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Foreword/abstract


The three papers in this ‘suite’ have a special background and context. At the 2010 confer-
 ence SoundActs in Aarhus the three panellists were each given the task to provide a paper 
 with an analysis of the same sound object, thus exhibiting and contrasting different scholarly 
 approaches to sound studies. The object was selected by Torben Sangild, who was familiar 
 with the chosen context: the signature of the US radio programme and podcast Radiolab. The 
 two other participants did not know the context and chose to analyse the sound object without 
 further contextual investigation.


  This object was chosen for several reasons. First of all, it is brief (less than 17 seconds), which 
 meant that it was possible to make a detailed analysis; at the same time, though, it is relatively 
 complex, which means that it can accommodate three different analyses. It is a sound object 
 with a global audience, taken from one of the most popular podcasts worldwide, accessible on 
 the internet. Finally, it is a piece of functional sound design, rather than a work of art, which 
 raises the question of context more clearly.


  The result is three rather different approaches: 1) a process analysis, observing analytical 
 listening strategies towards the constructed object, 2) a vocal analysis, regarding the sound 
 object as a polyphony of voices, and 3) a contextual analysis, framing the sound object as a 
 radio signature.


  Ola  Stockfelt  analyses  the  sound  object  as  something  that  is  constructed  via  his  own 
 repeated listening process – as a scholarly-analytical analysis of the subjective act of creat-
 ing meaning. He draws on presumptions and prejudices, demonstrating the impossibility of 
 a purely structural listening. The analysis relates these hermeneutical reflections to formal 
 musicological observations of harmony, timbre, space and rhythm in some detail.


  Ansa Lønstrup’s paper analyses the sound object as a polyphony of voices. Her analysis 
 is inspired by two phenomenologists: Don Ihde, whose notion of ‘voice’ is understood in a 
 more general sense as the voices of all things, and Lawrence Ferrara, who methodologically 
 operates within tree levels of investigation: 1) the syntax, 2) the semantic and 3) the ontology 
 level. Accordingly, this analysis is conducted, as if the sound object was performed by a vocal 
 ensemble oscillating ‘between a musical and a speech act’.


  Torben Sangild’s paper focuses on the concrete function of the sound object as a radio sig-
 nature. This prompts a generic analysis and a semantic model of radio signatures in gen-
 eral, eclectically employing formal, indexical, gestural, discursive and contextual levels of 
 meaning. The analysis of the Radiolab signature focuses on the overall gesture of tension and 
 release as well as the semantic elements in a constellation with the content and style of the 
 radio programme.


  After  the  three  individual  contributions,  a  brief  summary  and  conclusion  will  follow, 
 answering any questions that may arise in the process. 
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I received this sound in the format of an mp3 file. It was thus already an ‘object‘, 
 a thing that could be detached from different contexts as a separate entity, and a 


’work‘, something that could be copied, transported, remediated, utilised and reuti-
 lised, possibly labelled, sold and bought, stored, protected. I knew very little about 
 the origin of this sound. I was careful not to discover anything about it in terms of 
 contextual information that could confirm or refute the hypotheses I would form 
 while listening to the sound.


Listening to a sound as ’an object of research’ is basically different from all other 
 forms of listening, and the relevance of the results of that kind of listening can 
 and should always be questioned. Are you actually listening to and describing the 
 sound, or are you using the sound for example to provide cues for different themes 
 of verbal discourse? The act of listening is always formed in relation to the purpose 
 of listening (Stockfelt, 1988 [especially chapters one and seven], 1991, pp. 17ff.).


My first immediate impression of this particular sound was rather general and 
 vague: A lot of things were happening very fast, and then it was over. The first con-
 sciously reflexive relation I got to the sound was thus formed not to the sounding 
 sound, but to the memory of the sound, just after it stopped – I created a ‘gestalt’ in 
 retrospect, trying to grasp what I had just heard, trying to relate it to various types 
 of ‘meaning’ that I could apply in order to create some sort of order in my relation 
 to the sound. This influenced all my further dealings with the sound – no matter 
 how professional and/or technical I aspire to be in the process of listening. When 
 I then listened more closely to the sound, again and again, I listened for confirma-
 tions, discrepancies and differentiations with regard to my first impression. I even 
 discovered rather late in the process that my expectations, formed during the first 
 listening, had led me to clearly perceive details in the sound that in fact could not 
 be heard upon closer listening.


My first impression was that it sounded very much like ‘radio’, ‘logo’ and ‘tech-
 nical’. It sounded ‘youngish’ rather than ’young’, and it sounded a bit ‘slick’. It also 
 sounded slightly ‘pretentious’ and actually rather ‘conventional’.


All these qualities of sound are contextual. The intentionality of listening una-
voidably contains a process of determining the relevance of a number of cultural 
contexts and of placing the sound within these contexts. That is a basic part of the 
process of forming a gestalt. Thus, this sound might indeed be what it appeared 
to be: a signature for a radio programme, probably, but not necessarily from an 
English-speaking country. It might be the introduction to a film in which a radio 
programme, or people connected to the environment at a radio station, would play 
a central part – the kind of sound montage common in the beginning of a film, 
often on a black screen, before or during the titles. Or it might be some kind of inter-
textual ‘sound art’ intended to sound, as if it was a signature for a radio programme 
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or the introduction to a film on radio. In this paper I will only discuss the sound ‘as 
 such’ and ‘as a radio sound’.



The sound ‘as such’


Listening to the sound ‘as such’ is impossible per se. Sounds have no independent 
 existence ‘as such’. Sounds are mental concepts created by a subject (Stockfelt, 1994, 
 pp. 19ff.). The act of listening does often have, but does not need to have, a rela-
 tion to external auditory stimuli, to measurable acoustic events. My head is full of 
 sounds, always – some of them have a relation to the acoustical processes in this 
 room and some do not. When I listen to a sound with an obvious external source, I 
 still can only hear it as subsumed into the mix of sounds within my head – of sound 
 relations and expectations, past, present and potential. And focusing on listening 
 to a sound ‘as such’, as ‘a sound’, and not as the sound of something, is merely to 
 construct a very specialised form of meaning, not to abstain from creating meaning 
 while hearing the sound as it is ‘in itself’(Cf. how Heidegger touches upon, without 
 following through, this discussion in Heidegger (1962 [1927], pp. 207ff.); his discus-
 sion is in effect not very different from Hanslick (1891, pp. 9ff.)).


The first part of the sound I immediately recognised as a voice, and voices kept 
 being the prime focus of my attention during the first round of listening. I heard 
 characters, I identified male and female voices with different types of affect, and I 
 related these characters and affects to the potential situations proposed by my lis-
 tening to the rest of the sounds. In short: I heard (a recording of) a group of people 
 preparing to record and then doing the actual recording. 


