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Listen, listen, what
is it that you heax?
A reflection on the
power of sound.

The listener is almost certain to simultaneously create imagined
gestures or link a sound to its illusory myriad of sources, evoking
some kind of contemplative and thoughtful imagery in this process of
mental resonance and mindful personalisation of sounds into various
listening states.*®

Sound is continuous, omnipresent and dynamic. John
Cage declared that there was no such thing as silence*
and his piece 4’33 was a direct attempt to share this
observation. Dyson highlights that Cage’s experience in
the anechoic chamber led him to believe that noise exists
as an essential part of (human) being, and its continuous
hum penetrates the universe of sound, even when it can’t
be physically heard.>®

Sound is a powerful force, providing a means to activate
perception, spatial boundaries, bodies and voices.®'
Furthermore our ears, unlike our eyes, don’t blink. We

are constantly immersed in sound. As a species, we fight
back with noise-cancelling headphones, soundproofing
and simply filtering unwanted sound - noise - out with our
brains. Technology has also enabled what Dyson defines
as ‘individualised hearing - the ability to personalise our
sonic experience of the everyday.*? The ability to control
and personalise the sonic is a luxury unavailable to other
species. Yet no matter the technology used or our approach
to the world; sound continues to exist, to resonate over,

48 Budhaditya Chattopadhyay, ‘Object-Disoriented Sound:
Listening In The Post-Digital Condition.’” APRJA 3, no.1,
(2014): 132-141. https://doi.org/1@0.7146/aprja.v3il.116093.
49 Frances Dyson, The Tone of Our Times: Sound, Sense,
Economy, and Ecology (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2014), 117.
50 ibid, 118.

51 Brandon LaBelle, Background Noise: Perspectives on Sound
Art (London, England: Bloomsbury Academic, 2020), xiv.

52 Frances Dyson, The Tone of Our Times: Sound, Sense,
Economy, and Ecology (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2014), 39.
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through and within our bodies.

Haskell writes about the power of sensory connections;
“we understand in our bodies what the mind acting alone
finds hard to apprehend.”s® The connection to the body

is especially important as so often we characterise sound
that is something that only the ears deal with. Our hearing
is closely related to our sense of touch; both hearing and
touch are mechanical senses, which detect movements
in the outside world using receptors that send electrical
signals. In touch, those movements occur when fingertips
are pressed or stroked against a surface. In hearing, the
movements occur when sound waves reach the ear and
deflect small hair cells within it.”>* Sound waves also
impact our physical bodies far beyond our ears and sonic
vibrations are used medicinally to treat a wide range

of conditions.®® Other animals Umwelt’s®® are far more
directly sensitive to sound and surface vibration.*” Indeed
many insects ‘hear’ through other organs such as skin or
joints, but an exploration of this topic is outside the scope

of this essay.

53 David George Haskell, Sounds Wild and Broken
(London: Faber & Faber, 2022), 360.

54 Ed Yong, An Immense World: How Animal Senses
Reveal the Hidden Realms around Us (London, England:
Vintage, 2023), 213.

55 Lee Bartel, and Mosabbir, A., ‘Possible
Mechanisms for the Effects of Sound Vibration on
Human Health.’ Healthcare 9, no.5 (2021): 597.
https://doi.org/10.3390/healthcare9050597.

56 Umwelt is defined by Bettina Korintenberg,
Rachel Libeskind, Robert Preusse, Stefanie Rau in
their chapter ‘Glossolalia: Tidings from
Terrestrial Tongues’

“‘In der Welt des Regenwurms gibt es nur
Regenwurmdinge, in der Welt der Libellen gibt es
nur Libellendinge usw’ (In the world of earthworms
there are only earthworm things, in the world of
dragonflies there are only dragonfly things, etc.).
In this understanding of Umwelt, every life form
has its subjective world view. Living in the
terrestrial condition, we need to abandon isolated
world views and open up to an understanding of the
permeable and process-driven ex-istence we all live.
There is no Umwelt (the world that sur-rounds us
and no Innenwelt (the world that is inside us),
but an encounter of earthworm things and dragonfly
things.” (edt Latour and Weibel, 2020, 320).

