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1. Abstract

This document provides an exegesis of an ethnographic soundscape compaosition
engagement that culminated with the creation of a work entitled About Us — For Us (2021).
This creative artefact is a large-scale work that is presented as a binaural composition for
headphone playback. It can also be adapted for multi-channel, site-generic presentation.
The work builds upon practice that was developed during the creation of two preliminary
works entitled What Does Who to What? (2018) and Cartographies (2019). Despite the
existence of innovative works and important development in terms of theorisation, the use of
field recording-based composition as an ethnographic practice is still underdeveloped.
Voices from within the discipline have called for use of composition as an alternative to a
traditional ethnographic write-up and identified the need for rigorous academic
documentation to accompany any such undertaking. This study provides precisely this. Itis
also an explicitly political interaction, aimed at the exploration of power and domination in an
area impacted by austerity measures. This exploration is organised according to a
methodology that interprets the four stages involved in ethnographic studies sonically.
These four stages are: observing and participating in a local area; conducting interviews with
local community members; utilising archives; and producing a sonic write-up. As a study
that engages with notions of power, careful consideration of researcher-participant
collaboration and power relations was deemed necessary. These considerations led to the
adoption of a hermeneutic approach to the engagement. Methods such as the Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis of interviews and the development of an instrument for the
playback of participant statements according to rules derived from interview themes, carried
this concern for power relations into the composition itself. The resulting work contributes a
sonic write-up to the discipline and the exegesis gives a detailed overview of process. A
discussion of contributions to specific aspects of the current literature is afforded by this
overview. The benefits of a deep engagement in the locality are argued for, as well as the

need for reflexive care at every stage of the process. The impact of the process upon the



participants is also examined, and changes to the sonic awareness of one participant is
discussed. Although details of the process for implementing the research strategy are
singular and contingent, this text is felt to provide an opportunity for the community of

practice to scrutinise, adopt, reject or build upon its findings.



2. Contribution to Knowledge

The current study contributes a systematic and practical implementation of
recommendations for ethnographic soundscape composition. In documenting the process
according to academic standards, the study answers calls for such an undertaking from
within the relevant literature.

Discussion of the study is organised according to the four stages of ethnographic study
identified by Drever (2002) in an important article on the subject. These stages are: (i)
observing and participating; (ii) conducting interviews; (iii) utilising archives; and (iv) write-up
(sonic write-up).

In engaging with the contemporary literature in each of these four areas, specific
contributions are made to our understanding of them. Furthermore, the use and extension
of semi-structured interviews and Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) for
ethnographic soundscape composition constitutes a methodological innovation. This
innovation includes the introduction of sonic and embodied considerations to the standard
method. It also includes the implementation of rules derived from IPA to organise the
playback of participant’s statements — an ethical matter.

The current study takes a consciously political approach to the ethnographic
soundscape composition engagement and the benefits of a deep interaction over attempts
to find an “objective” sonic perspective are argued for. The consideration of researcher-
participant power relations also forms an important part of the study and contributes to
existing knowledge in the area.

Finally, this study contributes to our understanding of the impact that such works

have on research participants.



3. Introduction

3.1. Background and Artist’s Statement

3.1.1. Overview of the works

About Us — For Us (2021) is a large-scale work that marks the culmination of an
ethnographic soundscape composition engagement with the community of West Everton.
The work was a collaboration with three local residents whose experiences of life in the area
were explored against the backdrop of austerity. About Us — For Us was originally intended
for installation at site. However, the limiting effect of the COVID-19 pandemic led to its
eventual binaural presentation for headphone playback. Despite this, the work can be
adapted for presentation as a multi-channel, site-generic installation.

Prior to the completion of About Us — For Us, two preliminary works were created.
The first, What Does Who to What? (2018) was an interactive audiovisual installation that
explored power relations in a gallery setting. The second, Cartographies (2019) was a
guadrophonic installation that was later adapted for playback with headphones. This work
was a field recording-based engagement with local groups that were pushing back against

austerity measures and their negative impacts upon the community.

