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On Listening

Listening has become an increasingly popular subject of study. It 
features in conferences, in academic journals, in doctoral research 
projects. However, reflexive listening is an applied practice that 
exceeds the boundaries of academic institutions to take its place in a 
number of everyday settings. This book aims to connect the scholarly 
and the experiential and extend the contemporary discourse on 
listening. 

The essays that are curated here have been commissioned from 
authors whose work places them in a variety of settings: artists, 
activists, scholars, scientists. We are conscious that texts in other 
languages may hold valuable insights, and as editors producing a 
book in English we have sought international contributions and these 
lead us all beyond institutional and national categories to listening 
worlds of expansive horizons. 

The book has been organised into four primary sections: Listening 
Perspectives, Listening Spaces, Listening Devices and Listening 
to Self and Other. This structure represents one of many possible 
approaches to the material and through it our intention has been 
to reveal commonalities rather than expose differences, make 
connections across disciplines, across geographical locations 
and across methodologies. In some of the essays, listening is the 
necessarily primary mode of apprehension—for the musician, for the 
radio audience, the collector of folk-songs, for the sound recordist. 
In others, the listening practice provides a new way to understand 
or describe a situation or interaction—crowds in an urban square, 
private space in the Renaissance city, the world beyond the prisoner’s 
hood, the temple garden in Kyoto.

The practice of listening can operate to reveal a parallel reality
—one that lies below, beyond, behind or inside that which is imme-
diately accessible. While listening may not always capture the 
‘objective’ scene in an instant, the essentially immersive nature 
of the listening experience over time can lead to a meditative, 
inward-looking introspection, disappearing as soon as it is grasped. 
Conversely, that very immersion can place the listener at the centre
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of things, offering an intimate connection to place and its inhabit-
ants, sacred and profane.

On Listening builds on the considerable contributions made by 
composers and musicians including John Cage, Pierre Schaeffer, 
R. Murray Schafer and Pauline Oliveros; on the theoretical writings 
of Don Ihde and Jean-Luc Nancy; and on the more recent books 
Listening to Noise and Silence and Sinister Resonance by our colleagues 
Salomé Voegelin and David Toop. Given the fundamental importance 
of listening not just in an artistic context but throughout lived 
experience, we also recognise that there is yet to be a publication 
that takes a wide-ranging, multidisciplinary perspective on listening 
as an applied practice. This publication aims to begin that process.

Angus Carlyle & Cathy Lane
London, November 2013
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