57 It is worth drawing a distinction here between
airborne sounds (which is what we usually describe
as sounds we can ‘hear’) and surface vibrations
which enables communication by animals by sending
vibrations across the solid ground. Ed Yong points
out that throwing a rock in a pond generates very
visible surface waves, and that throwing a rock on
the ground does the same thing - the human eye just
struggles to perceive it. (Yong,2023, 191.)



Lean Me, Hear Me

Lean Me, Hear Me is a low table specifically designed to
connect sonic vibrations through the body whilst centering
and disrupting the listening experience. It is a domestic
conceptual object which enhances the understanding of
the connection between sound and body. Advancing our
limited vocabulary of sonic experience, it highlights the
importance of moving towards a world in which the design
of everyday objects seriously takes into account the impact
of sound on both the human and nonhuman bodies,
leading to a strengthened integration of lives and objects.

Placed in the home, it acts as an everyday object that
reminds us that sounds are always present, even if we
cannot hear them using just our ears. Its legs are hand-
carved in the same style as the Listening Handle, again
with a small nod to the shape of a telescope. The ceramic
on top is designed in such a way to intrigue anyone who
comes across the table but is also subtle enough not to
dominate a room.

It is designed to play recordings from under the soil,
although it could be used to play any sound which
humans cannot usually hear unaided. It is created in such
a way that it is not possible to hear the recordings playing
with just the ear. In order to hear the recording, you must
physically connect your body to the table, with a gesture
that is not normally carried out in everyday life. This can
be done either by resting the head directly on the table, or
by placing an elbow onto the ceramic dish and using the
same hand to touch the head. The sound is transferred via
bone and therefore directly into the inner ear without the
use of the eardrum. The of physically connection with the
table helps to focus the attention on the act of listening
whilst reminding us that we too can ‘hear’ using vibrations,
not just soundwaves.
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Previous page (left) ceramic and wood textures and (right) leg details
Above using the lathe to shape one of the legs
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Conclusion; beyond
the topsoil

Imagine the possibilities of biospheric perception. Next to your daily
calendar is a chart of the geological time scale. Next to the recycling
rules is a chart of the geological timescale. Adjacent to your family
photographs is a five kingdoms taxonomic chart. You begin to perceive
patterns of change that stretch from soil microorganisms to global
energy budgets.®®

Before the 20th century, ignorance of the nature local to
you was an anomaly, posing a serious threat to human
survival throughout most of history. The pursuit of modern
progress led us to believe that this practical knowledge

of local ecology was archaic. However, the absence of
this knowledge has become a perilous aspect of The
Anthropocene, fostering a one-way, extractive relationship
with what we perceive as the natural world. Amid calls

for radical change, perhaps the realisation that should
dawn is that the absence of practical, local knowledge still
jeopardises the survival of most people.

This essay has explored ways in which the urgent need for
a paradigm shift in our understanding of nature and our

position within it may be realised. Direct observation of the
local environment emerges as a potential countermeasure
to the seeming inevitability of The Anthropocene, fostering
a deep connection with the biosphere and non-human life.

| have explored through my fieldwork the idea that
listening to soils can serve as a gateway to expanding our
comprehension of the world. From the conceptualization of
Sounds Local, a domestic object mimicking subterranean
sounds, to the creation of the Listening Handle, a portable
tool for soil listening, my fieldwork has allowed me to
unfold a narrative of tactile

58 Mitchell Thomashow, Bringing the Biosphere Home: engagement with the
Learning to Perceive Global Environmental Change . .
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2001), 6. enVIronment' I have a|SO trled

to illustrate with conceptual
prototypes, particularly in
the form of the Listening Handle and the recordings Listen
Listen | have shared, how expanding Umwelt can provide
411
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a bridge to the intricate world beneath our feet. The
work seeks to open new avenues for understanding and
appreciating the complex life that thrives beneath

the surface.

In a world where sound is omnipresent but often
overlooked, the essay argues for the power of sonic
observation as a means to activate perception, spatial
boundaries, and connections between bodies and voices.
Lean Me, Hear Me, a low table designed to convey sonic
vibrations through the body, encapsulates the essence of
this argument, urging us to reconsider our relationship with
sound and the hidden life within the soil.
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