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Abstract

This thesis is a methodological experiment, which employs academic writing and artistic
practice to explore notions of the ‘self’ through the study of voice and sound. It is presented
in two formats (an audio-book and a text with two audio cds and a dvd) and is divided into
two chapters. Chapter One invents an author-character who describes a journey through a
mythical forest and Chapter Two continues with the same character’s physical journey
through the city. The text of both chapters is narrated by the voice of the author-character.
The first chapter studies different versions of the classical myth of Narcissus and Echo. In
the journey through an enchanted forest presented in the ancient tale, the thesis discovers
a representation of an inner quest for ‘self-knowledge’ and discusses the series of
disruptive encounters that take place between the 'self’ and its vocal and visual reflections.
The chapter concentrates on the processes of disintegration in the optical and the acoustic
realm described in the story. Further, the work focuses on the mythical
anthropomorphisation of voice and examines its foundational role for the emergence of the
‘self’. Throughout Chapter One, additional voices create an acoustic setting; they are
inserted at various moments to function as ‘musical’ studies, introductions, interludes or
conclusions to textual sections. These voices discover points of vocal rupture and place
voice under forces that expose its physical limits; they explore the materiality of voice and
reveal its power to transform and evoke the presence of a complex, fragmented ‘self".
Through the exposition of different voices and the study of the myth of Narcissus and Echo,
Chapter One interrogates anew the complexity of the emergence of the ‘self’, discusses the
inextricable connection between sound, voice and subjectivity, and examines the probtems
that arise in self-reflection and the figural representation of the ‘self’ through sound and
image. It demonstrates that these fracture and dislocate the ‘self’ in the very movements
that give it shape. Chapter Two narrates a physical and a spnic journey through the city,
which unfolds through a series of acoustic events: the creaking of the door, a bang in the
street, the crackle of the telephone and an incomprehensible word shouted by a passer-by.
These initiate a discussion on the relationship between sound, the ‘self’, its surrounding
and modern technology. The project defines this as oto-biographic writing - a word whose
sound refers to ‘the writing of the self’ (autobiography] but whose written form refers to a
kind of writing that is inspired and guided by the oto, the ear. The thesis understands sound
as an intellectual compass and meditates on our antological connection with it. Further,
the text explores the interconnection between image and sound, discussed in Chapter One,
through the use of vivid visual language to describe sonic phenomena and make
conceptual observations. The second chapter elaborates on the sonic understanding of
being, and concludes with the realisation that sound can trigger an inner journey through
which the ‘self’ transforms. Chapter Two discovers the humming voice as a kind of ‘self-
reflection” wherein the ‘self’ metamorphoses, vanishes and emerges at the same time.
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Preface

Since | began working on the research that has culminated in the present project, |
have been asked numerous times ‘what my PhD is on’. My reply that it is on “sound
and the ‘self’”” has almost always prompted a reaction of surprise and further
questions: ‘what sound: music, voice or noise? or ‘what is your practice: music
composition?’. Indeed, | have asked myself similar questions repeatedly. Significantly,
however, | was rarely asked “what ‘self is”; there almost always seemed to be an
unspoken {misjunderstanding of the notion of the ‘self’ as a psychoanalytic construct -
as something inextricably connected to vision and self-reflection, which begins to take
shape in the Mirror Stage as it is described by Jacques Lacan. The above questions
become more acute, but perhaps are also answered by the fact that | am neither a
formally trained music composer, nor a psychoanalytic theorist. Consequently, my aim
has not been to produce a music score or to engage in a theoretical exercise, which
deals with psychoanalytic thinking. Rather, | am exploring an area of knowledge that is
related to the cultural study of sound, the implications of modern technologies upon
our sonic environment and the understanding of subjectivity through these. However,
the influence of psychoanalysis in discussions on the ‘self’ is inescapable; thus, this
project first re-visits one of the founding myths of psychoanalysis and attempts to re-
think of the relationship between sound and the ‘self’ described in it.

My concern with sound guided the theoretical content of the project as well as the
actual writing. The text describes concepts and itself becomes a tool to explore and
demonstrate ‘sonic’ ideas; writing is inscribed in theoretical thought and itself
develops and contributes to it.

Furthermore, in my practice, the presentation and actual experience of a work are not
divorced from the ideas and processes that bring them into being. There is a constant
negotiation and ‘collaboration’ between ideas and mate}rials; and it is through this
‘collaboration’ that on the one hand, | wish to explore the multifaceted ways in which
sound [that is itself used a material] can inform intellectual processes and assist in
the advancement of ideas, and on the other, | wish to communicate the ways in which
conceptual processes further encourage an inventive use of sound.

