
‘On Sound and Space’: A conversation between Annie Goh & Mhamad Safa

In this conversation, Annie Goh and Mhamad Safa engage in a dynamic exchange on the intersections between sound, space, and their political and social implications. Drawing from their respective practices – Goh’s work in sound art, and Safa’s dual expertise in sonic practice and architecture – they explore how sound can be used as a tool for understanding wider social, political, and historical contexts.

Annie Goh: I would like to offer as a starting point that the terms ‘sound’ and ‘space’ within sound arts are often presented or talked about in ways that are quite depoliticised, or that seem somewhat removed from their social, political, and cultural contexts. 
To take, for example, some key works of sound arts that we’re both familiar with: firstly, John Cage's 4’33” (1952), which was groundbreaking in terms of ‘liberating’ sound, and letting everyday sounds into the realm of music as a huge challenge to the traditions of the classical music concert hall. It’s a significant moment in the history of sound, space, and sound arts. 
A second example would be Max Neuhaus’s Times Square installation (1977), a mysterious hum underneath New York’s Times Square that he intended to be a chance encounter for passers-by. It operates on quite a subtle level; it changes the character of the space with sound. A final example is La Monte Young and Marian Zazeela’s Dream House (1966), an indoor installation of light and sound where visitors experience a thick drone of static sine waves. It works with the phenomenon of standing waves, and the visitors’ location in space affects their experience. Minute movements of your ears in that installation change what sounds you can hear. 
Taking these three examples as a starting point demonstrates how sound art brought about new attention to sound and space. It challenged how music had previously been understood, and focused attention on the ability of sound to transform atmospheres. It also brought attention to sound as vibrating matter in the air. However, it’s also fair to say that this kind of attention to sound can sometimes translate into a pursuit of sound ‘in itself’. And with this, it has brought with it a slightly depoliticised idea of sound art, sound, and space. What’s your position on this?

Mhamad Safa: These three projects, given their canonical status, had so much influence on the contemporary works that followed. However, in many of these contemporary sonic works, the intersection with space tends, as you said, to be depoliticised in a manner that focuses solely on sound while avoiding a deeper conversation about its environment and the social and political reasons behind its emission. Sound carries an essence beyond its material condition, its social interactions, and importantly, beyond its spatial connotations. For me, personally – as someone coming from both sonic practice and architecture – I often consider these two practices to be very politicised and grounded in material conditions.
Architecture, or space on its own, is strictly political because of the different dynamics at play, such as who constructs space, who decides that the space should take this shape or the various forces that led to its spatial conception.
Take, for example, American composer Maryanne Amacher, who was working with sound and space, and explored the inseparability of the sonic piece from its spatial context. In her works, Amacher embedded her sound system inside buildings’ infrastructures – a decision that drastically transformed the meaning of sound. 
	And this is what I want to get to in our conversation. I was reading your latest piece in Bodies of Sound, entitled ‘Echoes of Elsewhere’. In it, you formulate a new conception of the echo, going beyond its acoustic meaning to delve into a framework used to critique its patriarchal definitions, particularly its gender-based ones formulated in mythological origins. It can offer possibilities to rethink ways of understanding the world in general, starting from sound and space to move into broader contexts. Could you elaborate further on this?

AG: Yes, I’ve been interested in echo for a long time. I was drawn to the concept through the book Sonic Experience by Jean-Francois Augoyard and Henri Torgue, which you’ve mentioned previously as well. Reading that, and then looking at their definitions of echo, reverberation, and resonance, I remember being struck by something in the entry for ‘echo’. It said that echo, as well as being a repetition of a sound and appearing in mythology, could be considered as significant as the mirror stage in Lacanian psychoanalysis. 
I then began researching the different ways echo appears in Ancient Greek mythology. I was immersed in the German school of Klangkunst – a spatial kind of sound art – when I was studying in Berlin, and from there I came across the field of archaeoacoustics. I started to imagine echo outside of the dominant ways it was being presented, trying to explore the feminist potentials and to theorise echo as a sort of breakaway from Eurocentric patriarchal norms.
	I think there’s quite a lot of common ground between our approaches – in the way that you start with the physical phenomenon of reverberation but then extrapolate and theorise from it. However, you’re reading reverberations through the lens of trauma. Could you speak a bit about that?

