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1. ARCHEOACOUSTICS 

On April 30th 2000, 12.8 million people tuned into Fox to watch 
The X-Files’ latest episode Hollywood A.D. In a scene from that episode, while 
examining an ancient pottery found in the catacombs of a church, agent 
Scully tells her colleague Mulder the story of the Lazarus Bowl: it is said that 
while Jesus Christ was performing the miracle of bringing Lazarus back to 
life, in that moment the dead man’s elderly aunt was making a bowl out of 
fresh clay. Legend has it that the words of Jesus – or rather, the vibrations 
produced by the sound of his voice – were accidentally impressed on this 
ductile matter. And by impression we here mean physical impression, similar 
to the one of a phonographic recording. Later in the episode, Mulder brings 
the vase to his colleague Dr. Charles ‘Chuck’ Burks, an expert scientist not 
in the least sceptical towards paranormal phenomena. Chuck performs 
a sound analysis on the find and recovers some utterances of Aramaic-
speaking voices. Together with a male voice urging Lazarus to rise - at this 
point quite predictable - we also hear the fragment of the Beatles’ song I am 

the Walrus emerging from the amalgam of these sounds. 
The Lazarus Bowl has been the subject of another TV broadcast, 

MythBusters, a science entertainment show debunking urban legends and 
controversial widespread adages. Among these, the theoretical possibility 
of recovering sounds engraved in solid matter by means of advanced tech-
nology. A theory that is yet to be proven.

Archeoacoustics composes a hybrid constellation of archaeological 
researches and speculative pseudo-scientific theories that can be traced 
back to independent publications and websites with a design so obsolete 
that they could also be included in the field of archaeology.



2. SELF-RECORDING

“All signs point to Rome, Diane...”: Throughout the iconic TV series Twin 

Peaks, created by David Lynch and Mark Frost, FBI Special Agent Dale Cooper 
keeps recording on his portable dictaphone short vocal notes addressed to 
his assistant Diane. Cooper refers to a person who is not there, invisible, 
a recurring alter-ego activated by the recorder, firmly held in the fist of 
his hand1. Diane, this ghostly character, takes us back to the very idea of 
phantasm, of an absent presence, the echo, and to the fact that self-recording 
– particularly as a phenomenon one does by himself for himself – has no 
audience. There are no readers, no spectators, no stage at all.

But Why? Why do we need to steal material from the flow of our 
thoughts? Why not just write it down? Why the voice? Why does one have 
this stubborn necessity of an oral, musical, poetical self-editing? Why is 

talking out loud to yourself not the same as self-recording? Why the stock-
piling of all that pours out?

We could dare to say that self-recording is a posture, but is essen-
tially impossible. There cannot be any self of recording. And once again, we 
come back to the echo, and to that paradoxical plurality of the autonomous, 
and that indissoluble bond between loneliness and technology.

There is no loneliness without technology – and by technology see 
Husserl, Heidegger, McLuhan and whatnot… It’s the notable Schrödinger’s 
cat-in-the-box with the poison: unless I open it, the cat is both alive and 
dead. Without tracing, coding, transcribing a thought, there is no thought 
at all, there is no language. 

And in the archaeoacoustics domain, given that any membrane 
stimulated by a vibration is theoretically able to inscribe itself on a solidly 
soft surface, many attempts were made to recover scattered and forgotten 
sounds, transcribed by chance in vessels of antiquity. As early as circa 1902, 
Charles Sanders Peirce wrote: «Give science only a hundred more centuries 
of increase in geometrical progression, and she may be expected to find that 
the sound waves of Aristotle’s voice have somehow recorded themselves.»2



3. AU CL AIR DE L A LUNE

In 1877, the international media-technology scenario changed once 
and for all thanks to the invention of the phonograph. This instrument 
imposed its prominence in the market as the first, revolutionary sound and 
music reproduction device. But the phonograph’s complex history started 
somewhere else: its inventor, Thomas Alva Edison, was persuaded the tele-
communications field would have been the phonograph’s playground by 
which audio messages could be recorded, listened and eventually sent and 
reciprocated through pre-recorded automatic messages3. Does it ring a bell?

The function initially pre-figured out by Edison looks very much 
alike the sundry voice notes we exchange daily through the host of instant 
messaging systems on our smartphones (whatsapp, facebook messenger and 
so on). Our generation has very little familiarity with answering machines 
(personally, I would include a caller’s old fashion voicemail among the 
thirty-five most annoying things on earth) – but all those born before 1985 
would presumably add the answering machine to this sort of genealogy of 
the simple phonograph’s starting concept: i.e. recording one’s own voice 
in order to communicate something.