The first part consisted of a dialogue of a sound check and of a noise connected 
 to electric machinery, possibly malfunctioning. The second part was a montage of 
 several  different  voices  with  different  affects,  from  different  earlier  recordings, 
 pasted together to form a single verbal enunciation, and with a backdrop of compu-
 ter-generated sounds and noise from the sphere of broadcasting. (At a later closer 
 listening, though, this turned out to be at odds with the actual acoustic content.)


The non-vocal sounds contributed to my understanding, both by situating the 
 voices in a technical environment of recording and/or broadcasting and a histori-
 cal-cultural environment of sound montage, and by providing a temporal structure 
 consistent with rather traditional conventions of narrative form. I heard coherence 
 between the vocal sounds as focus for the gestalt, and the non-vocal sounds as a 
 description of the context/situation.


The first time, I did not really listen to the actual words, and the second time 
I discovered that the words confirmed my first impression – but, of course, the 
semantic content did in some way influence the way I conceptualised the sound, 
including the first time I heard it. Every affordance is always also a constraint. Once 
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I recognise a sound as a verbal expression, it is impossible for me to un-hear the 
 verbal qualities. Once I have recognised the verbal content of a sound, I cannot act 
 as if the recognition never happened.


Some sound details, a very rough overview:


The first sound is a male voice. This is a prime category. The first time, I did not hear 
 a sound, which I then identified as a voice and finally judged to be male; although 
 I might have done so, had the sound been just slightly ambiguous. But it is not. It is 
 a typical male voice. It says, ‘Wait, wait, you’re … hhh…’ And a female voice which 
 replies, ‘K’ (that is, ‘key’; actually it is ‘okay’, although the initial ‘o’ is so weak that I 
 did not hear it the first time around).


The male voice is close-up, without any discernible room acoustics. Normally, 
 the shape of the acoustic room of a sound is the very first thing we tend to hear and 
 conceptualise, although we are (I think) rarely aware of the fact. But this voice lacks 
 ambience. It is close to us, almost intimate, without spatial dimensions and dis-
 tances. Melodically, it stays on an A, with a slight tendency towards a B flat. Rhyth-
 mically it is as regular as you reasonably can be in such a short period of time: EEQ


With the entrance of the female voice, a multidimensional room is created in 
 which the male voice is put in place. 


•   The female voice is slightly to the right of the male voice. It thus creates a horizon-
 tal dimension in the acoustic room, placing the male voice to the left or possibly 
 in the centre. Thus, the male voice no longer constitutes and encompasses the 
 room, but is placed within a room. The female voice also appears to be slightly ‘up’, 
 which might have to do with the actual placement in the acoustic room or with 
 the difference in frequency (almost precisely one fourth ‘up’). The experience of 
 an ‘up’ shift articulates a vertical dimension in the acoustic room.


•   It completes the rhythmical figure. The ‘K’ of the female voice is metrically close 
 enough to articulate a start of a new ‘measure’, in 4/4 time, to confirm the poten-
 tial rhythm presented by the male voice. It also creates a slight delay (this might 
 seem paradoxical, but it is not), a slight fermata on the ‘hhh’, with the very soft ‘o’ 


as an upbeat to a new measure in the rhythm.


•   It creates a social room with a dialogue, the male voice thus addressing not us, but 
 the female counterpart in the same acoustical sphere, in the same social room.


•   The ‘K’ of the female voice enters on a ‘d’ – thus articulating a tonal relationship 
between the ‘notes’ of the male voice and the ‘note’ of the female voice, which sup-
ports the long ‘upbeat’ character of both the female voice (DT) and the whole 
introduction so far: DDDDT.
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This last point is further supported by the fact that the tone that the female speaker 
 hits is immediately confirmed and enforced a couple of octaves down by the intro-
 duction of the first non-verbal and non-human sound: an electric drone in a rather 
 low register. 


This drone also conforms to, and confirms, both the spatial dimensions and the 
 temporal orientation. It is placed ‘down to the left’, while the female voice is placed ‘up 
 to the right’, thus keeping the initial male voice in the centre. And it strengthens the 
 impression of a preamble: of something you might want to cut out from the acoustic 
 documentation of a live recording of a performance, rather than a part of the thing 
 you intend to record – like the tuning of the orchestra before a live broadcast.


The sound thus tells us that it is really not the sound we should listen to, but that 
 the sound we should listen to – the real thing – will follow shortly. This is completely 
 in accordance with the semantic content of the male voice. The female voice voices 
 our acceptance of the waiting, which makes it our voice as well. 


The electric D-drone swells to a rather dominant sound (around 02.76), then 
 recedes a bit and finally (at 06.04) starts to grow towards a climax (at 06.80), where it 
 abruptly stops. In form and shape it is not unlike the intro of The Beatles’ ‘I Feel Fine’ 


– where an electric drone on A functions as a prolonged up-beat to the ‘real’ start of 
 the tune with a medium-fast guitar figure starting in D major and, finally, landing 
 the tune firmly in G major. At 02.64 a second male voice enters the composition. It 
 is extremely close-up, even compared to the initial male voice. It thus stresses the 
 presence of a depth dimension in the acoustic environment, in hindsight distancing 
 the first male voice and expanding the acoustic room towards us. What we thought 
 was really close, was in fact not that close. It might be the same male voice, speaking 
 closer to the microphone, or it might be another male voice, placed closer to us in 
 the acoustic room. It is also in a lower register – an interval of a fifth down from the 
 first male voice. Frequency-wise it corresponds with the drone, thus further enforc-
 ing the tonal focus on D. It says something that sounds like ‘kind’. It is at this point 
 that the drone starts to swell, thus drawing attention hereto.


At 02.92 the female voice repeats the ‘‘K’ from 01.72. It sounds just like the first 
 time, and it might very well be a copy of the same recording. This questions the 
 context of ‘liveness’– what appeared to be a live preamble to something might in 
 fact be a montage. Maybe we are not really waiting to hear something; maybe we 
 are already hearing it?


Meanwhile, the drone has receded a bit in volume, establishing a ‘normality’ 


of presence. It functions as a stable tonal base for the totality of the sound event. 


When the second male voice returns again at 05.24 with exactly the same rendition 
of ‘kind’, the pretence of a live broadcast weakens further, especially because the 
rhythmical structure is so regular. This now appears to be no preamble of a broad-
cast; this is a sound montage, possibly composed to give the impression of a live 
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broadcast, but it is quite ‘musical’ with a stable tonality in a very traditional sense. 


The pendulum movement between the female and male voices, in quite a strict 4/4 
 beat in about 96 bpm, functions as a countdown to whatever it is we are asked to 
 wait for. Against this pulse, some of the realised sounds (and especially the ‘resolu-
 tion’) are slightly delayed, thus forcing us to wait, which in turn might be seen as an 
 enactment of the verbal content of the initial phrase.