MS: In my work, there are so many parallels with the sonic effect that you mentioned – the echo. I also started from Augoyard and Torgue’s taxonomy of sonic effects, and reverberation appeared to me as a perfect formula that links sound and architecture. 
When we tune in to reverberations, we hear spatial depths, ceiling heights, and the materiality of a space. This produces a kind of mental image of that space. I also refer to the work of Emily Thompson – The Soundscape of Modernity (2002) – where, as you noted with echo, reverberation too was considered an anomaly that needed to be eradicated. 
However, in my work, I approach reverberation in the context of armed conflicts. My research unpacks the effects of violence beyond evidentiary methods. I focus on types of violence that escape documentation – a form of damage arising from warfare that cannot be diagnosed using available screening techniques.
I think about the reverberation of sounds that emanate from warfare. These sounds start to gain potency and maximum force whenever they reverberate in a space, in an urban context. So I was thinking a lot about reverberation beyond interior or confined spaces, at the level of the city. In that case, I could rethink the city and its architectural configurations: the decisions made to build the city in a certain way, and how those decisions affect its reverberant profile. Where explosive, high-calibre weaponry is employed, the sound reverberates – gaining power to affect the listeners. It becomes encompassing and immersive, travelling at greater distances. 
Reverberation helps us understand the psycho-social effects of war – acoustically, politically, and discursively. I consider psychological trauma a condition that surpasses language. This idea draws on theories from the work of Cathy Caruth, Dori Laub, and Robert J. Lifton, who think about PTSD or trauma as events that resist direct documentation. Here, a sonic language – or what Jonathan Sterne calls ‘sonic imagination’ – is needed to unpack this phenomenon. It’s a method of thinking sonically about the world, anchored in acoustics, its conduct, and its spatial interactions – in order to uncover complex themes.  
How do you consider sonic effects in your work, particularly with archeoacoustics, where you highlight the inseparability of sound and space as a method to address social, historical, and political topics?

AG: Yes, I totally agree with the idea of the inseparability of sound in space. However, what came up most prominently within archaeoacoustics was the visual bias of archaeology – the fact that archaeology, as a discipline, has been so skewed towards the visual. In many cases, sound has not been a consideration. That’s why acoustic archaeologists feel so strongly that sound has been neglected and must be integrated into archaeological thinking, which I fully agree with. 
But from there, I started thinking about sound and knowledge production – about how sound plays a role in epistemology (the theory of knowledge). So, I became more interested in this deep-time question of sound and space. 
I came up against the following conundrum: if we can perfectly replicate a sonic architecture from, say, 5,000 years ago, and we can conduct acoustic experiments in that space, what does that actually tell us? I can give you an example: there’s a full-size replica of Stonehenge in Maryland, Washington, DC. One of the researchers I interviewed, Rupert Till from the University of Huddersfield, went there and did some acoustic tests. It’s not made of the same stone, and it’s not aligned astronomically in the same way, but it’s a stone replica of the monument at its original size. There are videos online – you can hear how the sound of something as simple as a kick drum changes dramatically in terms of its echo and reverberation, depending on your position in the space and the location of the drum – or in that case, a speaker playing a drum sound. 
It is fascinating, but what does that really tell us? You might have a perfect acoustic replica or a flawless virtual model, but how much can we know about what that experience meant, or what its context was. Of course, archaeology has other methods of building knowledge, but what really fascinated me in this research was how sound and imagination can get taken to a new level. 
I tried to bring in a sense of self-reflexivity, drawing on the idea of ‘situated knowledges’ described by feminist scientist and theorist Donna Haraway – namely, that we consider how knowledge is being produced through a lens of ethics, responsibility, and accountability. Sound does not exist outside of context. I think that’s another way of thinking about the inseparability of sound in space – not just physically or architecturally, but in terms of how knowledge is made and understood.
I wanted to ask about your development from being a musician and an architect, and your experiences of the soundscape of Beirut. I was really struck by an anecdote in your article ‘Reverberations and Post-War Trauma’, where you observed a hyper-vigilance towards sound after periods of warfare – people on the street being extremely jumpy. I wanted to ask: how do you process that complex intersection of politics, warfare, architecture, and engineering as an artist? And thinking particularly of your work 50 cm Slab, how did you arrive at that piece?

