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Abstract            
Unlike the eyes, the ears are always open, allowing sound waves to penetrate the body and 

mind at all times. Humans adapt by conditioning their listening with filters and preferences 

determining what we observe, and what we disregard. This research engages with focussed 

modes of listening to transcend this noise and to develop new methods of presenting sound 

within the context of art.  

 

The culmination of this research explores listening underwater. Water becomes the sound 

space as listeners float, or submerge an ear, in a body of water saturated in sound. Via bone 

conduction hearing humans listen with the skull when immersed in water to access an 

embodied sound experience. Through participation and interactivity, this research invites the 

body into the listening encounter and offers a spectacle in the act of listening.  

 

Navigating listening is somewhat difficult within the current constructs of sound in art. 

Frequently sound is regarded as secondary to the visual, and the gallery often lacks 

desirable acoustic properties for a successful presentation of sound. This research explores 

the relationship of seeing and hearing in order to deconstruct these frameworks and to 

expand the possibilities of the presentation of sound in the gallery and public art contexts.  

 

Re-evaluating sonic representation in field recordings opens up new possibilities of how 

place and space can be described in recorded sound. By considering sound as an all-

encompassing sonic mass, this research establishes a philosophy of place within recorded 

sound that includes inaudible sound energies such as electromagnetic interference, 

vibrations and underwater sounds alongside synthesis and sounds attainable with the naked 

ear. 
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Introduction            
  
Sound can break away from visual form in spectacular ways. Philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy 

states that sound outweighs form, ‘It does not dissolve it, but rather enlarges it; it gives it an 

amplitude, a density, and a vibration or an undulation whose outline never does anything but 

approach’ (Nancy 2002, pp. 2).  
 
Through listening, we do not only hear sounds but decode them and draw meaning from the 

sonic material. We listen for evidence of place, contexts of representation, arrangement, 

repetition, rhythm, tempo, processes, manipulation, material and more. This research 

centres around listening to find ways to reinterpret the experience of the listener within an art 

context. With a focus on listening with the body, I explore three core areas informing my 

compositional practice and the ideas within my work; expanded embodied listening; recorded 

sound and sonic representation; and constructed listening environments.  
 
Chapter One outlines my research methodology, which integrates expanded listening 

practice, informed by a broad range of historical and contemporary listening theories. 
Chapter Two: Impermanence, identifies different modes of listening. This chapter discusses 

the writing of sound theorist Michel Chion (1994) and the relationship of sound and vision, as 

well as an introduction to the function of time in sound. In Chapter Three: Persistence, I 

discuss recorded sound, sonic representation and the role of place in my work and the work 

of other artists. This chapter also explores different approaches to recorded sound and field 

recording. Chapter Four outlines my core processes alongside key turning points for the 

research. These which came in the form of a question, a research trip to South Africa, and 

introducing underwater listening to my practice. Finally, Chapter Five describes my practice 

within a greater field of art makers and theorists working within sound and installation art. 
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Chapter One: Methodology       
 
My research is concerned with active listening, towards re-conceiving the experience of 

sound in an artistic context and the creation of sonic artworks presented in unique listening 

situations — most notably, underwater. Through the investigation of a range of theories 

relevant to sound and listening I have developed three critical frameworks that form my 

research methodology: expanded bodily listening; sonic representation and place in recorded 

sound; and re-considering sound in the gallery by accessing an embodied listening 

experience.   

 

This research examines an array of contemporary theories specific to sound and listening. 

These ideas inform a methodology of expanded bodily listening that uncovers unique ways 

to listen to creative sound compositions within an art context. Jean-Luc Nancy’s 

philosophical take on listening and the effect sound has on the human body provides the 

theoretical basis towards identifying the distinction between how people hear and how 

people listen (Nancy 2007). Using our body as the locus, the work brings into focus the ritual 

in the act of listening framed by Pauline Oliveros’ Deep Listening practice (2005). 

Underwater listening has provided a framework for pushing the boundaries of the divergent 

forms sound can take within an artwork. The human encounter of listening underwater 

occurs through vibrations in the skull that transmit sounds to the inner ear (Helmreich 2007). 

Thus, it is through bone conduction listening that the work can access an embodied listening 

encounter.   

 

The research seeks to re-think place within sound through the all-encompassing concept of 

the Sonosphere (Oliveros 2006). Sonic representation and phonography are explored 

through the writings of Francisco Lopez (1998 & 2004), Pierre Schaeffer (1966) and Seth 

Kim-Coen (2009). The research utilises manipulated field recordings that relocate listeners to 

other times, other places, and other realities. By utilising the ‘paradox of sound’ as 

possessing both ‘absence and presence’ (Voegelin 2014), the research plays with time and 

place in order to explore the materiality of sound. My research seeks to manipulate sound 

materials as a sculptor would shape clay. Using sound recorded in the field, the work re-

evaluates the role of representation in recorded sounds; and my obligations and values as 

an artist using such materials.  

 

The experience of the listener is my starting point for exploring new ways in which sound is 
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presented in an art context. Through the writings of Michel Chion (1994), Caleb Kelly (2017), 

and Douglas Khan (2013), the research looks at the relationship of hearing to seeing. It aims 

to re-evaluate constructs between sonic and visual arts presentations and practices; and to 

consider the space in which the sound is presented as the work itself.  

 

The operations of fieldwork and collaboration are used to collect materials through subjective 

exchanges and listening responses. While the majority of this research is conducted 

individually, a core part of the project works with materials generated in an exchange with 

collaborators, both conceptually and technically. I engage a reflexive methodology during 

studio work using expanded listening to critically arrange and index these materials through 

intuitive responses, relational archiving and experimentation. 
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Chapter Two: Impermanence      
 

‘To listen is to adopt an attitude of decoding what is obscure, blurred, or mute, in 

order to make available to consciousness the “underside” of meaning’  

(Barthes, 1985, pp. 249). 