It is also due to this pulse that we can experience the renewed ‘swelling’ of the 
 drone base between 06.04 and 06.80 as a rather long crescendo-ritardando, not a 
 break in the rhythm – an agogic cliffhanger reinforcement. The male cough at 05.76 
 also supports the enunciation of an ‘upbeat’: a gesture that is common to prepara-
 tions just before the start. It contributes to the articulation of ‘live’, without negat-
 ing the character of montage.


‘The real thing’ starts at 06.80 with three sudden simultaneous radical changes 
 or events: (1) the sharp cut-off of the drone sound, at the climax of the crescendo-
 ritardando, (2) the entrance of a female voice, addressing the microphone at full 
 voice – as opposed to the two subdued or ironical ‘Ks’ before, and (3) the appearance 
 of a series of short synthesised electric piano sounds ‘behind’ the voices. 


The range of these notes is from d to c#, within an octave with the C# on top. (The 
 notes of this kind in the octave below, clearly audible at close listening, were not 
 prominent in the first round of listening – the clarity of these also depends very 
 much on the playback equipment.) The notes are short, the phrases are short, and 
 the c# is always left unresolved on top as the endnote of a phrase, which is arguably 
 the main reason why it sounds as if it was slightly non-tonal and chaotic, when in 
 fact it is firmly rooted and supports the tonality already established by the voices 
 and the base drone. If you write out the most prominent notes, it is obvious that the 
 melodic and harmonic content closely corresponds with a D major tonality, domi-
 nated by dominant gestures on A7 with the major third on top, landing three times 
 on a firm tonal D (ending with a full cadenza: G A7 D).


This, though, is definitely not what I heard the first time I listened. My ears 
 are not that quick to react. I heard something that, at the same time, mixed and 
 blended well with the overall sound profile and differed significantly from the rest 
 of the sounds, primarily by the timbre, gestures and ambience. It was a bit too fast 
 for me to be heard as consequently harmonic, and the top c# stood out in a way that 
 was obviously dissonant with the earlier drone. The gestures were somewhere in-
 between somebody just fussing about in the descant area of an electric keyboard 
 and the kind of fast descant sounds that are sometimes used to infer the transfer of 
 computer information, providing a somewhat ‘technical’ context.


The sudden presence of actual, articulated ‘tones’, note values with easily rec-
ognisable positions on a traditional musical scale, as opposed to the patently ‘un-
musical’ speaking voices and the drone, contributed to making this section stand 
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out against the preceding sounds and to confirming the less obviously implied tonal 
 basis of the preceding sounds. This confirmation of ‘tonality’ is also what makes rel-
 evant the apparent ‘lack of tonality’ in the melodic gestures (which would appear to 
 be totally irrelevant in relation to a soundscape consisting exclusively of speaking 
 voices and non-musical machinery).


These ‘tones’ also differ by adding an acoustic ambience, a room outside the 
 virtual room constructed by the varying distances between speakers and micro-
 phones, and the panning of the voices within the mix. Either through the envelope 
 profile of the individual sounds or by the global adding of a digital reverb to that 
 part of the mix, the ‘tones’ create and enact a room with quite a lot of reverb and 
 possibly some weak delays. The lack of strong delays renders it virtually impossible 
 to determine the dimensions, apart from just that: it is rather large and indetermi-
 nate, possibly a simile of a cave or an empty hall with hard walls. This room spills 
 over into the experience of the voices as well, although these do not sound within 
 the same ambiance – the dimensions of the quite intimate room of the voices are 
 contained within a larger room which is empty, indeterminate and possibly tech-
 nical, with an ambiguous relation to tonal fundaments. Thus, this both moves the 
 voices – and the memory of the preceding voices – relatively closer to the listener, 
 and it creates a wider space for the up-coming presentation of voices – a space that 
 can and will be used in the mix.


The voices in the part starting at 06.80 are, on the one hand, addressing ‘us’, as 
 opposed to the voices in the ‘preamble part’ that address each other. The direct 
 address brings these vocal sounds closer to us. On the other hand, they are even 
 more obviously something that has been assembled from different recordings, not 
 something that is happening in ‘real-time’ (as the preamble has led us to expect), 
 which creates a distance between the sounds and us and implies ‘a hidden speaker’, 
 who is using these voices to address us, who is acting ‘between’ these voices and us, 
 but who is hidden and unheard.


The  basic  principle  of  this  montage  is  pretty  standard.  Combining  changing 
 visual and verbal presentation of a single semantic and/or musical line is rather 
 common in the sphere of i.e. television commercials, and seems to be especially 
 popular  for  creating  the  effect  of  having  many  different  individuals  or  groups 
 expressing a single view, and/or being parts of a common greater whole, a strong 
 differentiated community (cf. e.g. Gandini, 2003; Jackson, 1991; OWL, n.d.; Swedish 
 Coop commercial, n.d.; Stockfelt, 1988, pp. 30ff.).


The voices (possibly the same as in the preamble) flow upon the pulse stated in the 
preamble, and the whole presentation fits nicely within two equal ‘bars’ on that pulse, 
but they do not in themselves confirm or conform to this pulse. They thus stand out 
as ‘verbal’, spoken, rather than musical or poetic. But the verbal flow as such is con-
tained within the timeframe and temporal regularity constituted by the whole.
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The first voice, a female voice, addresses us (at 06.80) and says, ‘you’re list …’ – 
 and is cut off by a male voice (at 07.48) that repeats and completes the word ‘listen-
 ing’. If he is correcting her, filling in, because she has lost the thread, taking over 
 the acoustic space or just echoing and confirming her views is indeterminate, and 
 whether he is doing this ‘live’ or it is an effect created as part of a montage, so 
 far remains impossible to determine. The ambivalent relationship between the two 
 voices, the possible, but not confirmed struggle for dominance apparent already in 
 the preamble, is sustained and kept unresolved.


The same female voice continues (at 07.88) the sentence with ‘to Radiolab’, and 
 the word ‘lab’ (at 09.16) echoes, slightly weaker and further away – thus expanding 
 the verbal room within the larger sphere created by the reverb of the ‘synthesised 
 tones’ discussed earlier, subverting the image of direct address, although this is, of 
 course, an effect that can be and often has been used in live situations. The male 
 voice then repeats the word ‘radio’ (at 09.64) and thus creates a clear break with the 
 verbal linearity of the sentence. The retrograde repetition of ‘Radiolab’ (‘lab’, ‘radio’) 
 stresses these two words, this concept.