MS: Yes, I also look into the aftermath of military violence: how people’s listening habits change following an overwhelming sonic experience. I was able to identify parallels with certain auditory conditions that audiologists term ‘hyperacusis’ and ‘misophonia’, which signify a heightened sensitivity to sound. These relatively obscure conditions are also common among those diagnosed with PTSD. Though rarely addressed, such pathologies of hypersensitivity to acoustic stimuli – and sometimes any external stimuli – are common among subjects who have lived through overwhelming experiences. 
On sound and noise in the city, I became involved with the 50 cm Slab project. It was part of a larger initiative in which areas damaged by the 2006 conflict between Lebanon and Israel were being rebuilt. The main point of interest was how people shielded themselves from aerial strikes. There were very few underground shelters in Lebanon, compared to other countries like Switzerland, for example. In one of the rebuilding projects we were considering, some slabs were found to be intact – they were around 50 cm thick, whereas a standard slab would typically measure about 20-25 cm. This meant that these unusually thick slabs were sometimes able to withstand bunker-buster missiles. 
Hence, the project speculated on this condition and asked: if all the targeted areas were shielded under 50 cm slabs, and all buildings had underground shelters, how would the people inside those buildings experience survival during aerial strikes? They might physically survive –but I also considered the sonic effects. Indeed, the sonic impact of an explosion occurring above them might be a brutal experience, and potentially life-altering. What struck me during an experiment I conducted in 2018 was that very few people could remain in the room, as it was shaking so violently. The setup included a piece of metal with two large speakers producing intense sonic and granular impacts. I only realised the extent of this difficulty after conducting the experiment and producing the piece.
I came to understand that these sonic-spatial interactions offer insight into the workings of violence, and how it manifests both sonically and spatially. Spatialised sound is also a form of knowledge about the perpetrator, materialised through architectural and infrastructural space. These mechanisms of knowing through listening align with your reflections on what you theorise as ‘sonic knowledge production’. This also connects with a thread that inspired my research – ‘acoustemology’, a concept founded by ethnomusicologist and anthropologist Steven Feld, which conjoins acoustics with epistemology. I wonder how this reflection resonates with your work on sonic knowledge?

AG: Yeah, I came to the question of sonic knowledge production very much inspired by Steven Feld’s idea of ‘acoustemology’. As you’ve said, it’s very much about the experience of how sound functions within communication and how we produce knowledge, including about our surroundings. Our concept of knowledge, within a Western epistemological paradigm, is very narrow. I’m interested in epistemological violences, and I think one of them lies in the way that the concept of knowledge itself has been conceived in a very limited way in Western philosophy. I’ve tried to work through these ideas in artworks. 
For example, in 2021 I exhibited a three-part sound installation called Myths of Echo. Starting from an understanding that the echo has been narrowed and flattened, I wanted to find a liberatory horizon for it. I draw a lot from Black feminist work, and in this instance particularly from Saidiya Hartman’s notion of ‘critical fabulation’ (2008). Archaeology is, of course, very much bound up with colonialism, as we see in the histories of colonial pillage and unfathomable cases of violence where European powers dominated. Alongside the physical violence, my work engages with epistemological violences of history. This method of critical fabulation aligns with feminist science fiction and imagining a world that might be otherwise. That’s what I’m trying to do through echo.
Part of that installation was called Cyber Quetzal, which used ultra-directional speakers. (It’s worth noting, in the context of our discussion, that this technology originates from military development – LRADS, or Long Range Acoustic Devices, also known as ‘sound cannons’ – but is now used in a wide variety of applications, including gallery speakers.) I was interested in the effect that these can cause when you enable them to move or rotate. It produces a strange effect – quite capricious and surprising – something almost imp-like, floating around the space. 
The sound it made was a synthesised chirp sound, based on a famous example in archaeoacoustics from the Chichen Itza pyramids in Yucatán, Mexico. If you stand and clap at the base of the pyramid – which has 91 steps on each of its four sides – the refraction from the steps reflects the clap back as a chirp. This sound is said to be almost identical to that of the quetzal bird, which is revered in Mayan mythology. I wanted to explore what that quetzal bird might mean. What might that echo mean, if we liberate it from just being the result of the human clap? If we, for a moment, speculate beyond what we know just as an acoustic effect of sonic materialism?
If we remove that knowledge, we might come closer to a sonic ontology that differs from how we currently understand sound, space, and echoes. It’s a proposal – a direction, a small step that tries to illuminate the cultural and conceptual baggage we carry with us every day. Maybe it could signal a different relationship between self and other, subject and object. And perhaps it can help us question our ontological frameworks, and reveal how the concept of knowledge is itself restricted and limited. The project is rooted in the acknowledgement of epistemological violence, but uses speculation to point toward a more liberatory horizon.