Now, topsy-turvy: If the dawn of recordings is historically assim-
ilated to the invention of the phonograph, the first known recording of the 
human voice dates back to 1857. The first device able to record sounds, not 
to play them back, was the phonautograph, invented by the Parisian printer 
Édouard-Léon Scott de Martinville in the 1850s, following the morphology 
of the human ear. But Scott de Martinville couldn’t develop his invention 
enough to reproduce recorded sounds, paving the way for Edison’s success4. 
In 2008, a team of researchers at Berkley University5 deciphered one of the 
earliest phonautograms ever made, dating April 8th 1860: an ungendered 
unidentifiable voice singing the popular French lullaby Au clair de la lune.



4. VOICE CONFRONTATION

Have you ever wondered why the sound of your own voice makes 
you crazy? This phenomenon called voice confrontation seems to affect 
95% of the population6. While sounds emitted by others are conveyed 
throughout the air, the sounds we utter ourselves are also conveyed through 
our bones and tissues, from the larynx to the cochlea, the sensory organ 
of hearing. Moreover, because of the position of our ears in our body, we 
are much more sensitive to low frequencies, these in fact are long waves 
that overcome the obstacle of our head and directly reach our ears. This 
makes our recorded voice sound hopelessly high-pitched. Our own voice 
keeps failing our expectations, literally. We could digress more than a little 
about the general idiosyncrasy of high-pitched sounds, but never mind – 
suggestion: misogyny is involved7. But psychology also tells us that listening 
to our own voice reveals “extra-linguistic” signals to us that wouldn’t be 
perceived otherwise, signals that hint at our anxiety levels, our indecisions, 
sadness, anger and so on8. 

To make a long story short, the sound of our own voice makes us 
feel thinner, more transparent than we thought. And what’s more, the vocal 
larynx is extremely difficult to control, due to its primacy in the nerves-
muscle fibers, the most powerful in the human body. So, how can we relate 
to the auditory experience of something we usually perceive only while 
controlling it – that is, while we emit it? 



5. RECORDED VOICES

Message in a bottle: in summer 1986, Radio Radicale, the official 
radio station of the Italian Radical Party founded in Rome ten years 
earlier, was threatened with closure for lack of funds (the news was 
communicated shortly before the suspension of all transmissions). Then 
the switchboards started receiving and recording thousands of calls from 
the public, which were eventually aired with no prior selection. Even 
though the original aim was to collect opinions about the radio, people 
ended up literally occupying this free space of expression, talking about 
any kind of subject – often with no regard for political correctness: this 
gave birth to the radio broadcast Radio Parolaccia (literally: Radio Swear 
Word). Ça va sans dire, the radio show was shut down by the magistracy 
for being in contempt of public decency9, but what is notable for the 
sake of our discourse, is the power unleashed by the opening of such a 
room of free communication.

Do you know who else besides Dave Cooper used self-recording? 
Langston Hughes, Sylvia Plath, William S. Burroughs, Kathy Acker, Audre 
Lorde and Pierre Guyotat10. And then, Carla Lonzi. Carla Lonzi, whom you 
may have noticed in some iconic pictures with her tape recorder, challenged 
the art world by attempting to push the generative possibilities of an artwork 
to its boundaries, till she crashed into that very world, inexorably masculine, 
inexorably prone to reiterate the “graziosità” (graciousness) that pleased so 
muchher partner Pietro Consagra11 – who needed it of course, as a male 
artist, as much as it made her sick. She wanted to write authentically12. So 
perhaps she used a tape recorder because the tape couldn’t record even a bit 
of that graciousness of hers, not without sounding fake, ultimately artifi-
cial. Prove them wrong and fuck them all, the gracious ones as the artists 
in need of grace: the tape recorder became her necessary tool for writing 
authentically. And by choosing to record dialogues with artists such as 
Lucio Fontana, Carla Accardi, Consagra, Fabro, Kounellis, Nigro, Paolini, 
Pascali, she also fixed her own voice on tape, fair enough.



“The tape recorder” writes Francesco Ventrella “triggers a listening 
and re-listening practice that is also a way to look at herself out of the public 
role the art system appointed her”. By recording herself, Carla Lonzi repre-
sented herself twice: once on tape, then on paper. “Enacting my presence 
in a different way”, Carla wrote in 197813.