The female voice continues (at 09.96) with the word ‘from’. After this there is a 


‘fermata’ in the flow, filled by a mix of rather weak sounds, among which an uniden-
 tifiable female voice pronounces something unintelligible that sounds a bit like ‘uili’ 


(at 10.48), which stands out together with an isolated c# from the flow of synthesiser 
 sounds (at 10.60 – which possibly could be heard as the leading note to the tonic, 
 enhancing the dominant character of waiting for something to come). This, thus, is 
 a delay, priming us for what is to come by enhancing the tension. The verbal content 
 also supports this gesture – stopping mid-sentence with the word ‘from’ is a rather 
 traditional cliffhanger trick used to enhance the tension and expectation of what is 
 to come (like ‘the winner … iiiiiisssss…’).


At 11.04 the male voice starts to declare the name of the agency of the ‘from’, but 
 just like the female voice was interrupted earlier by the male voice on the letter ‘s’, 
 this time the male voice is interrupted after stating, ‘W, M, I, sss …’ by a female voice 
 – placed in a markedly different place in the acoustic room and with a contrasting 
 affective expression, pronouncing what sounds like the word ‘six’ (at 12.28). This is 
 the same type of conflict as before, but with reversed polarities.


After the appearance of this perhaps second female voice (if it is the same woman, 
it is at least taken from a different recording and mixed into a different place in the 
acoustic room – so it is definitely a new ‘voice’), a third female voice appears some 
distance away and up in the acoustic room, with a very clearly pronounced and 
mixed presentation of a verbal sound that I was completely unable to grasp (pos-
sibly the whole thing changed from English to French?). This expression is closely 
and dominantly surrounded by the ‘tonal’ synthesiser sounds, and it is, both in spa-



(11)SoundEffects | vol. 2 | no. 1 | 2012


Ola Stockfelt: A sound … SoundEffects | vol. 2 | no. 1 | 2012


tial placing, timbre and affective gesture, clearly separated from the surrounding 
 verbal discourse. 


The final verbal phrase is delivered by the first female voice, who with a con-
 cluding verbal gestural intonation delivers the last acronymic message: ‘Ench N P 
 R’. Three sound bursts – gradually weaker and with lessening bandwidth – confirm 
 that the sound is drawing to a close: a receding gesture, a composed fade out or 
 gestalt of a ‘band echo’, a series of delays – not connected to the room acoustics, but 
 placing it in the associative sphere of recording history, just like the ‘echo’ of the 
 first female voice’s pronunciation of the word ‘lab’ at 09.16.


Obviously, this rough description of the sound is just as much a description of the 
 subjective performance of listening. Sounds are mental concepts, created through 
 the act of listening, as I noted in the beginning of this paper. Even the mode of lis-
 tening with a marked technical acoustic focus, listening for acoustic occurrences, is 
 basically embedded in the process of subjective conceptualisation (Stockfelt, 1994, 
 pp. 19ff.). I was patently unable to hear the sound ‘as such’ via some form of ‘reduced 
 listening’, although technical listening enabled me to separate and denote the com-
 posite parts of different sound bites, thus unravelling the relations between what 
 was technically present in the acoustic content and the hypotheses, interpretations 
 and inter-discursive network connections I used the first time and all the following 
 times I heard the sound, in order to unravel or create various levels of ‘meaning’ in 
 my relation to the sound.


The ‘radio noise’ that I clearly perceived, when I listened to the sound as a whole, 
 before going onto listening for details, turned out to be missing from the sound-
 track upon very close listening. There are absolutely no AM or FM sounds, though 
 there are indeed various forms of sonic ‘chaos’ in the places that are often filled with 
 these sounds in ‘traditional’ radio-related sound montages. I heard them clearly, but 
 they are not there. Did I add them in the act of listening, as a form of culturally-
 historically informed/tainted process of meaning production? Did the affordance 
 of creating that kind of historical-cultural perceptual reference constrain me from 
 hearing the sound ‘as it is’? Of course it did. And this is really not a problem, but 
 rather a crucial analytical point. This, in turn, led to hypotheses concerning the 
 creator of the sound. Who would create a sound like this, for what purpose, and 
 what does it have to do with me? 



A radio sound


One very obvious possibility is that the sound was created to be aired, or cabled, on 
the radio. As a radio sound, as something encountered in a broadcast, it became a 
quite different sound – although in some respects akin to the sound as an acoustic 
object. In the context of radio this sound has to be heard as profiled against a flow 
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of radio programming. Since this programming is only implied, we have to listen 
 for possible and probable frames of programming in the character of the sound 
 itself. If I turned on the radio and heard this sound, I would first and foremost listen 
 for orientation. I would wish to know, which station I was listening to, what kind of 
 programme was on, and what was to come after this sound – whether I should keep 
 listening or go on to find something more relevant to my situation. 


Thus, the first part of the sound can be heard as the beginning of a live record-
 ing, ‘real’ or designed, a piece of radio theatre or possibly ‘just’ one of the ‘spontane-
 ous’ parts of any number of morning or afternoon shows, although the too regular 
 character of the composition renders this unlikely. In either case, we are given the 
 opportunity to experience a specific room and a specific social setting – to hear 
 these things, rather than hear the sounds ‘themselves’. The room is a recording and/


or broadcasting studio, populated by at least two people, a man and a woman. The 
 focus is more on the broadcasting situation and the technicalities of broadcasting, 
 than on whatever content is to be broadcasted. This, I suppose, is what will follow 
 after the ‘wait’.


What follows after the three radical changes at 06.80 is even more easily identi-
 fied as a signature, an acoustic logo for the broadcast – the kind of characterising 
 signature of a radio show that is supposed to be in line with the overall profile of 
 the station and, possibly, the market identity of the company as a whole. Hence, 
 the logo also positions me, as a listener. If it is in line with my preferences and basic 
 values, I can be expected to want to keep listening. If not, I could either switch to 
 another station or keep listening – but if I chose to keep listening, implicitly, I would 
 be accepting that I would be listening as an outsider, as somebody who was kindly 
 allowed a peek, and if I did not like what I heard that would be my problem.


If I chose to listen to the sound as a start-up address or commercial for a radio 
 show, the characteristics of the sound as discussed above would comprise a state-
 ment, informing the listener of the intended characteristics of the show, as com-
 pared to other contemporary broadcast profiles. I would thus expect this show to 
 contain ‘professional’ and ‘experimental’ uses of the radio medium, intended for a 
 rather small, but actively interested group of listeners searching for identification 
 in a more ‘cultural’ and ‘conscious’ identity than that of the ‘passive’ mainstream 
 listener, not listening to the radio ‘in the background’, but with an ‘active’, exploring 
 attitude, searching for the patently ‘new’ and ‘unexpected’, rather than for con-
 firmation and a repetition of the main body of broadcasts and/or popular music. 


