ‘ordinary listening’? So - Ingold presents mapping as continually
coming into being, and map-making as static, fixed and ultimately silent. This resonates
strongly for me with the distinction between projects that explore listening experience,
and those that make maps in sound. Listening experience is continually coming into
being over time, but maps tagged with sounds are static—and possibly silent on what

listening means. As we wander through life with our finely tuned sensorium, ready to



interpret any situation; we are not observers_of the landscape or some externalized
conception of ‘nature’ (nor of ‘the urban’, for that matter), we are observers—and
listeners—in landscape, creating place.! Ingold calls this a ‘dwelling perspective’, a

concept of the relationship with the landscape being one imbued with temporality.

Unfortunately, mapping listening in place does not lend itself well to a scientific, or even
quantitative approach because it has to account for all kinds of messy, inconsistent and
emotional responses. Collecting sounds is quite a bit easier than collecting listening. And
this is partly why, [ suspect, listening projects can stop at making maps with sound.
There has been a proliferation of ‘sound map’ projects recently, where people collect
sounds that are tagged to locations on a oogle map. And don’t get me wrong, sound
maps can have a lot of good things going for them. They are quite easy to facilitate, and
to distribute. The process of collecting and contributing sounds can be fun and thought
provoking, and for those who listen afterwards (who are often a subset of the sound
collecting community), the sound can provide an interesting, if partial, picture of ‘a
location’—or at least of a location on a particular period of time. And the choice of
sounds uploaded are intriguing: often very ‘ordinary’ sounds are interesting to people,
as well as those that are obviously more unusual or sonically compelling. But why is

that? Well, that’s another question.

Let me provide my brief critique one anonymized example—only because it seemed to
me to exemplify quite a few projects of this kind—sincere, but ultimately rather opaque.
In this particular project, about 2000 sounds were uploaded by 350 volunteer
participants. A google map was constructed with sounds placed by geographical
location—this was over a very large geographical region with a human population in the
many millions. The sound was described in a brief caption, and a few user-defined tags.
Clicking a map marker exposed the metadata and the ability to play the sound. A
supplementary blog by the organizer—just a few entries written after the ‘completion’
of the uploading period—provided a brief overview of some metrics derived from the
content of the sounds recorded and the precise location that had been recorded.

As a telling ‘snapshot’ of a large geographical region in sound (whatever that means)

this was of course doomed: the sample was far too small and too skewed, the

1 Ingold explicitly extends this to the notion of soundscape in a more recent essay, Against
Soundscape, in which he essentially bemoans an ‘object’-oriented approach to soundscape
that, he sees, risking the same deficiencies he finds in visual culture’s obsession on the visual
object.



geographical area far too big for this kind of local project, and the environments
monitored were entirely dependent on the self-selected uploader’s whim. But more than
that, to my knowledge there was no data collected on why participants had recorded a
particular sound, how they were feeling at the time, any personal associations with the
place, or if they chose to record the sound because it was unusual or ‘ordinary’ to them.
Very few questions were asked. Yet every listener who uploaded a sound was,
essentially inviting them by proclaiming, ‘1 have recorded this place and time because it
is somehow important to me and [ want to share that knowledge’. The discussion about
ordinary listening in place is one that needs to be continued, but sounds of themselves

are poor conversationalists. You need to talk to people.

I'm being rather harsh, to make a point, because obviously there are projects that extend
further, and others that have well-defined aims—as educational tools, or community
activity, for instance—and make no larger claims beyond doing that. But technology is
seductive, and enchanting—and cheap. It can encourage certain approaches that exploit,
or are led by the tools available. But listening experience of place does not translate too
well onto a googlemap (unless there is now a googlemap overlay plugin to chart feeling
and memory, and a zoom facility for narrating personal experience—‘Soul view’,
perhaps). And the ‘places’ created by listening are not necessarily found on a map in any

case.

So my first point is that I think there is room, and necessity, to think about listening
mappings rather than sound maps, and to develop even more work—whether surveys,
research, creative expression or writing—that finds ways to explore ‘ordinary’ listening
as essential to the understanding and formation of place—all kinds of places. On a daily
basis we individually ‘do’ ordinary listening unthinkingly but, on occasion, become
glimpsed as a collective ‘beating of the bounds’ of human experience. Normally we walk
the paths alone, but in reality our daily mapping is a kind of ‘asynchronous’ community
activity, distributed in the temporal landscape. If we could sit here for a while,
documenting the web of sensory and psychological response with which we each,
individually, greet the alarm clock going off, we’d probably find a lot of common ground,
as well as volumes of personal experience. In beating the bounds for ordinary listening,
people’s inconsequential, peripheral listening experiences might be worth collecting.
And it’s how to research that, through making art especially, that intrigues me. We walk
along listening and living, and pottering along thinking of other things, half the time lost in

our own little world of desires and motivations. This brings me to my second path.