3.1.2. The artist and their motivation

I am a composer who works with sound and text. My background is as a singer-songwriter
and producer of popular music. During my time in education, | also began to write music for
acoustic instruments and produce electronic works. This included work with concrete sound,
and | composed my first lengthy work, Fragments of the Ship Canal Project (Patchwork

Rattlebag, 2017) whilst studying for an MA in Compositional Studies at the University of



Salford in 2013. The work explored political themes, examining the myths surrounding the
political movements and apparent consensus from which the Manchester Ship Canal
emerged. As an artist who identified with the political and protest strands of the singer-
songwriter field, | was also trying to make comparisons with some political currency. On an
aesthetic level, the work explored the interaction of foundsound and text. Inspired by the
notion of T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land being ‘a shade away from a discourse consisting
entirely of soundbites’ (Sharratt, 1997: 277), | aimed to explore the artistic possibilities
presented by the interface of textual and sonic materials. After all, acousmatic material
lends itself to collage-like construction in a similar way to Eliot’s poetic fragments, and
techniques such as rendering metonymic scenes are an interesting prospect for an
acousmatic composer with a background in songwriting.

| have also been a member of two groups: an independent band named Death to the
Strange that had some modest successes; and a collective of which | am still a member,
Patchwork Rattlebag, that despite operating primarily within the popular music sphere,
maintains a healthy disregard for disciplinary boundaries. In the time that followed the
completion of my master’s degree, | was living on one of Salford’s northern overspill estates,
built to house families displaced during the “slum clearances” of the mid-20™" Century. Many
of these families had originated in the large areas of populace that surrounded Salford
Docks prior to their decline during the middle decades of the century, precipitated by
containerisation. These families ostensibly gave up ‘the intimate life of the slums’ for the
‘more reserved, home-centred life of the typical middle-class suburb’ (Cullingworth, 1959:
199).

Whilst living on an admittedly sporadic and semi-professional “portfolio” income
(perhaps the word “income” is the more deserving of scare quotes here), it was the fortune
of the estate in general that gave me powerful lasting memories of the continuing period of

“austerity” in the United Kingdom. The community’s experiences seemed to exemplify the



injustice of the concept and also brought me to question frameworks for emancipation that
are based primarily on the fortunes of a labouring working class. | am not aware that there
is yet an agreed upon term for the historical condition in which many members of this type of
post-industrial community found (and, | suggest, still find) themselves, but from a bleakly
industrial and economic perspective, the term “surplus” seemed apt to me.! Of course, |
intend to convey this as a reproach towards the machinations of political and economic
power, and in no way a denigration of the community in question. Although this economic
state of affairs permeated the lived experiences of people in the area, | believe that my

attempt to put a name to the condition in fact tells us very little about the community itself.

It was from these considerations that the current study was born. | felt that there was
potential for the type of acousmatic practice that | had been developing to explore the ways
in which power permeates the lived experiences of those residing in areas similarly affected
by austerity. | even felt there to be a certain affinity between attempts to explore what might
be referred to as the ‘subjugated knowledges’ embedded in these communities, and the
perhaps unusual proposal of sonic composition as means by which to explore them
(Foucault, 2004: 7). Being aware of issues surrounding representation and the contestable
premise of artists’ claims to “give voice”, it appeared that some kind of break with the
authorial discourses surrounding my areas of practice felt inevitable. What was not at all
clear to me was how | could make a statement about this as an artist without imposing new
forms of institutional or representational power relations. | began to consider the following
guestions: What are the routes available for a reflexive practitioner? Is it possible to respect

the agency of both parties in the artistic representor-represented dynamic? If so, to what

1 To put it another way, many people in the local area were subject to heavy economic
‘disciplinarization’ whilst experiencing little opportunity (Lazzarato, 2014: 209).



extent? What are the limitations of such an interaction? What singular aesthetic
potentialities would such an interaction afford?

It was clear from the start then, that any such project would deal explicitly with at
least two constellations of power relation. On the one hand, it would aim to explore the
dynamics of domination and emancipation that characterise the charged political contexts of
local austerity politics. On the other, it would require a reflexive consideration of the
interaction between a community and an artist-researcher that perhaps, is sadly fated to

patronise it whilst seeking it as a patron.

3.2. Overview

In this section, | will present an overview of the chapters that follow.