6. UTOPIA

June 2016. The article Home Alone - On art, architecture, and domestic effects 

of digitalization by Ana Texeira Pinto features in the Frieze Magazine14. It 
begins with the description of a Samsung’s Smart TV’s fine-print warning, 
one of those written in very, very small characters. When paying attention 
to those tiny letters, one finds a seemingly irrelevant clause stating that 
«if you enable voice recognition, your spoken words will be captured and 
transmitted to a third party», including personal conversations held in front 
of the television in the time frame of a commercial. «The more ubiquitous 
technology becomes, writes Pinto, the less its presence is noticeable; its invis-
ibility however, renders us, its users, transparent.» The article increases the 
dose of home automation anxiety by appealing to the essay Renotopia (2015) 
by McKenzie Wark15 who four years later published a book16 in which he 
decrees – provocatively, but not too much – the end of capitalism and the 
rise of a new ruling class based on data possession. The intuition proposed 
in Renotopia by the media theory scholar, is that the great socialist utopia has 
unpredictably materialised itself in service infrastructures, nowadays in 
the hands of private individuals. «Today, utopia is living in your bathroom 
or kitchen» we read in the essay. «These two places are built on one of the 
truly great, realized utopias: running water and sewerage, not to mention 
gas and electric. The great socialist utopia that actually got built is service 
infrastructure. Yet as I write this, people in the city of Baltimore have had 

their water cut off. It’s a reminder of how imperfectly distributed this utopia 
was and is, even in the United States.»

If Arseny Avraamov, at the height of his career as a composer and 
revolutionary, had read these words, he would probably have climbed the 
conductor’s tower he built in downtown Baku and, while looking at the 
Caspian Sea, would have fired a shot in his head. 



7. BAKU

Fortunately, Avraamov had no prognosticating gift. Nevertheless, 
he is remembered as one of the most visionary, daring and futuristic minds 
among the extraordinary personalities who animated the Soviet avant-
garde era. During World War I, Avramoov refused to perform military 
service, sneaking about the country as a circus artist, despite having studied 
at the Moscow Philharmonic Society School. In 1917, at the outbreak of 
the Revolution, he finally came back to Moscow, where he took his steps 
in the exciting world of the burgeoning Soviet cinema. He soon became 
commissioner of Narkompros (the Soviet Education Commissariat) and the 
proposal he made to the man at the top of the Commissariat, Lunačarskij, 
perfectly reflects Avraamov’s revolutionary temperament: to burn all 
pianos, instruments which  in his view expressed the idea of temperate and 
bourgeois music. Needless to say, his proposal remains unimplemented.

He was enlivened by a similar enthusiasm when he composed 
Symphony of Sirens. In the Russia of real communism, in the aftermath of the 
October Revolution, Alexander Mosolov and Arseny Avraamov celebrated 
the liberation of mankind from the harassment of the Capital in two exhil-
arating and apologetic compositions.

Molosov’s symphonic poem Steel Foundry was composed under the 
modernist and structuralist influence of 1920s Soviet music. Manifestly 
didactic and almost onomatopoeic, the composition aims not to recount, but 
to embody the factory itself, in its heroic and triumphalist ideal as a self-pro-
claimed un-alienated reality. A piece certainly interesting in its purposes but 
nevertheless rhetorical, as much as the official Soviet art propaganda will 
be rhetorical in the years to come, sadly functional to the authoritarian and 
repressive drifts of the newborn USSR, risen from the ashes of the fallen czarist 
empire. Steel Foundry epitomises the constructive, dynamic and futuristic 
beauty of Soviet industries, virtually run by hundreds of Aleksej Stachanov. 

Avramoov’s masterpiece, Symphony of Sirens, carries a much more 
experimental, complex and grandiose drive.



On November 7th 1922, the celebration of the Soviet Union’s 
fifth anniversary took place in Baku, the capital of Azerbaijan, at the time 
one of the most important harbours overlooking the Caspian Sea: in this 
context the Symphony of Sirens was performed. This was not the premiere, but 
its previous performances (in Nižnij Novgorod and Rostov) can only be 
considered a sort of rehearsal compared to the imposing version staged in 
Baku. Actually, stage is, indeed, just a figurative word, since Symphony of 
Sirens was played outdoors, all around the city. And after all, it’s impossible 
to imagine placing elsewhere masses of workers and soldiers, the entire 
Caspian fleet, batteries of cannons, hydroplanes, twenty-five steam loco-
motives and all the sirens of the city’s factories, which constitute, literally, 
the music instruments needed to perform the Symphony. The collective 
voice of the audience spontaneously merged into a huge choir, while the 
impressive sound of the technological war and industrial apparatuses is 

accompanied by the solemn Warschawjanka march. From the top of a purpose-
built tower, Avraamov himself conducted his unusual orchestra, waving 
flags, flaming torches, and firing blanks. Following three repetitions of 
the Internationale anthem the symphony ends, leaving all the sirens of Baku’s 
factories to echo from afar17.