I would expect this to be a programme that focused on development of the very 
format of radio presentations, rather than using established formats for promoting 
traditionally profiled contents. And I would expect this to be contained within a 
rather traditional and ‘safe’ set-up – not really challenging, but providing the ges-
tures of challenge, while at the same time keeping the risk of breakdown and failure 
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at a safe distance. The voices could come across as the voices of my own peers – I 
 would be able to identify with the social sphere of the broadcast studio and imagine 
 myself among them, having fun. Provided that by listening to this sound I chose to 
 identify myself as such a listener. And in spite of this being guesswork, basically, no 
 matter how well-informed I am, this would still have been (and was) what I heard 


‘first’ (as Heidegger would have put it), rather than the sound ‘as such’.


Explicitly asked to guess where this sound originated from, I considered it very 
 possible that this is indeed the signature and acoustic profile of a show on a ‘seri-
 ous’ public radio station, not a commercial radio show. This show would be ‘young’, 
 modern and professional in a time of commercial dominance over technical stand-
 ards and ethical values, and, at the same time, it is also meant to be artistic, crea-
 tive, slightly but not too ‘avant-garde’, and with a fair, but not too large amount of 


‘cultural perspectives’. It wants to appear as if it is leading the way, rather than fol-
 lowing the stream, in spite of the fact that the means to assert this are really dated, 
 and it wants to appear to be youngish, slightly intellectual and exciting. It wants 
 to appear to be highly competent, in control. Finally, it wants to have a suitable 
 distance to its owns claims, laughing at itself a bit, showing off the type of hand-
 some self-reflexivity that might be a justification for the kind of irony that prohibits 
 critique and questioning of its own position. Judging from the kind of harmonic 
 tension that is articulated, it might be British, but the accents of the voices and 
 the name of the station imply that it is in fact American. In a commercial context, 
 it might be the ‘cultural’ or ‘modern edge’ alibi that serves to profile the station 
 against more blatantly populist stations.
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In what follows I will unfold and argue for a way to listen to this Radiolab sound 
 artefact that focuses on the analysis of the construction of voices and polyphony. 


Polyphony as a concept originates in nineteenth-century musicology and is used 
 as a characteristic of the musical renaissance (approximately 1400-1600). It is con-
 sidered one of the most important compositional principles in the European musi-
 cal style during that period, and it is characterised by several independent voices 
 operating at the same time, each with a different melody and identity and without 
 the fixed hierarchy which is thought to be characteristic of the opposite principle of 
 musical homophony. The polyphonic compositional principle1 is still used after the 
 renaissance and can be found in neoclassic and contemporary music and sound art 
 as well. What this principle indicates for listening is first and foremost an urge to 
 listen both ‘horizontally’, following the individual lines of the different voices, and 
 vertically, focusing on the sum or total auditory field of the voices. 


Furthermore, I will include the concepts of linguistic polyphony, double voiced 
 discourse and the dialogical voice and speech act, first introduced at the end of 
 the  1920s  by  the  Russian  linguist  Mikhail  Bakhtin2  and  later  developed  in  new 
 linguistic and literary theory3 and used for analysing the dialectics, polysemantics 
 and diversities of language. This ‘unfinalised’ understanding of the speaking voice 
 (and the author’s voice) means that all utterances are semantically open to more 
 than one interpretation and meaning, as there is always a dialogue going on inside 
 the voice act, referring to other voices. This double polyphonic listening strategy 
 has its pa rallel in Radiolab’s oscillation between a speaking and a musicking4 mode 
 – between language and music articulation and communication – which will be 
 demonstrated during my listening. 


As it will appear from the analysis, there are several open elements and features 
 in the speech acts of our analytical object; it is simply very difficult to define what 
 is uttered, because of the ambiguous voice articulation of the uttered. After the 
 analysis I will put into perspective the main principles in my use of Don Ihde’s phe-
 nomenology based on his theory of voice and listening. Finally, I will conclude with 
 some overall perspectives on our three different acts of listening and analyses and 
 the possible negotiations of three different interpretations of the sound object in 
 question.



Listening and voice


My  listening  methodology  is  based  on  a  combination  of  two  phenomenological 
inspirations: the philosopher Don Ihde and the musicologist Lawrence Ferrara. Don 
Ihde’s book Listening and Voice. Phenomenologies of Sound was first published in 1976 
and reedited in 2007. In this book Ihde does not deal with the sounding human voice 
primarily. More generally, he deals with our specific auditory attention towards 
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voice and with an understanding of listening and voice as entities: before the act of 
 listening, there is always a ‘voice’, so to speak. In this way Ihde’s concept of voice is 
 not restricted to the human voice, but includes the voices of all things that give or 
 produce sound in our listening activities.


Listening to the voices of the World, listening to the “inner” sounds of the imagina-
 tive mode, spans a wide range of auditory phenomena. Yet all sounds are in a broad 
 sense “voices” of things, of others, of the gods, and of myself. In this broad sense one 
 may speak of the voices of significant sounds as the “voices of language.” At least 
 this broad sense may be suggestive in contrast to those philosophies and forms of 
 thought that seek to reduce sounds to bare sounds or to mere acoustic tokens of an 
 abstract listening that fails to hear the otherness revealed by voice. A phenomenology 
 of sound moves in the opposite direction, toward full significance, toward a listening 
 to the voiced character of the sounds of the World. (Ihde, 2007, p. 147)



Phenomenology as a tool for musical analysis


In his article, ‘Phenomenology as a Tool for Musical Analysis’, in The Musical Quarterly 
 (1986) Lawrence Ferrara analyses ‘Poeme Electronique’, composed by Edgar Varese 
 (1953).  This  work  of  ‘musique  concrete’  is  a  montage  of  collected  and  recorded 
 sounds: church bells, honking horns, electronic sounds, female and male voices, 
 elevators, percussion instruments, airplanes, ticking and more. 


Ferrara’s methodological-analytical article is based on the phenomenology of 
 Gadamer, on the scientist-philosopher Michael Polanyi, on Martin Heidegger and 
 on the general phenomenological notion that the sound (and music) work is not 
 an  object  that  we  as  analysing  subjects  may  scrutinise;  on  the  contrary,  music 
 and sound work are subjects – a voice which questions the listening analyst and 
 to which she may respond or act. In so doing, Ferrara starts out with a number of 


‘open listenings’, and subsequently he performs his listening analysis through three 
 levels or three strata, each level followed by ‘reflections’. Specifically, his third level 
 is inspired by Heidegger and his phenomenology of existence in time and history as 
 developed in Sein und Zeit (Heidegger, 1962). The three levels of his analysing inves-
 tigation are:


1.   The syntax level: the sound material, components or the sound grammar and 
 syntax.


2.   The semantic level, which is concerned with signification, references and 
 sources of the sound – that is, the sound of things.