In the case of this practice-based project, the concern with voice and sound, the notion
of the multi-vocality of the ‘self’ developed in the thesis, as well as the ‘performative
nature’ of the writing have lead to the creation of an audio-book that is the primary
version of the project. The audio-book is a four-hundred-minute long composition
which consists of the textual part of the thesis read by different narrators, vocal and
instrumental compositions as well as environmental sound. The written version of the
work consists of the same text that is read in the audio-book with the addition of
endnotes, a bibliography and two short textual sections (at the very beginning of each
of the two chapters) which provide descriptions of the main character presented in the
project. The written version of the work is also accompanied by images, by two audio
cds [cd 1 belongs to Chapter One and contains music compositions and cd 2 belongs to
Chapter Two and contains environmental sound), as well as a dvd with audio-visual
material for installations produced as part of this project.
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The primary title of this project - The Acoustics of the ‘Self’ - inspires and reflects
the thematic and organisational program of the work. As the two main words of
the title suggest, the thesis possesses two components: one related to sound and
the sense of hearing, and another concerned with the notion of the self. The word
“acoustics” refers to and embraces sonic events, the spaces wherein they occur
and the properties of the materials which generate and transmit them. In the
thesis, sound is discussed in the context of its physical origin and in relation to its
immediate surroundings. In the title the word “self” appears in inverted commas
in order to acknowledge its complex history, and to partially open a space within
which this project will attempt to understand it anew through art practice and
critical theories. The use of these theories for the development of the ideas
presented, which include anthropology, the cultural study of sound, literary theory
and philosophy, is that of a researcher who does not claim to have received
specialised training in all of these areas, but engages in their discourse as an
artist approaching theory with acoustic and visual interest. Therefore, the self is
not discussed as a philosophical or a psychoanalytic notion; it is not an intellectual
organising schema which is brought to experience, or a concept with which the
content of experience is organised. Rather in this project, first and foremost, the
self is thought of as the sum of predicates assigned to its owner, and as that which
makes it possible to attribute a body, traits and actions|to someone. It is one’s way
of being involved in, or engaged with one’s surrounding world. The word self is
employed to indicate a person’s being that distinguishes them from others. In
addition, the self is considered to be the subject and object of introspection and
reflexive action, which are announced in speech through the word ‘I'. In light of

this, voice emerges.

In speech, voice broadcasts the index pronoun ‘I'; voice is the body’s sonic product
that proclaims the self. Moreover, when it is not reproduced through technological
means, voice indicates the existence of a mouth and a body - it is the phantom
projection of a corporeal presence. Thus, voice phantomizes presence at the same
time as it announces and outpours the self in the form of sound.! But voice is

invisible and malleable; it is unstable and constitutes a speaker’s projection of



his/her self as the uneven flow of phonemic output. Here, the challenge becomes
theoretical. What is the nature of such self and how does it relate to voice? As it
resonates within the speaker and flows from him/her towards their surrounding,
voice reverberates; in other words, it generates an acoustics. The study of such
acoustics implicates the self, voice, the body and its surrounding. What are the
relationships that emerge between them? How are they interconnected? Can one
speak of an acoustics of the self, and how can such notion be conceived of? How
can voice be conceptualised and theorised, and at the same time explored as pure

sound, as a physical phenomenon and a material?

Moreover, if there is an interconnection between voice and the self, how does the
change of the former influence the latter? During puberty the male voice changes
register; it deepens as a boy enters adulthood. This is often referred to as the
break of the voice. This is a unique vocal event which casts its shadow over all
subsequent male vocalisations. It accompanies a change in male subjectivity,
announces the passage from childhood to manhood, and the movement from one
sexually allusive region into another. In his book on opera and homosexuality

Wayne Koestenbaum writes:

The break between registers is the place within one vojce where the split between
male and female occurs. The failure to disguise the gendered break is fatal to the art
of ‘natural’ voice production. The register line, like the colour line, the gender line, or
the herero/homo tine, can be crossed only if the transgressor pretends that no journey
has taken place [...] By revealing the register break, a singer exposes the fault lines

inside a body that pretends to be only masculine [...]?

It becomes apparent that the break of the voice does not refer merely to a
biological event that is the thickening of the male vocal cords and the change of
register; it is highly charged with significance, with cultural notions of masculinity
and sexual difference.? But, voice is sound and as such, the use of the word ‘break’
seems to be somewhat irregular. What does voice ‘break’ from? Is some sort of
division a consequence of this ‘break’? Or does this vocal fracture stand for a split

within male subjectivity?