8. DYSTOPIA

It must be said that the spirit with which the Symphony of the Sirens 
was written is not unique, but is part of the great tradition of the Soviet 
avant-garde, fully embodying the visionary grammars of that same culture 
which was later to be massacred by the institutionalization carried out by 
men like Andrej Ždanov. On January 28th 1936, the Pravda published the 
infamous Muddle instead of Music, an anonymous article that discredited the 
work of Dmitry Shostakovich. It was the beginning of the totalitarian state 
war against the freedom of artistic expression. Between 1936 and 1938, 
Avramoov withdrew into the mountains in the Kabardino-Balkaria region 
to study the popular music of the North Caucasus. When he returned to 
Moscow, he clashed with the unprecedented cultural desert and the climate 
of terror of the Stalinist regime. He was imprisoned and eventually died 
in misery in 194418.

We cannot say whether the standardisation of human action was 
the main goal or just a consequence of the Stalinist terror strategy. But 
let’s go back to McKenzie Wark’s provocative thesis, for which the socialist 
utopia has been apparently fulfilled in the widespread diffusion of service 
infrastructures, perfected and customised thanks to the new possibilities of 
domotic technologies. We could perhaps affirm that even socialist dystopia, 
that functional standardization of human action obtained through a perva-
sive and totalitarian control regime, in which everyone actively spies and 
is spied by means of mutual denunciations, is reflected in the current data 
economy. The Capitalism of Surveillance

19, as theorised by Harvard professor 
Shoshana Zuboff, is able to spy on us as no KGB agent has ever been able to 
do. Because the objective is not to control our actions and opinions, pending 
the threat of imprisonment – or at least, unlike what we might think, this is 
not the priority. “There’s no one coming to take anyone away to the Gulag. 
[The system] doesn’t want to kill us. It just wants to move us in the direction 
of its predictions and get the data.” says Zuboff, although, “in China we see 
the attempt to annex these technologies to the repressive state”20. 



Whether this happens exclusively in China is a very questionable 
statement. In any case, whatever the purpose, our households do have 
ears. Households extract and process our conversations. Who knows what 
Charles Sanders Peirce would have thought when, at the beginning of the 
20th century, he fantasised about future developments in technology, imag-
ining that from ancient pottery we could extract Aristotle’s voice with the 
ease with which today Google extracts indexable words from our private 
conversations.



9. FIRE WORKS

So, the system implements pervasive listening technologies and 
the main actors in the field claim there is no intention to drive anyone into 
forced labour. But let’s consider the other side of this paradigmatic coin: 
For more than half a century, studies and experimentations have been 
carried out towards the production of technologies capable of emitting 
sound in a more than pervasive way. If an individual cannot escape a 
sound inducing pain, discomfort or physiological imbalance, this sound 
is to be considered as a weapon. Consequently, those implementing these 
sound devices defend themselves by talking about “non-lethal weapons”.

On June 21st 2020, rapper Wale shared a tweet with his six million 
followers. Less than a month passed since the atrocious execution of 
African-American George Floyd. Yet, another crime of systemic racism by 
law enforcements and American society as a whole. All around the country, 
streets are crossed by marches and protests of the Black Lives Matter move-
ment. The skies of many cities are lit by fireworks. Wale’s tweet alludes 
precisely to the fact that the situation is getting out of hand, and he was 
not talking about the riots, but the fireworks, in all their festive roar: “too 
many ppl from major cities sayin this” writes Wale, “Something is afoot”.

In fact, there was a theory circulating online that the numerous 
fireworks - illegal in many states, including NYC – were secretly set up 

by the police to disrupt the sleep of those living in neighborhoods that are 
most involved in organizing and participating in protests against police 
brutality. It seems that the phenomenon has all the credentials to confirm 
itself as a classic conspiracy theory21, but, in defence of those who support 
it, it must be said that the US secret services have a significant history 
of very little lawful operations against civil rights movements and that, 
likewise, the use of sound as a weapon is a widely established practice 
both in the military and by the police themselves. It is not surprising, in 
acoustic terms, that fireworks are called like bombs, mortars or batteries.