 

Hearing, or to comprehend, is not listening. Nancy says the literal translation of listening from 

French tendre l’oreille, means ‘to stretch the ear’ (2001, pp. 5). Therefore, ‘if to hear is to 

understand the sense […], to listen is to be straining towards a possible meaning, and 

consequently, one that is not immediately accessible’ (2001, pp. 6). To achieve a complex 

reading of sound through listening we need to decode the sonorous; to translate the sounds 

we are hearing. Therefore, listening takes practice: it's a skill that requires attention, 

discipline, and training. This chapter investigates different modes of listening, and how 

listening functions within my work with the aim to elicit a material relationship with sound 

whilst maintaining an awareness of place. 

 

There are many ways to theorise modes of listening. Most relevant to my research is Michel 

Chion’s exploration of the function of sound and image in the pivotal text ‘Audio Vision: 

Sound on Screen’ (1994). Here Chion adapts Pierre Schaeffer’s listening modes to an audio 

visual context. Chion (1994) identifies three distinct listening modes as: ‘Causal listening’, 

listening to understand the ‘source’ or ‘cause’ of a sound; ‘Semantic listening’, referring to the 

comprehension of a ‘code’ or ‘language’ to ‘interpret a message’; and ‘reduced listening’, 

meaning to liberate listening from causal and semantic readings in order to draw out complex 

materials within sound (pp. 26 - 30). Using these listening modes as a critical framework, 

Chion unpacks how sound material may function when paired with a visual counterpart to 

project meaning onto an image. Particularly, the ‘value added’ when sound is used within 

cinematic constructs like text, dialogue, suspense, horror, synchresis1, and - most pertinent 

to my work, which I will discuss more later in this chapter - movement and time (1994, pp.5). 

Chion identifies that sound can enrich the image by providing a ‘definite impression’ of 

naturality between what is being seen and what is being heard. An experience existing either 

in the moment or in the memory of the viewer, Chion states that this provides the ‘(eminently 

incorrect) impression that sound is unnecessary’ and ‘merely duplicates a meaning’ driven by 

the image (1994, pp.5). This point is even more interesting when we subvert it and explore a 
                                                   
1 Synchresis is an effect that occurs when a “sound event and a visual event meet in synchrony’ - Chion (1994, 

pp. 58) 
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dialogue between sound and image when the image is forced to be secondary. As sound 

designer and film editor, Walter Murch points out in the foreword of Chion's book - albeit in a 

rather old-fashioned way - it is ‘Sight' who ‘dubs himself King' of the senses (pp. vii-viii). My 

research aims to challenge this hierarchy in ways, to reveal sound for the dynamic material 

that it is. 

 

Attention to listening can encourage a more comprehensive experience of sound materials. 

In my research listening practice takes many forms. Some formative theoretical frameworks 

that I consider when listening are: Pierre Schaeffer’s ‘Reduced Listening’ (1966), Pauline 

Oliveros’ ‘Deep Listening’ (2002), and Francisco Lopez’s ‘Blind Listening’ (2004).  

 

An integral part of Schaeffer’s acousmatic 2 sound theory, ‘Reduced Listening’ practice helps 

to sharpen my listening and expand my understanding of sound by reducing sounds down to 

qualities like ‘timbre and texture’ (Chion 1994, pp. 31). This way of listening uncovers the 

sound object 3 and made way for the musique concréte genre, which divorces 

representational connections to recorded real-world sounds in order to treat ‘sounds as 

instruments’ (Ferrari 1998).  

 

Composer and educator Pauline Oliveros dedicated her life’s work to ‘Deep Listening’, a 

practice she describes as a way to ‘heighten and expand consciousness of sound in as 

many dimensions of awareness and attentional dynamics as humanly possible’ (2002, pp. 

xxiii). Directed by instructional exercises, ’Deep Listening’ practice was developed for 

composers and artists to engage with greater intricacies of sound material. I have found 

these techniques to be useful when observed by someone who is attuned to listening, such 

as myself. However, for a person who has not yet considered the vast sonic reach within a 

deeper listening encounter, these methods may be alienating.  

 

Informed by Schaeffer’s acousmatic sound theory, artist Francisco Lopez says that his ‘Blind 

Listening’ does not negate ‘what is outside the sounds, but explores and affirms all that is 

inside them’ (2004, pp 82). Often using nature recordings, Lopez deters listening to individual 

species or sonic events, stating the ‘sound-transmitting’ and ‘sound-modifying’ elements are 

                                                   
2 ‘Acousmatic: a rare word, derived from the Greek, and defined in the dictionary as an adjective, indicating a 

 noise which is heard without the causes from which it originates being seen' - Chion (1983, pp. 18)  

 
3 The ‘sound object’ ‘concentrates on the sound for its own sake, as sound object, independently of its causes 

or its meaning’ (1983, pp. 18) 
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just as important as the ‘sound-producing’ components in a site (2004, pp. 83). Lopez 

supplies blindfolds to his audiences during live sound diffusion performances to focus the 

audience’s attention on the sound experience without visual distraction.  

 

In order to take these three theories under consideration in this research, I will refer to 

focussed listening practice as expanded listening. Expanded listening prescribes a 

consciousness of listening, without the imposition of structural guidelines; inciting an 

inclusive open listening method that I can engage with alongside audiences and 

collaborators. 

 

 
Click here to listen 
(fig. i) Sara Retallick, Two Times (2018), stereo headphone sound, blindfold, water, ink, paper, Perspex, archival 

pigment prints, video projection. 

 

 

Using Lopez’s ‘blind listening’ as a framework, my work Two Times (formerly Distil) (see fig. 

i) experiments with offering blindfolds to participants during listening. As a result, the sound 

component of this work exposed some interesting outcomes, but not in the way I expected. 