Desire Lines

ﬂ': AT ! T

Slide: doctor’s surgery short cut.

This is the informal shortcut to my doctor’s surgery. The school kids going to the school
down the road also use it to cut the corner, though it involves a bit of an effort to get up
the bank. Itis worth ‘reading’ as an example of human intertwining with the physical
terrain—which is after all one definition of landscape. So the path is a very short short-
cut, taken by someone in a hurry, maybe late for their appointment, someone who can’t
be bothered to go the long way round, or some kids feeling a bit rebellious. The path
only takes at most 30 seconds off the journey, so it’s the trace of a state of mind as much

as anything.

This scrubbed out piece of ground then is a record of emotions: a sense of urgency,
laziness or rebellion—all leading to the same desire: to take the shortest route. The
result is an eroded path, formed through unthinking—almost unconscious—
motivations. And formed by a whole lot of people having the same desire—even if

prompted by somewhat different circumstances.

And this kind of path is what urban planners refer to as a ‘desire line’. ‘Desire lines’ like

this are powerful. Urban design has to do a lot of educated guessing as to how people



will move in the built environment—their feelings and decisions—because these paths
are difficult to thwart. Desire lines influence the design of transport interchanges and
shopping malls, where the movement of commuters or shoppers can dictate where
turnstiles are positioned or barriers to likely short-cuts need to be preemptively put in

place. Even my doctor’s surgery has an attempt, with a flowerbed in the way.
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Slide: Edinburgh shopping area, desire lines

This image (from the design of an Edinburgh shopping centre) reveals desire lines for
what they are—vectors of personal intent, collectively similar in direction. In this
particular example, desire lines influenced decisions on where to place the covered

walkway areas.

But why I'm interested, in my search for things at the edges, is because these desire lines
are also the trace of people moving, while thinking about other things, and in their
ordinary, familiar landscape. They are paths of peripheral attention—that low-level
bubbling of sensory perception and thoughts that are part of ordinary experience in the
environment, and contribute to the formation of place: “I want to go here, [ want to
move in this direction, my preferred route is this. I want to avoid this....”. And the traces
these paths leave are also evidence of the extent to which we share such desires—ways

in which our individual feelings of being in place can be remarkably similar in direction.



So I choose this example of a path as a concrete metaphor for ordinary listening as a
shared ‘desire’. Of course ordinary, individual listening is inflected at a local level by
cultural and personal experience. But if the sounds may be very different, there is
sufficient shared emotion in the commonplace desires of listening experience. Why and
what we desire to listen to, even when we are barely conscious of listening, may be
something worth attending to. We know that certain kinds of sounds have collective
meaning—and not just the learned symbolic associations of bells, or the referential
archetypes of ‘scrape’ or ‘hit’, but also the listening experiences of being in place, feeling:
the generalized, archetypical experience of listening to the rain, the busy highway, to
voices talking, the tide rolling in and out, and the sound of the wind in the leaves in the
trees. Certain listening experiences mean something collectively, are driven by collective

associations, and become in their way ‘desire lines’ of why and how we listen in place.

And if these ordinary listening experiences might be paths that are integral to our
making and mapping of place, by reverse, retracing the path from place to listening to
sound might return us to the kinds of ‘desires’—or feelings—that engender ordinary
listening. If it is fairly easy to ‘read’ the short cut to my doctor’s surgery; is it as easy to
‘read’ the reasons why we are attracted to the sound of the wind in the trees? Like the
rationale for a person choosing to take the muddy shortcut, the reasons we listen come
from us, they are neither inherent to the ground beneath our feet nor in the sounds that

meet our ears.

[ think it may actually be harder to investigate ordinary listening in projects that are tied
to geographical place, precisely because it’s so easy to get deflected back into collecting
interesting sounds and making maps. It would be so helpful if we could get inside
people’s heads and simply eavesdrop on their listening—tracking their desire lines
internally. Butsadly [ don’t think there’s a google plugin for that either—though
facebook comes pretty close on getting us to put our ‘trivial’ thoughts online. Indeed,
there is the whole space of the internet—where people map their lives dissociated from
physical space. And [ wonder if this new but increasingly ‘ordinary’ place for living our
thoughts out loud, might also be a place to talk about listening. I'd like to mention
briefly an online work, which I think is a powerful realization of that kind of

‘eavesdropping’ on feeling (though not about listening in particular).
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http:/ /www.wefeelfine.org/wefeelfine_mac.htm!