3.   The ontology level: following Heidegger on onto-historical existence, historicity 
of sound, and how it might bear witness to human being in time and space.
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These three levels will structure my listening to Radiolab in the following. Still, 
 there might be some overlap and intertwining between the three strata.



Listening to Radiolab


The syntax level


I recommend the reader to consult both the Radiolab sound file and the attached 
 and  graphical  ‘score’  or  registrant  while  reading  the  following.  The  indication 
 of time in the registrant is not an exact representation or registration, as I have 
 worked it out by ear and without any technological programme at my disposal. But 
 since its purpose here first and foremost is to illustrate the principles of polyphonic 
 material and texture and the montage of the construction, I find it helpful to look 
 at while reading the following account and review of the sound material and its 
 components – its so-called syntax. 


We hear a number of human voices: two male solo voices, one female solo voice 
 and a ‘choir’ of sopranos, maybe two or more. Furthermore, there are some ‘instru-
 mental’ voices: one drone, two fill voices and a radio noise voice. In the registrant 
 I have listed a total of eight voices. This is, of course, my listening construction of 
 components, since – by very close listening – you may hear more sound features 
 and material, for example a weak ‘tick tack’ and other (noisy) sounds, especially at 
 the end of the piece. As it is shown in the registrant, the voices are distributed and 
 hardly ever coincide or mingle – that goes primarily for the human voices, though. 


The drone, the fills and other sounds are partly simultaneous and combined in a 
 montage with the human voice group. The main instrumental voice – the drone 
 or D-keynote – could be heard as a kind of steady pedal point to the human voices 
 or simply as a (tonic) centre and thus a musical-aesthetical framing of the sound 
 composition. 


The semantic level


On this level we hear a lot of different voices – this is a poly-voiced and polyphonic 
sound artefact. The texture is rather open and dialogic, which is heard in the many 
question-answer or call-response constructions, in the speech intonation and in 
the shift from one voice to another. One might draw imaginary lines between the 
voices  which  communicate.  These  are  certainly  recorded  voices  assembled  in  a 
montage of voices. A few times there are short voice overlaps, but overall we hear 
an open and transparent texture. The enunciation is prioritised; it concerns how 
and, to a lesser extent, what the voices articulate. Much of the speech act is strongly 
reduced, since the pronunciation is shortened to a minimum of sound, very much 
like an everyday spoken language at a rather high speed in an oral, casual and mini-
mal articulation – what Roman Jacobson calls the ‘phatic’ function or stratum of 
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language which serves ‘contact’ and ‘interaction’: a kind of ‘the channel is open’ chat 
 function (Jacobson, 1960).


The very first articulation is a meta-comment on tempo: ‘hey wait’ – which in the 
 high-speed articulation is reduced to [ei-wai]. Also the ping pong and call-response 
 between voices are in a fairly high tempo, and there are a lot of repetitions, some 
 echo effects too which, aesthetically, reinforce the experience of listening to a dia-
 logue. All kinds of human voice articulations are represented: exclamation, laugh-
 ter, coughing, speech defects – for instance, the word ‘and’ is pronounced [andge] 


before the last ‘NPR’ – stutter and paralysis of the tongue of a female voice on [rl] 


before ‘WNY-C’, this acronym being thoroughly articulated as if outspoken with 
 capital letters: W N Y – C. 


The different voices are placed in different parts of the auditory field. Close to 
 the centre we hear the two prime voices, mezzo and baritone, and slightly off (left/


right, above/below, back/front) of the centre we hear the bass, and on the fringe 
 of the auditory field space the treble soprano girls. The non-human instrumental 
 voices are generally placed to the far left or far right of the centre and with a stereo 
 effect. Listening, I use a lot of energy trying to identify and differentiate the voices 
 from each other by their timbre, voice type, gender, articulation, rhythm and dic-
 tion, their character (role) and position in the auditory field.


The second articulation, ‘You’re listening’, is a meta-comment on my act of lis-
 tening, but (still) it does not address me as a listener; instead, it rather tentatively 
 constructs the first voice as an enunciator. Later on the words ‘you are listening’ is 
 repeated by the most professional voice, the mezzo, and subsequently the baritone 
 and the bass repeat her words. So, this time we could say that this ‘You are listening’ 


is a marked utterance, pointing at and addressing me as a listening listener. 


Also between voices a dialogue takes place, between for instance the mezzo’s 


‘OK?’ [kei] and the basso’s ‘all right’ [aw rai], which is repeated twice. Simultane-
 ously with their dialogue, the first non-human voice is activated: a drone (D-Tonic), 
 which is continuous and crescending (including a very small decrescendo) until 
 the beginning of the mezzo’s ‘You’re listening to Radiolab’, where the drone stops. 


Soon after it returns at a much weaker level and from then onwards it functions 
 as a pulsating D-tonal centre (keynote) for the rest of the piece. In the last part the 
 girlish soprano voices articulate the letter ‘C’ (in WNY-C) together with the bari-
 tone, and subsequently the mezzo repeats the ‘C’, but at this time articulated as if it 
 means ‘You see?’ or maybe the Spanish confirmation ‘Si?’, indicated by the way she 
 intonates the letter/word. The response to this question comes from the baritone: 


‘Yeah’ – not ‘yes’, but a groovy, musical ‘yeah’. The last language articulation ‘and 
NPR’ is strangely articulated [andge NPR] by the mezzo: a kind of controlled, playful 
creativity, the speech sound uttered by the most professional of the voices, though.
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In the second half of the sound course and alongside the voices there are some 
 musical fragments or ‘fills’ in the form of two instrumental voices. They are set off 
 by the crescending drone and articulated in a left-right call-response construction 
 with an ornate or scrolled texture, to and fro. In the end, and together with the very 
 weak tonal ‘D’, they constitute the cadenza after the mezzo’s last speech articula-
 tion. The cadenza just disappears into the horizon and finishes lightly, followed by 
 an airy, radio wave-like, non-periodic sound. 


Altogether,  this  sound  artefact  seems  to  almost  condensate  time  into  space 
 with the extreme phonetic reductions and high-speed articulations. Furthermore, 
 within the shortest possible time it establishes an auditory field – a sound set-up – 
 with a clear visual imaginative effect too. Listening to it, I imagine both a space and 
 a place – a radio sound studio – where different voices perform in a dialogic action 
 and interplay, moving in and out of my listening focus; each voice is placed in dif-
 ferent parts of the studio, and they seem as if mixed and put together (‘conducted’), 
 presumably by one of the interacting voices. On the other hand, the non-human 
 voices and the overt edited and mixed character reveal that this is not a live studio 
 session, but a montage of voices, composed on polyphonic principles which, in this 
 case, are close to a ‘democratic’ staging and dramatising of different articulating 
 voices. Every voice is heard; everyone ‘gets a voice’, no matter how professionally or 
 aesthetically smooth they perform, and I might, as listener and a potential active 
 voice, easily join them. Some voices are professional, some are shaky, staggering 
 and coughing amateurs to begin with and, after a short ‘warm up’ end up as clear 
 voices, while the professional voice begins to play with her voice and its (linguisti-
 cally) polyphonic signification production: ‘C’ = see?/si? 