The blindfolds were intended to interrupt the connection of seeing and hearing in order to 

encourage a more active sense of listening. However, more complex readings came out of 

this as reflected in peer feedback sessions. These listeners took the presence of the 

blindfold as a symbolic gesture. Meaning, the blindfold encouraged them to shut their eyes, 

rather than place it over their eyes. Others were intimidated by the idea of obscuring their 

vision in a public place, even if closing their eyes in order to focus on listening was 

understood as an accepted participatory act. The idea of echoic memory arose, as listeners 

experienced the sound outside the gallery, then carried with them the memory of the sound. 

When they reached the visual work installed inside the gallery (see fig.ii) they were able to 

decipher the sound material retrospectively. The non-representational sound content then 

became representational when placed next to a visual equivalent. The influence that sound 

had on that image was strong, as the abstracted photographs on their own were not 

particularly representational of their make-up. 
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(fig. ii) Sara Retallick, Two Times (2018), stereo headphone sound, blindfold, water, ink, paper, Perspex, archival pigment 

prints, video projection. 

 

This brings me back to Chion's audiovisual listening modes. In an attempt to critically 

examine how sound and image interact, this work opened up ideas around the dialog of 

sound and image in a spatiotemporal environment. Where Chion applied his theories to 

moving image and sound, particularly in cinema, here I am testing the influence sound can 

have on a fixed image in an installation setting. The echoic memory of sound can, as stated 

earlier in this chapter, continue to connect meaning after the sound is heard if there is an 

image to project that meaning onto. This phenomenon, something that became important to 

my research through the trial presentation, has continued to inform my work as described 

further in my discussion of Blue (see fig. v - viii) in Chapter Three. 

 

Sound is a uniquely temporal medium — it is always temporary. Nancy states ‘the visual 

 persists until its disappearance; the sonorous appears and fades away its permanence' 

 (2002, pp. 2). The presence of sound ‘arrives' with an ‘attack' (2002, pp 14) 

 and dissipates in decay. These temporal fixtures are fundamental to sound, as no sound 

 exists perpetually. Even the drone of industry on the edges of a city change and morph as 

 time passes. Complexities in sound material are outlined in time as we decipher textures 

and intricacies in temporal changes. We find rhythm where there is repetition and tempo in 
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 movement over time. Chion argues that when considering the ‘influence' sound has on the 

‘perception of time in the image 'there are three aspects of temporalization'. Firstly, there is 

‘temporal animation' where sound depicts time in the image as ‘exact, detailed, immediate, 

concrete—or vague, fluctuating, broad'. Secondly, ‘temporal linearisation' where sound can 

influence the narrative in time, connecting one image to the next in past or future tense. And 

thirdly, sound ‘vectorises or dramatises' the image providing a feeling of expectation, or 

looking forward, or of suspense. Chion then goes on to explain in detail that there are 

exceptions to these ideas and particular conditions are necessary in order for sound to be 

the dominating temporalising device (1994 pp.13-24). 

 

Without listening there is no research. Informing this project multidimensionally, listening 

decodes sounds in order to find meaning; a decoding that occurs in a multitude of ways. 

Australian sound artist Ros Bandt suggests that ‘focusing on auditory phenomena through 

the process of listening […] requires us to inhabit time' (2001, para 1). When engaged in 

listening, we are connected to time in a direct way; residing in time for those meditative 

moments. Listening and the ‘sonorous event' happen concurrently, making the experience of 

sound ‘distinct from that of vision' (Nancy 2002, pp. 14). Sound provides the opportunity to 

listen only at the moment that it is sounding. It is always moving and unless we concentrate 

we might miss it. It is here where the recorded sound becomes important. Listening is 

temporal because sound is temporal. Therefore, in order to listen more deeply - to dissect a 

sound and reduce its material sonic makeup - we require the technology to repeat our 

listening, to playback the sounds through speakers or headphones. 
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Chapter Three: Persistence       
 

Recorded sound materials are collected through a series of choices. As Duchamp insists, ‘in 

the creative act, the artist goes from intention to realization through a chain of totally 

subjective reactions' (1957, pp. 139). These subjective reactions, or choices, often dictated 

by technology, are many when working with the malleable and complex material of sound. 

Initial approaches to technology will have a significant impact on a work's outcome, as this is 

the first point of mediation for a recorded sound. From the first point of contact, we use 

microphones to collect sounds, what Lopez describes as ‘non-neutral interfaces' that hear in 

different ways, acting as the ‘first transformational step in the recording process' (2004, pp. 

84). When listening to what those microphones are recording through headphones we are 

not listening to a sound in space, we are listening to a technological representation of a 

sound in a space. Writer and artist Seth Kim-Cohen states ‘the act of recording alters what it 

records' (2009, pp. 179). Technology informs the duration of a recording, the density of 

detail, a sounds tone, clarity, frequency spectrum, dynamic range, timbre, proximity, 

amplitude, direction, spatialisation, sonic texture and more. 

 

It is important for this research to not allow technology to outweigh conceptual choices during 

sound capture, composition, and presentation. I consider the technological and conceptual 

aspects of this research of equal importance, believing that these two aspects of making will 

enhance and expand each other when considered thoughtfully. It is an imperative of my work 

to treat technology transparently. While there is no denying sounds rely on microphones, 

speakers and often computers in order to be presented to an audience, I embrace the 

technology as a creative element in my research and do not hide it. The technology we 

choose to use to collect, record and process sound means that recordings can never truly 

represent their source.  

 

Primarily, the sonic components of my work are established with concrete sounds and field 

recordings with some conceptually considered electronic manipulation. The creative practice 

of field recording can be approached in numerous ways. Broadly, however, there are two 

common divergent approaches to composing with sounds from a site: representational or 

nonrepresentational. As previously discussed in Chapter One, Pierre Schaeffer's ‘sound 

object' seeks to be non-representational. It explores the musicality of sound and the deeper 

complexities of sound material rather than representing the environment in which the sounds 

were recorded. In opposition, R. Murray Schafer's ‘soundscape' considers the world as a 

vast and continuous sound composition that can be reconstructed in a representational way, 
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much like a landscape painting (Schafer 2009). R. M. Schafer's approach has informed 

studies in the fields of acoustic-ecology, bioacoustics, architecture and urban planning, and 

seeks to replicate the environment through sound. In between these two; there are a 

plethora of approaches to this kind of material which has developed in many avenues 

through contemporary sound making practices. 