In Chapter 4, | survey the relevant literature on soundscape compositions. The field
recording-based practices under discussion derive from a tradition referred to as
“soundscape composition” by various commentators (Drever, 2002; Westerkamp, 2002;
Freeman et al., 2011; Born, 2013; Stollery, 2013; Andean, 2014; Rennie, 2014; Gallagher,
2015; Anderson and Rennie, 2016; Spinelli, 2016; Waldock, 2016; Chapman, 2017; Findlay-
Walsh, 2017 and Martin, 2017). The artists that created these works are referred to as
“composers” (rather than “sound artists” or any number of closely related terms) in the
current text. This does not imply that the artists in question necessarily refer to themselves
as “composers’”.

Although it cannot be claimed that all of the soundscape compositions under
discussion are overtly ethnographic in approach, each has relevance to at least one of the

four stages of ethnographic study identified by Drever (2002). These stages are:

(i) Observing and participating;

(i) Conducting interviews;



(iii) Utilising archives;

(iv) Write-up (sonic write-up).2

A discussion of considerations relating to the chosen place of presentation for these relevant
works is also undertaken. Then, some areas for further study are identified through a close
reading of the literature that has been categorised according to the four ethnographic
stages. Finally, a brief discussion of austerity measures and their imposition on the area of
study, West Everton, is undertaken.

A methodology is proposed in Chapter 5, based upon the four stages identified
above. An approach to participation and interaction in the community is outlined. This
approach is based upon the notion of the hermeneutic circle. The use of semi-structured
interviews and Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (modified to suit an ethnographic,
soundscape interaction) is then discussed. Strategies for the artistic use of archives are
considered before an approach to the creation of a sonic write-up is discussed.

An overview of preliminary artworks and some of the community interactions that
influenced their creation is given in Chapter 6. This is followed by a detailed overview of the
for the creation of the final artwork, About Us — For Us, in Chapter 7. In this chapter,
community interactions, the conduct and analysis of interviews, the planning and creation of
a Max for Live patch that applies rules derived from interview analysis to the sequence of
playback for participants’ statements, and the sonic write-up are all documented in an

academic manner.

2 These stages are not direct quotes from Drever (2002), but summaries of descriptions made in the
article. Furthermore, some modifications have been made to these titles in order to reflect changes
that have occurred in the discipline since its publication. For example, category iii, “Utilising archives”,
goes beyond the idea of simply examining archives; it also encompasses contemporary pieces that
aim to put the archives to work in sound.



A discussion of findings follows in Chapter 8. Here, the four research questions are
addressed and the study’s contributions to our knowledge of the discipline are examined in
detail. The four stages of ethnographic study that served to organise the survey of the
current literature in Chapter 4, are again called upon here to order the discussion of
Research Questions A, B and C. Findings from a second interview with participants,
analysed with Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis, provides material for the discussion
of Research Question D.

Finally, a conclusion is offered in Chapter 9.

3.3. Research Questions

A. What can a soundscape composition process, that explicitly engages Drever’s (2002)
four ethnographic stages?, contribute to our knowledge of the discipline?

B. How might a soundscape composition process, that explicitly engages Drever’s
(2002) four ethnographic stages, be applied to an artistic intervention that explores
power and domination in an area that has been disproportionately affected by
austerity?

C. How can the simultaneous demands of artistic convention, collaboration and
technical competence be balanced in light of researcher-participant power relations?

D. What is the impact of the process for the participants?

3 (i) Observing and participating; (i) Conducting interviews; (iii) Utilising archives; (iv) Write-up (sonic
write-up).



4. Critical Context

4.1. Literature

4.1.1. Two traditions in sound art practice

There exist two notable and celebrated traditions that deal with sounds recorded outside of a
studio setting: the acousmatic tradition and soundscape composition (Drever, 2002).
Despite the moderately long histories of these traditions, ethical considerations pertaining to
sound-based art practices are as yet underdeveloped and lack a tangible and cohesive
theoretical framework (Blackburn, 2014). As a bourgeoning area of interest within sound art
and sound studies, several authors have called for further consideration of matters of ethics
and reflexivity (Drever, 2002; Feld and Brenneis, 2004; Demers 2009; Lane and Carlyle
2013; Andean, 2014; Blackburn, 2014; Rennie, 2014; Voegelin 2014 and Anderson and
Rennie, 2016).