Metrics
Mounds

wefeelfine

An exploration of human emotion, in six
movements

by Jonathan Harris and Sep Kamvar

(Best viewed in Firefox, Safari, or IE)
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i feel that it's important to encourage an environment where teamw
is emphasized and each individual feels that they are making a real
contribution to the best of their abilities

Slide: We feel fine (wefeelfine.org)

Jonathan Harris, Sep Kamvar

This is not a work, specifically, about sound—but it is a piece about feeling and desire,
mapped in a cloud of individual, ordinary, stories—solitary experiences spoken out loud,
mapping paths in the space of the internet— that untethered environment of

continuously mapped and shared experience.

The path to school and back again (being alone, in sound)

This brings me to my third and final listening path, the path etched in personal
memories of quotidian experience. In my example the memory of walking alone to
school each day—rushing down the back garden past the ash tree, along the wheat field
and across the cricket pitch and then through the trees and into the playground. It
sounds idyllic—but that’s because that’s how it sounds in my memory. [ have of course
recreated the journey in a way that is inflected by my experience since. As philosopher
Edward Casey puts it,2 we remember places through ‘the ever-lengthening shadow of

our bodily past’. We change. And this is the ordinary way of things.

21n an earlier text (Remembering, 1987, 194), Casey
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Familiar places forged from repeated, often solitary, experience hold a great deal of our
selves. Recognizing this, Casey suggests that they have a ‘holding’ function—they not
only ‘gather’ things in their midst (both animate and inanimate) but hold ‘experiences
and histories, even languages and thoughts’. Similarly, Bachelard speaks of the spaces of
our past ‘moments’ of solitude as remaining ‘indelible’ within us, instinctively realized
as being creative. 3 But unlike my other two examples of path making—beating the
bounds and desire lines—I can’t show you a photograph of the traces left by memory.
Remembering is a process that is holed with absences, and it is precisely these absences
that provide space for others to remember listening. I may not consciously remember
(or be able to upload) the sound of the wind in the ash tree that I passed each day, but I
can remember how much that tree meant to me. However, that’s just fine: | know I can

rely on you to insert your own memory of listening to the wind in the leaves.

It would be wonderful if [ could go back, divested of the time and experience [ accrued in
the interim period since I was five years old, and take a photo, or make a sound
recording, of how it was. But I can’t retrieve intact the experiences that remain
‘indelible’ within. I can’t ask my five-year-old self, ‘was listening important in forming
your knowledge of place? '—or ‘what kinds of ordinary listening experience have you
carried throughout life?’. But these are the questions that get at the edges of ordinary
experience of place. Though, actually, in this particular case I can produce a hint of how

it was:

3 And all the spaces of our past moments of solitude, the spaces in which we have
suffered from solitude, enjoyed, desired and compromised solitude, remain
indelible within us, and precisely because the human being wants them to
remain so. He knows instinctively that this space identified with his solitude is
creative....

Bachelard, Poetics of Space p 10
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[ drew this picture (aged five). I had no idea of its existence until a few months ago. So,
in a way, I've become my own longitudinal study. (The wind in the trees is a sonic
archetype embedded in experience of place. And I have noticed when walking with
friends, if | remark on the sound of the wind in the leaves, they often contribute a
personal memory of similar sounds—attached to specific places that were familiar at
specific times of their lives. It happens so often, I ask them on purpose to see what will

come up.4)
So my final path metaphor is that path remembered so well because it was taken time

and time again until the trace remained in mind, indelible—and, as Bachelard would

have it, creative.

Familiar differences (time and time again)

4] wrote about this in a previous paper, conkers...0S
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But I'm not quite done yet, because in summary I'd like to get back to considering the
edges—looking at ordinary experience without being caught in the act of trying to

glimpse the periphery.

Beating the bounds: a collective elevation of ordinary mapping; desire lines: ways we
individually express differing emotion and feeling with similar results; and the
remembered path to school and back: those places formed through habitual, often
solitary, actions over time. All of these are stories of repetition and continuity. Stories
we know grow richer by repetition, and can by repetition be embedded in experience:
one of the principles of Steiner education for instance, entails telling myth-based stories
repeatedly, until the deeper symbolism is embedded as a kind of ‘moral compass’.
Familiar listening experiences, too, provide a conceptual framework for our interaction

with the environment, and with each other.