 

My research operates in line with Pierre Schaeffer’s theories as a basis, which I consider to 

be a creative exploration of field sounds in composition. Schaeffer’s musique concréte 

embraces the industrial revolution and sounds of industry, treating all sounds with equal 

importance. While this evolution in sound making was very influential and crucial in bringing 

electronic music to fruition, fundamental to my work is that sounds maintain a connection to 

place. For this reason, the research expands further to find different approaches to the use of 

recorded sound that more easily include an awareness of place. 

 

 

 

 

 
(fig. iii) Christina Kubisch, Electrical Walks (2004 - 2017), electromagnetic sound installation, documentation image Milano 2009 
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It is known that sound is not visible to the naked eye unless manifested in the transference of 

vibrations in physical material or an object. Sound also exists in a sonic sphere that is not 

audible to the naked ear but only accessible through technology. It is in these sounds that we 

find the concept of the ’Sonosphere'. Douglas Khan describes the term, coined by Pauline 

Oliveros, as a consideration of ‘a full sweep and barrage of energies, including the magnetic, 

electrical, electromagnetic, geomagnetic, and quantum, as well as the acoustical' (2013, pp 

174). Oliveros' term was intended to listen to sounds of the earth, inspired by the iron in the 

earth's core, and the waves of sound that radiate through to the earth's surface (Khan 2013, 

pp 174). It is in these sounds that we reach towards making place in unheard places, as 

facilitated by technology. The intangibility of sound, in general, makes us reliant on 

technology. However, when we delve into working in the realm of the 'Sonosphere’ 

technology becomes specialised and experimental. It is in this transference of sound in 

space to sound in technology, that my research seeks to draw meaning and to find hidden 

sonic possibilities with the aid of technology. The work of sound artist Christina Kubisch is a 

good example of listening to the unlistenable. For example, in her work ‘Electrical Walks’ 

(2004-2017) (see fig. iii), which directly implies the technology in use, where listeners are 

required to wear specially designed headphones when experiencing the work to listen to 

electromagnetic interferences present in the air of urban areas. 

 

Here we can also turn to the work of Toshiya Tsunoda. A sound artist who utilises 

specialised microphones 4 to capture a unique sonic interpretation of space and place. 

Tsunoda gives special consideration to vibrations leading to recording ‘acoustic events that 

are not available to the human ear’ (Montgomery, 2011). Tsunoda’s consideration of space 

and place in recorded sound is relevant to this research, as it opposes general thoughts of 

sound in space as acoustic space. Through the use of technology, Tsunoda is able to 

explore a space that we can’t see, or often hear, without it. Tsunoda considers space as a 

moving phenomenon that can exist within dense materials, not always in the acoustic realm: 

 

"If you think about it carefully, the activity of an actual space always moves. If you put a 

 contact mic on the ground or the wall of a space as I do, you can hear the standing 

 wave that persists in the place. There is a complex mechanism there even if the wave 

 seems simple. Probably all things – material, construction, temperature, humidity and 

 so on – that concern the place might be a factor here. Place is always moving, like a  

sleeping cat.” (Tsunoda interviewed by Mongomery, 2011) 

 

                                                   
4 Hydrophones, contact microphones, transducers and electromagnetic pickups. 
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Often when we consider space in regard to sound we think about the room or location in 

which acoustic sound is recorded or presented. The physicality of a space will affect the 

physicality of a sound in the air, due to the way that sound reverberates and refracts in 

time5This means the role of time in space is an important consideration when presenting or 

recording sound in space. Writer and artist Salome Voegelin describes the relationship of 

time and space in sound as a way to invite an ‘ephemeral stability and fixed fluidity'. This 

description is intended to outline ‘playful tensions' of listening and how time and space in 

sound can operate as ‘immaterial composites' that expand one another (2004, pp. 124). This 

delightfully ambiguous area is one that is unique to sound and can be harnessed in ways 

that encourage slippage in time perceptions. Sound has an immersive quality when 

presented in space, especially if through multiple speakers.  

 

The interest in my work of the ‘play on representation’ is informed by ideas explored by René 

Magritte in his painting The Treachery of Images (This is not a pipe) (1928-29) (see fig. iv). 

There, Magritte deploys contradiction to problematizes the representational relationship of 

image and language. The work is in fact not a pipe; it is a painting of a pipe with the words 

"Ceci n'est pas une pipe" carefully scripted below. The work sets up a dialectical relationship 

between word and image: both undermining and reinforcing the representational value of the 

object. Eliciting more questions than answers, this work engenders a feedback loop of 

contradictions as elaborated by Foucault (1982). 

 
(fig. iv) Rene Magritte, The Treachery of Images (This is not a pipe) (1928-29), oil 

on canvas, 635 × 940 mm, Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Los Angeles.  

                                                   
5 The physics of sound, and acoustics. An explanation of which would take my word count well 

over the limit. 
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In my work Blue (see fig. v), I appropriate for sound this play of representational values. To 

begin that work a, group of twenty collaborators were supplied with an instructional score 

(see fig. vi - viii) asking them to respond to the word blue through concrete recorded sound. 