In order to investigate these questions the project embarks on a methodological
experiment whose starting point is a ‘multi-vocal’ approach to writing and the
simultaneous employment and equal consideration of artistic practice and theory.
This decision has been made in order to explore ways in which art-practice
motivates conceptual enquiry, and academic study furthers and underpins artistic
experimentation. Through this the work seeks to embrace the variety of skills |
have developed as an artist engaged critically with visual and sonic material, and
as an academic researcher advancing my ideas through theoretical study and
fieldwork. Therefore, my activity involves technical problem solving and academic
study. It investigates theoretical problems, as well as questions related to the
physical properties of materials, their ability to function as metaphors and as
means of communication with others. As my art practice becomes increasingly
concerned with the materiality and physiology of the human voice, its power to
evoke someone’s presence and announce his/her self, it also formulates the
following question: how can voice be ‘talked about’ through theory and art-
practice? This raises many issues with regards to the writing methodology of this
practice-based project. What kind of ‘authorial voice’ is able to embrace both
theoretical and practical concerns? In other words, how can my ‘academic voice’
merge with my ‘voice as a visual and a sound artist'?, Out of this line of enquiry
emerge further questions. How can my ‘creative, lite/rary voice’ coexist with my
‘factual voice’, and my ‘English voice’ with my 'Greék voice’ without one of them
making the others redundant? Can such issues be examined and presented
through writing? How can | write in this ‘broken’ voice? Does such kind of writing

contribute theoretically to a field that needs to be developed?

Naturally, since its early stages, this work has sought to discover a mode of writing
and a format of presentation, which reflect its interdisciplinary approach and the
multi-vocal method of its investigations. However, the lack of an academic model,
which employs a style of writing and presentation that displays the principles at

work in such kind of project, directed me towards musical paradigms.

10



One such example, which influenced the development of my work is Axion Esti, a
large-scale musical composition by Mikis Theodorakis based on the homonymous
poem by Odysseus Elytis completed in 1959.* The original poem consists of three
elements: narration, hymns and chorales.® The content of these different modes of
texts is autobiographical, mythopoetic and patriotic respectively. In his
composition, Theodorakis replaces the singular voice of the poet with three
different male voices: a narrator reading prose, an Orthodox cantor singing hymns
and a popular singer vocalising the choral sections. The composer constructs a
piece for a voice which has split itself and has multtiplied. He stages a multi-vocal
narrative in which voices do not address or refer to one another; each one speaks
or sings its own story, alone, in monody. But it is not only the stories told by the
three voices that differ from each other, it is also the histories of the voices
themselves. Each one of them has its own past, its own history of cultivation and
use, which has determined its individual sound and the way it is produced. The
techniques of voice production heard in Axion Esti vary from Byzantine
ecclesiastical to folk and theatrical. This adds another dimension to the work; the
sound of each voice is not merely part of the poet’s original voice, it also refers to a
past, a tradition - either the local history and custom the author lived, or the
religious and mythical beliefs and practices that were passed on to him. Similarly,
the accompaniment, that is the musical environment\‘; surrounding each voice is
distinctly unique. This entails ‘co-operation’ between different disciplines of
dissimilar compositional approaches. Theodorakis’'s atonal modernism embraces
the order of Byzantine chanting, it is interrupted by folk-sounding tunes and a
hollow silence where a narrator’s voice reverberates. In Axion Estij, the composer
renounces stylistic homogenisation and the suppression of musical conflicts that
this suggests. Different modes of orchestration follow one another, the textual
material changes dramatically, and the three voices that sing or narrate alternate
with no apparent symmetry. There is an internal coherence in the work, however,
which springs from the way in which the texts and melodic themes relate to the
overall subject matter of the poem, as well as from the transformations of voicing,
vocalisation and instrumentation. Unexpected changes become inherent part of

the overall structure. The juxtapositions of voices and styles create leaps which
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invite inventive interpretation by the listener; they generate a web of associations
in him/her which become the bonds that tie the contrasting elements of the
composition. Axion Esti is an interesting example which stages a singular voice in
an innovative way. By devising and employing multiple voices whose linguistic style
varies from vernacular to mythopoetic, it attempts to reveal and represent the
complexity and diversity within the original single voice. It allows for
interconnections and relations to develop between voices and styles without
compromising their individuality and independence. Each voice maintains its
character and is placed within the appropriate acoustic setting. The composition
demonstrates that each mode of voicing demands its own accompanying
instruments, as much as it requires its own unique text. Axion Esti can be
conceived of as an elaborate kind of musical collage, and serves as an example of

a multi-vocal work which operates within different compositional disciplines.

