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“the immense outpouring of wonder 
and affection which greeted these 
recordings suggests that the act of 
listening exceeded scientific enquiry. 
Hearing whale song was understood as 
a journey of discovery equivalent to the 
exploration of outer or inner space.”

Eshun, Kodwo. “Songs of the Humpback Whale.” Frieze, June 6, 2007. Available online: https:// frieze.com/article/songs-humpback-whale 







The Ear Witness
Aural memory/evidence of crime <> Soundscape researcher-recordist

Legal (court/legislation) <> Culture (art/humanities)

“Ear-witness testimony, as opposed to eye-witness testimony, is the most 
prevalent source of evidence. Why? Because sound leaks.”

Lawrence Abu Hamdan, 2023



The Material Witness
“I assert that technical objects can account for and express their 

historical conditions; that artifacts can induce the affective register of 
testimony; and that materials can, in short bear witness.”

Susan Schuppli, Material Witness, MIT Press, 14





Typically, we have a big weight we usually use these big chain links because there's so 
much current around the UK you need quite a lot of weight. And then you have an 
acoustic release, so basically you can communicate with this unit to send it a morse 
code and then it can tell you ‘yes I'm still here’ and you send a signal and say, ‘can you 
please come up’ and there's some mechanical mechanism for it to come up to the 
surface. So, it's fully submerged, there's no line to the surface and that's partly to avoid 
entanglement of whales, so it sits basically three to five metres off the bottom. The 
simple and cheapest form is to just have a rising line and then you put the hydrophone 
on the line and then you have two buoys to keep it upright on the top. Most of what we 
do is archival, so we put them out for usually three months at a time sometimes a year, 
but to stretch longer the equipment needs to be bigger and more expensive, so the 
simple case what we usually do is three, four months then we go out, put it back down, 
analyse the data

Dr Denise Risch, Marine Mammal Ecologist, SAMS



The Spectrogram is always first even when we're just quality checking, and then 
we prepare the data, so sometimes we down sample if we’re interested in sounds 
only in the lower frequency if we look at shipping or the large whales then we 
down sample sometimes as the first step. And then we send an acoustic detector, 
an automated detector through it to look for various species because a lot of the 
work that we're doing at the moment is related to marine renewables and so the 
question is the baseline: what is there, when, which species do we have to worry 
about, can you tell us what the seasonal distribution is. 

So, a lot of it is going through and identifying species mostly on a daily basis, you 
know, species ABC are they there, are they not there, so we have a whole suite of 
different detectors and classifiers we apply

Dr Denise Risch, Marine Mammal Ecologist, SAMS



When I worked in the US the focus there was on a species, the North Atlantic 
White Whale, which there’s only 300 hundred animals left. They’re a big 
conservation focus so everyone was working on them, but their sounds… they do 
this up call that just goes ‘ooOWhoop’. And humpback whales to very similar 
sounds and when you look at them in a spectrogram it's really difficult to 
distinguish them, but once you've listened to them you hear something that I can't 
really describe from a spectrogram, like I hear it, you know I feel I can distinguish 
those two species by listening to them but again that's practice. Because we're 
using spectrograms so much in identifying sounds and you know that's usually 
also what we teach the students first, and I always tell them listen to it because 
there's some information in there as well - there's something that you get from the 
listening that you can't see in a spectrogram

Dr Denise Risch, Marine Mammal Ecologist, SAMS



I love listening to the first underwater sound researchers or marine mammal 
researchers how they often sat in the field with a recorder, and they had one audio 
track with their commentary, and you can find those in the archives. So, I love 
listening to, you know, how they describe things and that's something I think we 
really lost. It would be interesting to somehow capture all that knowledge that 
they have left in the archives: they sat there and watched the animals while they 
were recording so they there's a lot of information in there that never made it.

Dr Denise Risch, Marine Mammal Ecologist, SAMS



Perkins, Paul J. "Humpback Whale” [archival recording]. 
Courtesy of the Cornell Lab of Ornithology, Macaulay Library.
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Thanks for Listening

Dr Mark Peter Wright
CRiSAP Director, Reader in Critical Sound Practice 
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