Non-lethal sound weapons such as flash-bangs, debilitators and long-
range acoustic devices (LRADs) are increasingly used in civil contexts, such 
as the protests of the Black Lives Matter movement. In the immediate term, 
these devices cause dizziness, loss of balance, nausea, and it is not uncommon 
for victims to develop symptoms from post-traumatic stress syndrome22.



10. THE WAR

Steve Goodman, researcher at the University of East London, 
better known as Kode9 (a pseudonym he has been using since the 1990s 
as musician and DJ) has concentrated most of his studies23 on the liminal 
areas of sound perception (infrasounds and ultrasounds), developing a 
theory on the relationship between vibration and power based on what he 
calls politics of frequency. Borrowing the terminology from Kodwo Eshun24, 
these are manifestations of transdisciplinary micropolitics: sonic weapons for 
“psychoacoustic correction”, as in the case of those used in Panama against 
Manuel Noriega by the US army, or the sound bombs dropped on the 
Gaza Strip, or the acoustic rat repellents used to dissuade adolescents 
in shopping malls. The experiential-aesthetic research of many artists 
and musicians is written to this same ontology unravelled by Goodman: 
Sonic Warfare are basically all the practices and devices that exploit the 
power of sound to trigger a given effect in individuals and popula-
tions. It is an analysis similar to the “genealogy of acoustic repression” 
outlined by Juliette Volcler in Extremely Loud: The Sound as Weapon: “there is 
continual surprise at the existence of acoustic weapons, writes Volcler 
in the introduction of the book, […] In a world dominated by images, it’s 
as though we need to be reminded constantly of the existence of sound, 
this background noise, sidekick of the visible.”25 

Avraamov knew all of this. When he disappeared in the 1940s, 
experimentation in sound weapons technologies was at an embryonic 
stage, but it is easy and legitimate to think that research like that of Steve 
Goodman and Juliette Volcler would have met with the total favour of the 
great Russian composer, whose entire life has much to reveal to anyone 
interested in the relationship between sound and power. “America will 
tremble,” he wrote in 1943, now fallen into disgrace, recalling an episode 
that had occurred a few years earlier, when he applied for the Soviet 
Union Pavilion at the 1939 Universal Exposition in New York, whose 
theme recalled the notion of the New World. But America will never 



tremble at the power of Avraamov’s music, which apparently received a 
laconic response from Lavrentiy Beria, then head of the secret police: “We’re 
at war, don’t waste time on these meaningless things “26. And at war we are.
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resta di un’utopia, Quaderni 
d’Altri Tempi n.24, January 
/ February 2010.

18 
 A. Smirnov, S. Kloptsov, 
Revolutionary Arseny Avraamov, 
Red Bull Music Academy 
Archive, July 28th 2017.
 
19  S. Zuboff, The 

Age of Surveillance Capitalism, 
Public Affairs (2018).

20  J. Kavenna, 
Surveillance capitalism is an 

assault on human autonomy, The 
Guardian Online, October 4th

2019.

21  K. Tiffany, The Boom 

in Fireworks Conspiracy Theories, 
June 24th 2020, The Atlantic.

22  L. Ottenhof, 
Sound of the police: how US 

law enforcement uses noise as 

a weapon, The Guardian 
Online, July 14th 2020.

23  S. Goodman, 
Sonic Warfare, Sound, Affect 

and the Ecology of Fear, 
MIT Press (2012).

24  “By insisting on 
the primacy of vibration in 
the nexus of sound, affect, 
and power, Sonic Warfare 
charts a transdisciplinary 
micropolitics of 
frequency that breaks 
with the orthodoxies of 
phenomenology and cultural 
studies and triumphantly 
succeeds in immersing 
us in the present of viral 
capitalism, pirate media, and 
asymmetric warfare. This 
book is rigorous, affirmative, 
sober, and pitiless: in its 
ambition, its purpose and 
its passion, it is nothing 
short of a breakthrough 
for contemporary sonic 
thought.” K. Eshun, 
MIT Press Online.

25  J. Volcler, Extremely 

Loud: The Sound as Weapon, 
translated by Carol Volk, 
The New Press (2013).

26  A. Smirnov, 
S. Kloptsov, Revolutionary 

Arseny Avraamov, Red 
Bull Music Academy 
Archive, July 28th  2017.


	_GoBack