The intention is to survey an imagined interpretational relationship of words and sound, with 

their responses either considered representational or nonrepresentational. Sounds are 

subjective because ‘different people listen differently’ (Lopez 1998, pp. 85) and we each 

bring our own history, and narrative to the experience. In this work, the aim is to use 

subjectivity as a basis for collecting material. The word blue can be a noun, a verb or an 

adjective, and open to a range of associations and meanings. Each collaborator is 

acknowledged for their contributions and woven into the work which creates a meta-narrative 

of subjective responses. Blue presents different responses through sound material in order 

to survey how various contributors might imagine their own sonic environment. It’s important 

to note - referring back to Magritte’s pipe - that a recording of sounds from the field is, quite 

literally, not the sounds themselves. It is here that this comparison to field recordings 

becomes important, as sound is always mediated in the recorded form. Recordings are 

always a version of a sound, captured and reconfigured by technology. 

 

 

 
Click here to listen 
(fig. v) Sara Retallick, Blue (2018), 4 channel sound installation, light, words.  

 

 

Breaking-down my application of field recordings in composition using approaches discussed 

in this chapter as a guide, has both helped me to develop a creative application of sound 

material through listening and to connect with relevant historical and social knowledge of 

place. I do not adhere to just one of these approaches to collecting and composing with field 

recordings, but employ a more open practice that incorporates aspects of all (and more). In 

this research, site and place are integral to the compositional narrative when using real-world 

sounds, and developing these connections is a significant part of my research methodology. 
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(fig. vi) Sara Retallick, Blue (2018), words as part of installation.  
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(fig. vii) Sara Retallick, Blue (2018), instructional score.  

 

 

 

 
(fig. viii) Sara Retallick, Blue (2018), installation detail of instructional score & words.  
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Chapter Four: Production & Process        

 

To develop a practice that re-evaluates the experience of listening in the context of art, my 

research traverses many theories, experiments and ideas relevant to listening, sound, and 

sonic practices. Over the past nine months, like a bell curve, significant junctures came 

slowly in the beginning, accelerating as the research gained momentum, then winding down 

with contemplative moments and fine adjustments as the project concluded. In conjunction 

with the steady development of my reflexive research methodology, I can identify three 

formative turning points in this research. Broadly, these occurred as; a question, a 

collaborative research trip to South Africa, and discovering an embodied method of listening 

underwater.  
 

‘The sound that penetrates through the ear propagates throughout the entire body 

something of its effects, which could not be said to occur in the same way with the 

visual signal.’ (Nancy 2002, pp 14) 
 
Two discrete modes operated in this research — outward enquiries and inward reflexive 

responses. These two modes inform and complement each other non-hierarchically, 

providing the basis for critical engagement with my work and the materials and ideas that I 

am investigating. Outward enquiries are explored through expanded listening, fieldwork6 and 

collaboration. A process of expanded listening is applied when collecting materials, in studio-

based experimentation, composition, mixing and editing, and during installation and 

presentation. This produces a detailed understanding of the sound material and provides 

information about how audiences might experience my work in the presentation stage. 

Expanded listening is integrated with fieldwork to better understand the cultural and historical 

contexts of place in sound. During fieldwork, I also engage in unmediated ‘field listening’ 

(Lopez 2017) to comprehend field sounds outside of a technological framework, without the 

use of microphones or headphones. While the majority of my research is conducted 

individually, collaboration also informs aspects of the project and opens the work up to 

different perspectives and narratives.  
 
A reflexive methodology is implemented during studio work to critically arrange and index 

materials by finding similarities and differences in sounds. This reflexive process informs how 

sounds might fit together in a composition, or create a sonic narrative when arranged. 

                                                   
6 Fieldwork is defined as a means of collecting materials, information and data outside of the studio as part of my research 
methodology. 
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Through listening, reflexive writing, documentation, and experimentation I form connections 

and extrapolate meaning from the sound materials. Sound arrangements are then made 

through intuitive responses guided by these processes.  
 
The first major turning point in my research was signalled by a question that arose lucidly 

after my first trial presentation. It was a powerful moment that continued to anchor the 

research at certain points over consecutive months. With a nervous energy, I performed 

numerous studio experiments and generated a large body of work made primarily from 

aesthetically driven visual materials. In the wake of this intensive studio work, I presented an 

installation titled Two Times (see fig. i - ii), described in detail in Chapter Two. This 

unnecessarily complicated installation was too didactic, leaving few questions unanswered. 

Two Times explores process as material, diverse time states and echoic memory. As I set 

out in my research to challenge the privileging of the visual over the aural, I was therefore 

contradicting my initial aims by presenting this highly aestheticized visual work. 

 

So why then did I feel I needed these visual components to contextualise my sound 

work?  
 
Reflecting on this work, I can observe that I was creating undue pressures on the research to 

incorporate visual components in order to fit into a visual art framework. I was lacking the 

critical thinking around the visual materials and made creative choices based on aesthetic 

rather than conceptual concerns. Two Times, albeit not a successful work, marked the point 

where I committed to sound as my primary resource to answer questions posed in my 

research. Things changed significantly as I gained clarity of ideas and started to make work 

that was more focused and conceptually grounded.  
 
Collaboration is explored in my research in two different ways. In semester one, collaboration 

provided a method to generate material responses through sound in my work Blue (see fig. 

vi-viii). Additionally, collaboration provided an opportunity to explore a new method of 

listening — underwater. The work Slipstream (see fig. ix - xi) is an underwater sound 

installation developed in collaboration with Scientia fellow Dr Alex Davies from UNSW Art & 

Design. We presented Slipstream at the ISEA International 20187 in Durban, South Africa, 

during the mid-year break.  My role was to develop the conceptual approach and sound 

composition, while Alex provided creative, structural and technical support for the project.  

 
                                                   
7 ISEA - International Symposium of Electronic Art is a nomadic arts festival and academic symposium that was founded in the 
Netherlands in 1988 
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(fig. ix) Sara Retallick, Slipstream (2018), installation detail documentation.  