I experience Radiolab and its double polyphonic performance as aesthetically 
 oscillating between a musical and a speech act. According to my listening inten-
 tionality and when changing or combining focuses, it is possible to listen in both 
 ways. 


The ontology level


If we were to find and listen to this polyphonic sound montage in a remote future – 
say in 2110 – I suggest that in this short sound piece we might hear articulated how, 
for human voice sound production in the time around 2010, there were some gen-
eral media and mediatised conditions in which time and tempo were compressed 
and under pressure, demanding that sounding voices could take up the competi-
tion from a huge polyphonic context: music, sound, media sound, noise, many other 
voices articulated almost at the exact same time. This mediated oral culture around 
2010 was still performed by human voices articulating some kind of dialogue, but 
in a digital, musicking, aesthetic and compressed format – produced and listened to 
through digital media technology. We might also find that in the years around 2000 
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the old question, ‘who says, signifies or means what?’ which was so important in the 
 age of the Enlightenment (1650-1850) and its aftermath, up to the millennial change, 
 in 2010 seemed to be replaced by the questions: ‘Is anybody listening?’ ‘Will anyone 
 listen?’ ‘How do we listen?’ ‘What happens when we are listening and when we are 
 not?’  ‘What is communication?’ 


In a way, this example of an intended aesthetic ‘listening radio’ tried its best in 
 establishing a staged, sensuous and appealing act of listening, and maybe it started 
 a new third period or renaissance of a listening voice media culture, in fact, dem-
 onstrated by a public broadcast radio programme and podcast radio like Radiolab. 


However, if a voice, who was not familiar with this ‘listening radio’ and this media, 
 wanted to be listened to, it had to refine and compose its voice act by performing 
 in a way which enabled it to appeal to and address the listener in a way that would 
 make the listener continue to listen under those historical conditions: high-speed 
 tempo, musical and aesthetic language reductions and a world of continuous and 
 lively polyphonic sound production. In the words of Don Ihde, ‘The auditory field, 
 continuous and full, penetrating in its presence, is also lively. Sounds “move” in the 
 rhythms of auditory presence […]. The fullness of auditory presence is one of an 


“animated” liveliness’ (Ihde, p. 82).


In his analysis of Poeme Electronique (1953), Lawrence Ferrara concludes:


A listener hearing this work five hundred years from now might intuit a sense of our 
 ontological existence that no history text could similarly articulate. Through the 
 knowledge and sensitivity of the composer, our onto-historical existence is grounded 
 in the work and may be “preserved” by the listener of the future. (Ferrara, p. 372) 


On the subject of the ‘knowledge and sensitivity of the composer’ that he finds in his 
 listening to Poeme Electronique (1953) he concludes: 


In this piece, the sounds of technology penetrate, permeate, and surround all other 
 sounds. Human existence, presented by the men’s voices and the woman soloist, is 
 marked in this work by disorientation, alienation, and fear. The concept of “time” 


ticking away or a heartbeat stopping underscores the importance of temporality in 
 human being. […] Technology does surround most people, time marks our existence. 


(Ferrara, p. 370)


Likewise, and inspired by Ferrara, I have tried in my contribution to this suite of 
articles to understand not the nature of the knowledge and sensitivity of the com-
poser of the Radiolab signature, but rather the nature of the compositional effects 
it engages and the way it addresses me as a potential and interactive listener. At 
that level, I also heard some inter-textural, though not necessarily intentional ref-
erences to Edgar Varese’s composition Poeme Electronique. In any case, it is interest-
ing to re-listen to both of them (the work of art and the artefact) and compare how 
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different being and existence may sound in the historical time of the early 1950s 
 and the present time, the 2010s, and still more importantly, how the historical and 
 cultural separation and difference between producing (composing) voices and lis-
 tening to voices since 1953 has been under hasty dissolution, resulting in today’s 
 interactive and mediated listening vocal sound practice. 


Meanwhile – from the point of view of the year 2012 – I suggest that the ques-
 tions, which the Radiolab signature called forth in my listening – ‘Is anybody listen-
 ing?’ ‘Will anyone listen?’ ‘How do we listen?’ ‘What happens when we are listening 
 and when we are not?’ ‘What is communication?’ – should continuously be subjected 
 to scholarly scrutiny in theory, in listening methodology, and in analytical practice. 



Perspectives of Don Ihde’s listening methodology


Ihde’s methodology is primarily based on Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger. 


The central concepts are the notions of ‘epoché’, ‘phenomenological reductions’, 


‘bracketing’ or the reticence and modesty with which the so-called ‘natural’ attitude 
 to the world should be met. Ihde understands those phenomenological methods as 
 a way of gradually approximating a certain stratum of experience, ‘a beginning 
 which, through both the deconstruction of taken-for-granted beliefs and the recon-
 struction of a new language and perspective, becomes a prototype for a science of 
 experience’ (Ihde, 2007, p. 18).


If we want to practice listening phenomenology we have to deal with the prob-
 lem of theoretical and philosophical language, which is generally dominated by 
 visual metaphors. The question of finding a new language for our auditory experi-
 ence is to Ihde first and foremost a question of avoiding visual metaphors, and here 
 he draws on Martin Heidegger:


This Heideggerian expansion from musical phenomena is one which in turn points 
 back to that methodology. In the Heideggerian model, with its concepts of “call”, 


“silence”  and  the “voice  (of  conscience)”  the  fundamental  thing  that  occurs  is  a 
 thinking with roots in auditory metaphor. And to follow the implications and path-
 ways from that metaphor as a shift from the traditional visual metaphors of our phi-
 losophies may open a new direction for Western Thought. (ibid., p. 223) 


To expand the act of listening beyond listening to a ‘thing’, as ‘the-thing-in-itself’ 


never  occurs  alone,  Ihde  establishes  the  ground  for  his  listening  phenomeno-
logy with the concept of the ‘auditory field’ where the thing never occurs alone, 
but within a field or situated context. Inside that field he talks about the distance 
that emerges in the auditory field between the ‘centre’ and the ‘horizon’ of expe-
riences and things. This is comparable with Husserl’s notion of ‘intentionality’ as 
the centre of attention and experience. According to Ihde, our experience is always 
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polyphonic: when we listen to an outer voice, there is also already an inner voice (of 
 ourselves) as well as other sensory experiences (auditory, visual, tactile and more). 