Routine—the same activity, over and over again—allows perception to shift,
unconsciously, towards peripheral vision. Released from the necessity to find a route,
we can simply wander off. For example, looking out of my bedroom window I glance at
the same tree each day, unconsciously confirming that both the tree and I exist, and that
we do so in a now familiar placial relationship that doesn’t warrant particular attention.
Things may change with the passing seasons or weather conditions, but not that much. I
will tolerate a significant amount of difference if the story remains, essentially, ‘the
same’. And it seems I know what ‘the same’ means, to me. Somehow. This flexible,
‘contractual’ understanding the environment is quite an ordinary experience—so
ordinary in fact that it takes some effort to point out that quite a bit of difference occurs

from day to day. And what, after all, is ‘the same’?
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So I've been taking pictures from the bedroom window for about 10 months now, falling
into a ritual of taking certain shots, in particular of the tree outside that is right in my
eyeline, framed by the window. The photo started out as an amusing suburban
antithesis to notions of conventional landscape’ composition, but after a while I realized
that I was taking ‘nature notes’, and thinking about the mappings of ordinary places and

routine experience. There is always more going on in the edges than you first suspect.
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Elevating the perception of this kind of trivial difference, finds the temporal mapped on

to the moment. Visually the process is easily comprehensible—we think we are looking
at a batch of repetitions, each slightly different from the next. We are of course very
busily making comparisons that are normally barely worthy of conscious attention. 5

(Even though the British are supposed to be obsessed with talking about the weather...)

So visually, repetition and difference are quite easy to examine—and things apparently

‘sit still’ in images while you attend to seeing what looks ‘the same’.

So of course I've been also been recording audio most days, usually just a couple of
minutes or so at a time. | switch on the recorder and either listen or get on with getting
up to go to work. Sometimes [ point the microphone from the window; sometimes I
leave it up in the room. Since ordinary listening can reach out in all directions, there is
somewhat of a dilemma when it comes to trying to locate the edges. Naturally my
choices are subjective, but [ am trying not to have an agenda as to what is ‘good’ to listen

to. Rather, I'm trying to put recording on a par with... ...well, taking a quick photo, from

5> When Monet painted his series of over 20 paintings of Haystacks, in the 1890s, he was
painting not objects in a changing light but how the ordinary experience of seeing
incorporates difference: he was painting the passing of time—experienced difference—
made visible.
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the window; and I am trying to capture ‘ordinary listening’ in a comparable way to

taking a sidelong glance while doing other things. Soon I will have a year’s worth of

recordings of the ordinary. Already, listening back, certain sounds have caught my ear as

representative of a personal ontology—characteristic, somehow, of life ‘at home’ in the

place I associate with starting the day. For instance; the sounds of keys and small objects

being gathered; the shower running; the footfalls of myself or my husband; the TV; the

children next door; the pigeon’s coo-cooing; cars revving and, often, the wind in the

trees.

Mondays

.

Ig May 2011, recorded at about 09:44
; April 2011, recorded at about 08:41
:25 April 2011, recorded at about 17:19
;1,_8 April 2011, recorded at about 07:04

9 May 2011, recorded at about 08:38
@

16 May 2011, recorded at about 08:36
LE

11 April 2011, recorded at about 08:53

23May2011 recorded at about 08:35
_
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But ways of listening are different. How can we compare similarity and differences in

ways that are to do with ‘being’ in sound: that is, in an ordinary, lived environment

simply ‘doing hearing’—as Tim Ingold puts it, taking a gentle swipe to some approaches

to ‘soundscape’? It is harder to notice the subtle changes in the aural weather while

considering which things remain essentially the same. It is not differences that define

the ordinary, but an awareness of those fundamental similarities in which those

differences are accommodated and recognized as such.

And the next dilemma is the perennial one: what will that mean to others, and where

will this lead? Those ideas are still waiting out in the wings. As yet | have no formed idea

of what exactly I will make for others, other than this is to do with ordinary listening,

and with what listening contributes to mapping familiar places—geographical and

otherwise. But one point gives me some confidence: while this project has started from

collecting sounds and images, I know that this is just a starting point and not an end. I'm

hoping that it will end—if it does end—with the expression of ordinary listening paths.
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