 

 
(fig. x) Sara Retallick, Slipstream (2018), installation detail documentation.  
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Slipstream is a site-responsive public artwork experienced underwater in an immersive 

encounter. This rare experience happens in an embodied space using bone conduction8 

listening methods. The sound floats over the listener and into the spaces around them — 

moving like the liquid it travels within. Sounds travel around the pool as people listen through 

their bodies suspended in water. The work concentrates on the experience of the listener, 

incorporating the body, participation and embodied listening into my research. While building 

on the research I was conducting at the end of semester one, this collaboration provided an 

outlet to take the project into a new phase, moving beyond my initial expectations. 

 
Preceding the trip I conducted remote research on Durban city in order to explore possible 

approaches for the work. From environmental matters relating to drought and pollution, to 

complex socio-political issues concerning the local population, this groundwork uncovered a 

vast collection of possible access points for the work. However, arriving in Durban it became 

clear that even in this drought stricken place directly addressing environmental or political 

issues would be a complex, even problematic, endeavour. Apartheid was abolished only 

twenty-four years ago. Segregation and deep-seated racism are pervasive in South Africa. 

The idea of incorporating a social, environmental or political message in the work challenged 

my values regarding de-colonisation, and the role of the artist when working with site and 

place. As a person who strives to honour and respect traditional landowners and people 

dispossessed of lands by colonisation, I do not see it as our right - as two outsider white 

Australian artists working in a colonised country - to comment on local issues. Instead, my 

concept research was conducted by talking with local people, listening, conducting fieldwork 

and experimentations while walking the streets of Durban and responding to the place itself. 

The work then became a celebration of water and the experience of listening to sound while 

being suspended in liquid.   

 

  
(fig. xi) Sara Retallick, Slipstream (2018), installation detail documentation.  

                                                   
8 Humans hear through bone when exposed to sound underwater. Sound waves, or acoustic pressure changes, travel through 
the water and into the inner ear via vibrations in the human skull (Au and Hastings, 2008). 
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Using contact microphones and hydrophones, we captured field recordings from Durban that 

cannot be heard with the human ear. Thinking back to Tsunoda’s depiction of place in sound 

vibrations (Tsunoda interviewed by Mongomery, 2011) discussed in Chapter Three, these 

sounds are implicit in the technology they rely on to be captured. A process of technological 

transformation occurs. Using the chosen technology to determine the outcome of the sound, 

a transference happens. The technology mediates the sounds. The sounds are manipulated, 

synthesised, relocated, reapplied and rearranged to become something new. The essence of 

the sound is there, but locational signifiers of place are augmented. In Slipstream - and all 

my sound work in semester two - field recordings have been treated this way in an attempt to 

consider the sound as a material from place, not as a representation of the location itself.  
 
In Chapters Two and Three, I outline two qualities of sound that are critical to this research: 

impermanence and persistence.  Sound is an intangible medium, mostly invisible, making it 

difficult to define and even more difficult to describe through language. Our vocabulary for 

aural material is far smaller than our vocabulary for the visual. Categorising sound in these 

two specific ways allowed me to develop a dialogue with the medium, and to explore it 

through physical and conceptual possibilities within a critical framework.  
 
Sound, when sounding, is impermanent — it cannot be fixed in time. Voegelin argues that 

sound is a ‘complex duration of past and present continued together in the act of perception’ 

(2004, pp. 170). This puts listening at the centre of the experience. For this reason, my 

research considers the manner in which the sound is experienced as an integral point of 

focus. Incorporating the act of listening, and how listening can be built into the work itself, 

meant that the research made steps towards regulating the sonic experience for the listener. 

The white cube gallery does not provide adequate or desirable listening conditions. With 

hard walls and floors, high ceilings and cavernous empty spaces — these galleries are loud, 

reverberant and challenging to control from a sonic perspective. As Kelly (2017) argues, 

sound is chaotic, uncontrollable and impossible to contain. Therefore, using traditional 

speaker technologies in a gallery has less agency over the listening experience.  
 
My research works backwards from the point of listening through presentation, production, 

pre-production, concept development to initial research. Therefore, the way in which 

audiences participate in the work is a major influence on the making of the work. The final 

significant turning point came when introducing underwater listening to the gallery through 

the work Portal (see fig. xiii- xv). A circle is cut out of the top of a white plinth holding a 
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weighty blackened body of water. A faint iteration of the sound is audible from above the 

water. Every now and then sound waves ripple the surface of the water through the 

phenomenon of Cymatics9. There are towels, plus a step incorporated as part of the piece, 

with the suggestion that an action is required. The participant is required to submerge one 

ear into the pitch black vessel of water to experience the full spectrum of sound. Will they, or 

won’t they?  

 
By implicating the body in this way, this work asks participants to commit to listening and to 

use their bodies to listen. ‘We cannot, after all, leave our bodies behind as we walk around 

the art gallery’ (Kelly, pp 26). Those who submerge their ear are rewarded for the act when 

the sound pallet opens up to describe a rich density of frequencies and materials only 

audible when the ear is underwater. This work enables me to take control over the listening 

experience in the gallery and to re-imagine how we listen to sound in an art context.  

 

 
(fig. xii) Sara Retallick, Portal (2018), installation documentation from Trial Presentation Two.  

 

 

                                                   
9 Cymatics is the phenomenon of sound pressure fluctuations causing water to move in sequence with the sound waves (Jenny 
1967).  
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(fig. xiii) Sara Retallick, Portal (2018), installation documentation from Trial Presentation Two.  

 

 
(fig. xiv) Sara Retallick, Portal (2018), installation documentation from Trial Presentation Two.  
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Chapter Five: Community of Practice    
 
This project exists within the field of sound art and engages with a community of practice 

occupying both gallery-based, and public art installation. My practice is anchored within a 

field of contemporary artists, with reference to conceptual art, site-responsive art and 

minimalism. This project focusses on three main areas that have helped me to locate my 

work within a wider community: istening and the body; re-imagining the presentation of 

sound in art; and intervention of space and material. This chapter will discuss the work of 

contemporary artists Toshiya Tsunoda, Pia Van Gelder and Zoe Scoglio, alongside a 

formative reference Alvin Lucier. I share with these artists concern for the value of listening, 

and the desire to reimagine the possibilities of sound in art.  
 