The listening experience is multi-sensuous, multimodal and polyphonic. Accord-
 ing to Husserl, the centre of attention and of our experience is intentionality – our 
 choice of focus, or that essence of experience we are directed towards, ‘aimed at’ 


(ibid., p. 18). To Heidegger and Ihde, the ‘horizon’ (or border) of sound is silence, and 
 the concentrated attention direction of listening is a ‘Gesture toward silence’. Thus, 
 gesturing towards silence enhances listening (ibid., p. 222).


Finally, I will mention Ihde’s characterisation of the general ‘field shape of sound’ 


as being both ‘directional’ and ‘surrounding’: we hear (and maybe follow) the direc-
 tion of sound and its source, and at the same time we are surrounded by the sound. 


‘The auditory field, continuous and full, penetrating in its presence, is also lively. 
 Sounds “move” in the rhythms of auditory presence. […] The fullness of auditory 
 presence is one of an ”animated” liveliness’ (ibid., p. 82). 


Summing up, phenomenology deals with our sensory experience of how phe-
 nomena and things appear to us – but to sense this, we need to make an ‘epoché’ 


or a withdrawal from the so-called natural attitude to experiencing and listening 
 to things. We need to take a step back and study our ‘intentionality’, the centre of 
 attention in our experience, our choice of focus, the essence of experience we are 
 directed towards and ‘aimed at’. Practicing a phenomenology of sound under the 
 heading of listening and voice, it is possible to study the ‘in and out of focus’ in 
 our listening to the voices of the world and to the polyphonic experience of voiced 
 sounds. And since there is no universal, objective or privileged position from where 
 to listen, the act of listening will always be a composition of choices of attention. 


When analysing, writing and talking about sound experiences we face a huge chal-
 lenge in establishing a discourse that is not dominated by visual metaphors, but in 
 accordance with the listening, polyphonic, dialogic and auditory character of that 
 very experience. 



Negotiating different listenings – concluding remarks


There is always a primary form of listening that precedes our own speech: I hear 
the voices of others, of things, of the world and of my own inner voices, long before 
I  speak  my  own  words.  This  becomes  obvious  when  I  reread  and  compare  Ola 
Stockfelt’s first version of his listening analysis with his final version, printed in 
this suite of articles, as his interpretations have come closer to my own listening 
in the course of the writing process, just as I have in turn been inspired by some 
of Torben Sangild’s points. This is indeed interesting for the purpose and perspec-
tive of a listening methodology, since it points out that different understandings, 
based on different individual acts of listening to a complex voice act like Radiolab, 



(23)SoundEffects | vol. 2 | no. 1 | 2012
 Ansa Lønstrup: Listening to voice and polyphony in Radiolab SoundEffects | vol. 2 | no. 1 | 2012


are not explained by the ‘subjectivity’ of the individual listeners, but rather by the 
 polyphony and dialogism of listening as process – and of the sound artefact itself.


The point is that precisely by taking serious each act of listening and the reflec-
 tive discourse surrounding each listening, we practice a specific way of approaching 
 the sounding world and sound worlds, and perhaps more importantly: we practice a 
 way of getting closer to the sound worlds of each other. This is done via the accept-
 ance and study of dialogism, polyphony and poly-semiotic signification in sound 
 and listening processes. We could call that ‘musicking’ too.



Notes


1.  Palestrina’s Sicut Cervus (1584) is an excellent example.


2.  See Mikhail Bakhtin Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics (1984) and Speech Genres and other Late Essays 
 (1986).


3.  See Therkelsen, R., Møller Andersen, N., & Nølke, H. (2007). Linguistic Polyphony: Texts on Bakhtin 


& la ScaPoLine. Aarhus: Aarhus University Press.


4.  This neologism and concept was launched by Christopher Small in Musicking: the Meanings 
 of Performing and Listening (1998). By launching this concept Small argues that music is not a 
 thing, but rather an activity. In his theory of musicking he invents a verb that covers all musi-
 cal activities from composing to performing to listening to singing in the shower and, I might 
 add, voice acting.
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‘Hey wait, you’re listen ... okay ... all right ... okay ... all right ... you’re listening to 
 Radiolab. From WNYC and NPR’. This sequence of words will be familiar to all listen-
 ers of the Radiolab podcast. It is the current intro signature of the programme, and 
 even though the words themselves have an informative meaning, the sonic compo-
 sition of this playful montage is arguably expressive of much more than what you, 
 the listener, are listening to and the identification of the institutions behind. We 
 hear many different voices as well as electronic tones and noises, we hear giggles 
 and a clearing of a throat, we hear distortions and echoes, we hear rhythms and 
 harmonies, and we perceive gestural movement of hesitation followed by a burst 
 and an atmosphere of expectation followed by playfulness. 


Radio signatures are a significant part the global sonic language of radio. Nev-
 ertheless, the field of signatures has been overlooked in academic contexts. It is not 
 only minor, it is hitherto almost nonexistent.1 Understanding the sonic mechanisms 
 of radio involves a more systematic awareness of sound design. As a ubiquitous and 
 integral part of radio aesthetics signatures thus deserve scholarly attention from 
 both sound studies and radio studies.


In this paper I will briefly analyse the seventeen seconds of the Radiolab sig-
 nature and draw some preliminary sketches to a general radio signature research 
 approach.  First,  the  paper  presents  a  number  of  terminological,  functional  and 
 typological considerations, before it proceeds with the analysis and, subsequently, 
 a semantic model of the levels of expression and meaning in radio signatures.



Terminology


‘Radio signature’ will be used as a general term for ‘the musical number or sound 
 effect  which  regularly  identifies  a  program’.2  Radio  signatures  are  sound  bites 
 attached to a recurring radio programme. The terms ‘jingle’, ‘signature tune’ (or 


‘sigtunes’ or simply ‘sig’), ‘theme music’ (or ‘theme’) and ‘ident’ have related and 
 not clearly defined meanings in the terminology of radio production. The English 
 terminology seems to vary according to region and type of broadcast.3 In more sys-
 tematic use of ‘jingle’ is reserved for commercials; ‘theme music’ is synonymous 
 with ‘signature tune’, but it is primarily used for television series; and ‘ident’ or 


‘Station ID’ is the tune or sound bite which relates to a radio station, rather than a 
 programme.4


The word ‘signature’ is, of course, broader than ‘signature tune’, in that it can be 
a sound collage or a non-tonal sound bite. The signature is often identified with the 
intro, announcing the beginning of a programme. However, one should also include 
breakers (or ‘bumpers’) and outros, which are included in many programmes, and 
which  are  often  variants  of  the  intro.  Breakers  appear  during  the  programme, 
affording a brief pause and sometimes announcing a particular section of the pro-
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