This paradigm has influenced The Acoustics of the ‘Self, but further, the thesis
discovers its own individual way to develop and present the complexity of its
subject matter. Its components and structure mirror its interdisciplinary research.
Primarily, the project is divided into two chapters. Each one describes a journey;
Chapter One depicts a wandering quest through an enchanted forest, and Chapter
Two traces a walk through the city. The former is an "imaginary meandering and
the latter an actual physical journey. Both are narra’xted by the same authorial
voice, which however, ‘splits’; it ‘divides’ itself into two. What is meant by “authorial
voice’ is the voice presenting the main textual parts of the project; it is the voice of
the author. Its ‘division’ refers to the two primary modes it adopts to approach and
explore the subject matter. In the first chapter, it is the author’s "thinking voice’
which meditates on a mythical, fantastical journey, and acquires the academic
writing style and manner of a classicist. In the second chapter, it is the author’s
‘empirical voice’; it is autobiographical and self-reflexive, its expression becomes
impassioned as it accounts and ruminates on the author’s own experience of a
journey. Furthermore, the space described in each chapter is different; as a result,
the acoustic setting of the voice changes. In this project, an acoustic setting is

defined as the sonic environment wherein something or someone is placed. In
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Chapter One, the voice of the author is originally placed in the space where he
writes, but is transported into the imaginary acoustic space of the forest of the
myth of Narcissus and Echo. This is the site where a vocal drama between the two
mythical characters of the story takes place. As will be seen, this is a location of
magical reflections, echoes, dislocated voices, transformations, misplaced desire
and death. To depict the acoustic qualities of such site, the textual part of Chapter
One is accompanied by a series of 'vocal studies’, which employ different
compositional techniques inspired by the mythical narrative. They are dispersed
throughout the first chapter. The voice that performs these studies creates various
‘sonic scenes’ by adopting different modes of vocalisation and voice production.
Structurally, these ‘vocal studies’ function as preludes or interludes between
sections. At the end of Chapter One, the author ‘returns’ from his imaginary and
conceptual journey to his immediate surrounding, to the familiar whir of the
computer fan, the tapping of the fingers on the keyboard and the ambient sounds
of the interior of his home. These give way to Chapter Two and an authorial voice
that is more informal and expressive in tone, which navigates through different
concepts inspired by the various sounds heard during a walk through the city.
These sounds precede each textual section and provide the acoustic setting of this
chapter. In order to understand the deeper relationship between the main text and
the sonic material presented in this project, we shal[) now introduce the overall

/

content and methodology of the thesis more closely.

Chapter One studies different versions of the classical myth of Narcissus and
Echo.® It commences with the exposition of Ovid's version of the myth. The story
narrates Narcissus’ journey; it describes his travel through a forest, his meeting
with the nymph Echo, his encounter with his own reflection on the surface of a
pond, his desire for his image and finally his descent to Hades. The destination of
Narcissus’ tragic journey is clearly stated at the beginning of the myth as being the

acquisition of self-knowledge, which is also the condition under which Narcissus is
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lead to his death. In essence, the tale of Narcissus and Echo fictionalises the

emergence of the self. Chapter One focuses on this aspect of the Greek myth.

Myth is a narrative strategy by which humans represent and make sense of their
existence; in a sense, it is a culture’s story about itself. Therefore, an attentive
reading of myth enabtes us to grasp that part of social reality that does not
announce itself as such. An iconographic type, such as Narcissus, the beautiful
mortal boy who falls in love with himself and rejects the love of a woman, which
one might take as a straight-forwardly autoerotic and homoerotic subject, could
also signify things beyond such erotic desire.” It would perhaps constitute an
oversimplification to assume that the representation of a figure like Narcissus is

inevitably cast in homoerotic terms.

Narcissus is a pubescent boy, an ephebe; his body is neither entirely masculine
nor feminine - it is androgynous. Narcissus can be said to function as a figure that
refuses fixity and implicates ideologies of gender. Femininity is within his not fully
masculine body, but it is not visible or different; it is incorporated and repressed.
In the myth, this is more explicit in Echo’s vanishing. Echo is the projection and
reflection of Narcissus’ voice depicted as a woman. She expresses her desire for
Narcissus but is rejected by him; Naricssus’ aggre?sive response appears to
contain the compensatory amount of energy speﬁt to hold his facade of
masculinity. But Echo continues to reply, to come back - she is the return of voice
and the return of the repressed. The feminine comes to haunt from within and
upon the male body.® Narcissus’ reaction is a misogynistic answer to the threat of
effeminacy that the incorporation of Echo within him suggests.® In this myth, the
nymph’s female voice informs us about the boy’s male voice, since it is a projection
of it. The voice of Echo should not be seen merely as a depiction of femininity, but
as part of a model of masculinity. The feminised iconography of masculinity
encountered in this myth is an articulation of male subjectivity. But what does it
mean for the male subject to have two voices: a male and a female voice? In the
feminine representation of Narcissus’ voice, the myth testifies to the idea of an

internal division within the male self. Moreover, it presents it as a pervasive
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