‘A philosophy of sound art cannot sum up experience, but must remain a philosophical 

experience, proposing a strategy of engagement but not conclude the heard’ (Voegelin 

2014, pp 170) 
 
Nancy (2002) suggests that through listening sounds remain in the body after it has finished 

sounding. This physical medium literally engulfs the body as sound waves travel through the 

air around us. The phenomenon vibrates the cells within us — sometimes we can feel it, 

depending on the amplitude and frequency of the sound. These vibrations travel through 

many materials like metal, wood, water, air, ice, cement, glass, flesh and bone. It is in this 

transference that my research attunes itself, in pursuit of sonic complexity of the materials. I 

have used contact microphones and hydrophones exclusively when conducting field 

recordings. This decision means that I can access enigmatic qualities within the sounds 

taken from place, while capturing sounds that cannot be attained with the human ear alone. 

Referring back to Oliveros’ Sonosphere, discussed in Chapter Three, I have considered all 

available sounds to open the work up to the ‘sonic envelope of the earth’ (Oliveros 2006, pp 

481).  
 
A shared philosophy towards place, space and field recording with the sound artist Toshiya 

Tsunoda is where I draw comparisons to my work, rather that a single piece that parallels 

this research. Tsunoda seeks to find the vibration of a place by carefully selecting locations, 

materials and surfaces to record.  Without intention to create a conceptual understanding of 

a place as ‘a map or model’ (2009, para 7), Tsunoda’s work approaches a sonic rendering of 

the ‘nature of a place’ (2009, para 5). With technology such as hydrophones and contact 
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microphones, vibrations are captured as sound waves physically activate materials. This 

poetic approach to recording audio allows the listener to access sonic textures and to let go 

of overly explicit formations of meaning and representation, opening up to a contemplative 

listening encounter. Tsunoda’s compositions are intuitive, but informed by listening from 

sound capture through to presentation. These dense but simple sound works possess an 

other-worldly quality using raw audio alone.  
 
Portal (see fig. xiii- xiv) explores ways in which the act of listening can be built into the work 

itself. Listening becomes a spectacle as people play out the ritual of stepping up to the plinth, 

taking out a towel and immersing their ear in the warm water. The body becomes connected 

to the work as their limbs make shapes when approaching the vessel to listen. It is awkward 

and confronting for some. There is a performative aspect to this work, where the listener 

becomes the performer and others waiting become the audience. As such, Portal reads in 

different ways: about the experience of the listener, but also the experience of the greater 

gallery community or the viewer.  
 
Pia Van Gelder’s work Recumbent Circuit (2016)(see fig. xv-xvi) is a sound installation that 

requires the body to close the electrical circuit to make the sound — in this case, a drone. 

This physical piece places the body of the participant at the centre of the work. Without the 

body there is no work. As participants put their hands or bare feet on the copper plates the 

electrical circuit closes, sonifying the intrinsic energy held within the body. Collectively the 

gallery visitors combine energies to make a cacophony of drones, modulating from person to 

person.  

 

Like my work Portal, there is a spectacle made of the act of listening and sound making. For 

the visitors to hear the sounds they must perform a task that may be dangerous. People are 

asked to risk something to listen, to give something up to the work, to commit to it. This 

interactivity in the case of Recumbent Circuit (2016) has a playful nature and offers a line of 

enquiry about how we understand sound and the electrical energies in, and around us. In 

both Portal (2018) and Van Gelder’s work, there is a deliberateness to make sound visible by 

assimilating the sound into the object. Listeners have agency over their listening encounter 

by physically interacting with sound through a tangible object. 
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(fig. xv) Pia Van Gelder, Recumbent Circuit (2016), installation documentation MCA, Sydney.  

 

 

 

 
(fig. xvi) Pia Van Gelder, Recumbent Circuit (2016), installation documentation MCA, Sydney.  
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(fig. xvii) Zoe Scoglio, The Sedimentary Collective (2017), installation documentation Western Treatment Plant, Melbourne.   

 
Zoe Scoglio’s participatory collaboration, The Sedimentary Collective (2017) (see fig xvii - 

xix), uses sound in a different way by presenting a binaural headphone composition to a 

group of visitors at the Western Treatment Plant in Melbourne. This work invites the 

audience to walk through this semi-public water treatment plant while listening to the spoken 

word composition. Listeners will be asked to consider the ‘connections between the human, 

collective and geological body’ (Scoglio 2018). This work expands the concept of the body to 

be something more substantial; more significant than the individual. A collective experience 

to consider the impact that humans are having on the planet.  
 
Although the overarching themes in this work do not directly relate to my research, I have 

placed this piece within my community of practice because I see a connection in the 

collective experience of listening. Scoglio’s use of the sound walk format is an exciting 

method for presenting an immersive encounter. The internalised sound space of the binaural 

composition embodies the listener and forms a cognitive connection to the materials in the 

recording. A degree of trust is asked of the participants to place headphones on their ears 

and to be led through a wet, dirty and smelly place by an artist. Participatory listening means 

that Scoglio’s work encourages a quieting of the mind and a letting go of the internal 

dialogue for listeners. This collective experience sets up the potential for a highly focused 

experience where ideas may form and questions may be asked.  
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(fig. xviii) Zoe Scoglio, The Sedimentary Collective (2017).   

 

 
(fig. xix) Zoe Scoglio, The Sedimentary Collective (2017), installation documentation Western Treatment Plant, Melbourne.   
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My work Drift is an underwater sound installation to be presented the City Baths in 

Melbourne. As the sound composition fills the pool via eight individual speakers, the body of 

water becomes the sound space. Participants are required to immerse themselves 

completely to listen to the work. Floating in the water, the audience experiences sound from 

dispersed speakers. When underwater, humans lose the ability to hear the directionality of 

sound. Sound becomes ‘omniphonic: coming from all directions at once’ (Helmreich 2007, pp 

624). Therefore, rather than to spatialise the sound, the eight speakers saturate the sound 

space providing a sonic density that transforms this everyday public space into an enigmatic 

experience. The pool carries the sound signal — like a flowing body that swells and moves, 

like sound waves enacting their duration — unstable, interconnected and always in flux.  