To understand these recent developments, we must look to the history of artforms
that utilise sound recordings captured beyond the walls (and the musical assumptions) of the
mainstream recording studio. In broad terms, Drever (2002) outlines the two distinct but
interconnected cultures within sound art practice mentioned above: acousmatic music and
soundscape compaosition. The former dates back to the practical and theoretical work of
Pierre Schaeffer, whose search for a concrete music led to a conceptualisation of sound as
object, informed by his idiosyncratic take on Husserlian phenomenological principles (Kim,
2010; Schaeffer 2012 and Herrmann, 2015). Closely associated with his notion of “reduced
listening” (Kane, 2007; Kim, 2010 and Herrmann, 2015), the tradition that Schaeffer founded
has been characterised by a focus on ‘the intrinsic qualities of recorded sound’ (Drever,
2002: 22).

The latter tradition, soundscape composition, can be traced to 1970s Vancouver and

the formation of the World Soundscape Project (WSP) (Drever, 2002 and Rennie, 2014).
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Developing alongside the related notion of acoustic ecology — the effects that the acoustic
environment or soundscape has upon its inhabitants (Schafer, 1993) — soundscape
composition is intrinsically linked to the representation of place. Drever (2002: 22) describes
the WSP as ‘a social science group that consisted almost entirely of composers’, noting that
the development of a musical genre from such a group is hardly surprising. Truax (1999)
defines the concept of soundscape in terms of the relationship between a sonic environment
and the society or individual that experiences it. Soundscape compositions employ field
recordings as their primary artistic material. The WSP contributed compositions that are
considered foundational to the genre, such as the group’s collaborative works The
Vancouver Soundscape (1997) and Soundscapes of Canada (1974), as well as individual
works such as Hildegard Westerkamp’s 1989 composition, Kits Beach Soundwalk (2010)
(Drever, 2002; LaBelle, 2006; Kelman, 2010 and Martin, 2017).

The separation of soundscape composition from the acousmatic tradition can
therefore be outlined in the literature. This separation is often more difficult to discern in
practice however, as music deriving from both traditions tends to be combined in ‘concert
programmes, CD compilations and university syllabuses’ (Drever, 2002: 21). Furthermore,
Drever (lbid.), suggests that soundscape composition has, in a sense, ‘grown out of’
acousmatic composition, a fact that has consequences for the way that the genre is both
‘listened to... [and] produced’.

The “acousmatic” can be defined as ‘a sound that one hears without seeing the
causes behind it' (Schaeffer, 1966 cited in Kane, 2007: 17). Neither the notion of the
acousmatic, nor the aesthetic propensity of its related artforms to divorce sound from context
are necessarily conducive to reflection on ethical matters pertaining to the representation of
place in sound. The same could be said for the aesthetic valorisation of manipulation,
control and virtuosity that accompanies acousmatic music’s progeny in the electroacoustic

genres (McCartney, 2017). As noted above, a project of ethical reflection on representation
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has been embarked upon by several artists and authors, but a self-reflexive awareness of
epistemological underdevelopment characterises the literature (Drever, 2002; Feld and
Brenneis, 2004; Demers 2009; Lane and Carlyle 2013; Blackburn, 2014; Andean, 2014;

Rennie, 2014; Voegelin 2014 and Anderson and Rennie, 2016).

4.1.2. Soundscape composition and value

Soundscape compositions do not seek to erase the origins of their constituent, recorded
material (McCartney, 2016). In this sense, they are inherently contextual and expressive of
relationship to the world (LaBelle, 2006; Truax, 2012; McCartney, 2016 and Truax 2017).
Furthermore, Truax (2000) suggests that soundscape compositions are capable of
enhancing the listener’'s understanding of the world and informing quotidian habits. If this is
the case, then an understanding of the values that inform the genre is needed. From which
perspectives are our worldly relationships, understandings and practices being informed?
Contrary to a widely held, tacit assumption that the presentation of field recordings
constitutes a transparent and faithful replication of some sounding event, there is a growing
appreciation of the role played by ideologies in the creation and re-presentation of
soundscape compositions (Drever, 2002; LaBelle, 2006; Rennie, 2014; Andean, 2014 and
An