 
Alvin Lucier’s system-based work Quasimodo, the Great Lover (1970) explores the 

correspondence between sound and surrounding materials, spaces and architecture. This 

composition consists of a lengthy instructional score (see fig. xx) that outlines a number of 

tasks to set up a system that turns a building into a sound making device. The work uses 

microphones and amplifiers arranged in a relay system to activate the space and generate 

sound. The primary acoustic properties of the interconnected rooms feed back into the sound 

field to modulate the composition. Resembling Lucier’s seminal work I Am Sitting In A Room 

(1981), Quasimodo the Great Lover (1970) sets up a ‘transductive trade between sound and 

signal’ (Kahn 2013, pp 167). The work intervenes in the space, encapsulating an entire 

building by immersing it in sounds enabled by the technology. This phenomenon is evident in 

Drift, except here the body of water becomes the transductive element for the sound.  
 
The project crosses disciplines, technologies and ideas making for a fertile research 

experience and significant development of my creative practice. Through an ongoing 

collaborative engagement with local artists, my practice will exist within and contribute to a 

community of like-minded artists. I see this research as the formative framework for my 

expanding creative practice that will continue to inform my work over coming years.  
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(fig. xx) Alvin Lucier, Quasimodo The Great Lover  (1970), extract of instructional score.  
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Addendum           
November 6th 2018 
Listening is at the core of this research. In particular listening underwater as the direct 

sensory encounter that best addressed my aims to push the boundaries of what form sound 

can take in art. Many discoveries lead to this solution. Most importantly, this method of 

listening realises a unique experience for participants and encourages a commitment to the 

work by presenting sound below the water’s surface. Using bone conduction listening, 

participants must have their ears submerged to hear the work. This under-utilised 

presentation strategy places participants within the work to listen in a physical, bodily 

encounter. When integrating the body into the work itself listening becomes more explicitly 

an active experience, less a passive occurrence of letting sound pass through the mind 

without focus. This research grapples with how sound is represented in art and discusses 

limitations experienced from both a technological and hegemonic standpoint. By constructing 

controlled listening environments the research asks participants to engage with ritual, 

participation, interaction and immersion whilst moving toward a focused state of listening.  
 

A necessary element to facilitate focussed listening, my approach to sound composition is of 

equal importance to the experience itself. This research thoroughly examines a range of 

approaches to using recorded sound and synthesis in sound composition. Pauline Oliveros’ 

concept of the ‘Sonosphere’ (2005) was an important discovery. Khan states the Sonosphere 

‘resonates among personal and interpersonal, musical, earth, and cosmological scales 

informed by physics and metaphysics (2013 pp. 13). Thus, the discipline of field recording is 

expanded and is able to capture all sounds attainable through technology, not only those 

heard with the naked ear. Alongside aural locational signifiers from the recording site, this 

research re-imagines the sonic mediation of place by considering sounds for their textural, 

tonal, density and dynamic characteristics. Field recordings are synthesised into 

compositions with considered technological selections and manipulations during studio work, 

utilising a reflexive methodology that combines listening and delineating connections 

between sounds.   
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(fig. xxi) Sara Retallick, Drift (2018).   

My final presentation Drift (see fig. xxi), consisting of a 16-channel sound composition 

presented underwater at the City Baths in Melbourne’s CBD, is a unique sonic experience. 

The work requires participants to fully immerse themselves in the water, with their ears below 

the water’s surface to experience the full spectrum of sound. The listeners experience 

weightlessness as they float supported by the mass of sound filled liquid.  

 

This work activates a ritual. Participants will be provided with a tote bag on arrival containing 

a towel, a robe, earplugs and footwear. The lifeguard/invigilator offers a short briefing on 

significant safety issues and how best to experience the work, then instructs the audience to 

put on their swimsuit, place the earplugs in their ears and enter the pool area. Participants 

are then free to submerge themselves in the work at their leisure as part of an encounter that 

is intended to be relaxing. The experience can unfold at an organic pace as sound loops 

without a start or end point. The water, always moving, mimics the temporal nature of the 

sound that inhabits it. Participants have degree of control and some agency over their 

experience as they move freely around the pool to listen to the different speakers. Floating 

on the back with ears submerged, but mouth and nose above water, encourages time to 

shift. There is a potential for participants to lose their sense of space as the water distributes 

them around the pool guided by the gentle current.  
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Over the last nine months this project has expanded and contracted as it encountered and 

responded to many theories, materials, ideas and sound contexts. The constant focus point, 

however, is listening. From beginning to end listening informed my research methodology 

and provided an influential point of reference for making, experimenting and presenting new 

work. Different modes of listening were investigated through the writings of Michel Chion 

(1994), Pierre Schaeffer (1966) and Pauline Oliveros (2005). Examining the relationship of 

seeing and hearing through these historical sound theories brought the research closer to an 

understanding of the human perception of sound. And aided an exploration of the 

possibilities for breaking down visually dominated constructs in sound art. As the research 

moved towards developing an informed philosophy to making sound art, contemporary 

sound theories became relevant through the writing of Salome Voegelin (2014), Douglas 

Khan (2013) and Caleb Kelly (2017).  
 

Without a large amount of pre-existing research on the presentation of sound underwater, it 

was essential that the research and experimentation focused on the sound, the encounter, 

and the experience of listening. It has been of utmost importance throughout my research to 

maintain a grounding in contemporary material, technology and readings, to develop work 

that distinguishes itself from traditional examples of sound art.   
 

 

 


