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Sound & Performance 
by Megan Johnson and Moynan King 

The world has just gotten quieter. 
We are writing this introduction during the first weeks of the 

imposed isolation measures in Canada in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Routines, schedules, and habituated practices have all 
been turned upside down as Canada and the world grapple with the 
unprecedented impact of this virus. Though it is clear that no area 
of life remains unaffected during this time, one perhaps surprising 
consequence of the pandemic is the worldwide reduction in ambi-
ent seismic noise (Kaur). Scientists have observed that decreasing 
human activity as a result of the pandemic has dramatically reduced 
the vibration of the Earth’s crust; with less “anthropogenic noise,” 
geoscientists are able to hear the earth more clearly: listening to, 
monitoring, and measuring actual seismic events with increased ac-
curacy (Lecocq et al.; @Seismologie_be). 

The phenomenon described by seismologists during the global 
pandemic might be likened to the kind of focused listening we 
hope to inspire with this issue. Though it may not be possible to 
directly perceive this global quieting, many of us might notice how 
drastically our individual soundscapes have changed as our work 
and social lives have shifted. Such events inspire us to question 
how often we are consciously aware of the ambient sound that 
accompanies our daily activities. Do we seek to control, curate, 
focus, amplify, or tune into certain sounds instead of others? Do 
we notice how sound shifts our mood or incites a certain affect? 
(DeNora). Undoubtedly, the pandemic that ushered in the start 
of 2020 will have repercussions that reverberate for years to come. 
But how do such events push us to re/hear or re/engage with the 
sounds of the world? What are the sonic reverberations of these 
uncertain times? 

For now, at least, we have been given an opportunity to listen 
differently. 

In drawing together the notions of ‘sound’ and ‘performance,’ 
both broadly conceived, each article in this issue explores the ways 
in which attending to the sonic can orient us toward new under-
standings and different imaginings of the world. Jonathan Sterne’s 
evocative call for us to engage our “sonic imaginations”—as a way 
of attending to sound, sound culture, and sonic worlds has been 
an important touchstone for us in the curation of this issue. For 
Sterne, “sonic imaginations are guided by an orienting curiosity, 

a figural practice that reaches into fields of sonic knowledge and 
practice, and blends them with other questions, problems, fields, 
spaces and histories” (6). How then, might we ignite our sonic 
imaginations and orient our sonic curiosities in relation to the 
practice, experience, creation, and study of theatre and perform-
ance? What does sound in performance do, exactly, and why does 
it matter? (cf. Hilmes). How are artists taking up and engaging 
with sound in their creative practice? In what ways can we—as 
practitioners, artists, scholars, and spectators of theatre and per-
formance—think with, through, and alongside sound? These 
questions run through the diverse collection of articles and inter-
views that comprise this issue. 

As artists and performance scholars with an abiding interest in 
sound, we, as co-editors, arrive at this project through our respect-
ive artistic work, as well as a shared sense of joy and curiosity about 
the possibilities engendered by turning towards sound as a way to 
notice differently. Like so many productive performance-centred 
collaborations, this one began with a serendipitous meeting at a 
live event where we found ourselves sharing excited discussion 
about vocality, embodiment, and Roland Barthes’s seminal con-
cept le grain de la voix. We initially sought to develop our shared 
interest in sound and performance by organizing a panel discus-
sion on the topic at the Canadian Association for Theatre Research 
(CATR) conference in 2018. As our research progressed, we became 
perplexed by what we perceived as a shortage of critical engagement 
with the broad concept of sound in theatre and performance schol-
arship. Despite the centrality of sound as an element of perform-
ance itself and the professionalization of the field of theatre sound 
design in the twentieth century, we noticed that, as Susan Bennett 
observes, “theatre sound as a critical inquiry was long consigned 
to a background role, rarely doing more than support the main 
action of performance research” (7). Performance research, it ap-
peared, perhaps due to a preoccupation with the visual and em-
bodied aspects of performance, had taken too much to heart the 
idea of the sonic as merely a form of underscoring and not a driv-
ing force in performance, performativity, and identity (Anastasia; 
Barthes; Jarman-Ivens; Peraino). However, as the nascent field of 
sound studies has found its footing in recent years (Bull; Hilmes; 
Pinch and Bijsterveld; Sterne), scholars across the humanities have 
started to engage with sound through a critical lens, engendering 
a ‘sonic turn’ that appears to be rapidly converging on theatre and 
performance studies. 

Sound studies and performance studies make natural compan-
ions: as interdisciplinary fields that attract scholars and practitioners 
from a wide array of backgrounds, they are methodologically 

For now, at least, we have been given 
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diverse; seek to understand their object of study in relation to 
social, political, and cultural life; and remain vigilant to their 
positionality: “reflexively attend[ing] to the (cultural, political, 
environmental, aesthetic …) stakes of […] knowledge production” 
(Sterne 3–4). 

Writing about sound, as is true for performance, is messy; 
the word bounces back and forth between sound production 
and sound reception, between ambient soundscapes and directed 
listening. Sound-based investigations lead to easy slippages across 
the boundaries of tangential concepts; without noticing one can 
find oneself to be all-of-a-sudden describing music, voice, noise, 
resonance, vibration, and other sonically related terms. In this 
issue, we embrace these slippages in an effort to promote an 
expansive conception of sound. Rather than explicitly define the 
boundaries of sound and performance, our aim was to canvass 
the field of performance scholars and practitioners to understand 
how they were working with and thinking about sound in relation 
to their practice. We also deliberately sought out contributions that 
prioritized artist-based reflections, drawing on these artists’ use of 
sound in their creative practice in order to deepen our thinking. 
The breadth of topics that attend to sound and/in performance 
throughout this issue reflects this aim. 

This expansive conception of sound is evident in the way that 
several of the featured authors disband with limited or traditional 
notions of sound, seeking instead to conceptualize it as extending 
beyond only being an aural phenomenon. These authors recognize 
that framing sound as only auditory, as only that which can be 
received and perceived through the ears, presents a limited 
understanding of sound that neglects its other sensory attributes. 
Kelsie Acton, Caroline Howarth, and Mieko Ouchi address this 
issue in their analysis of Concrete Theatre’s bilingual opera Songs 
My Mother Never Sung Me, performed in American Sign Language 
and English. They consider the ways in which performance 
can represent sound through visual and tactile modalities, thus 
showing sound to be a multi-sensory experience. Indeed, the 
tendency for sound studies scholars to “imagine listening subjects 
as possessing a certain kind of whole, undamaged hearing” (Sterne 
8) obfuscates the contributions that Deaf and hard of hearing 
communities have made to theories and understandings of sound, 
and does not adequately reflect the diverse lived experience 
of audition (Mills). Acton, Howarth, and Ouchi’s writing on 
vibration leads to consideration of the fact that sound is often an 
embodied experience that penetrates the flesh, a topic later taken 
up in Dayna McLeod’s article exploring her practice-based research 
project Intimate Karaoke: Live at Uterine Concert Hall. Using 
a popular form of entertainment (karaoke), McLeod’s project 
invites the audience into an intimate sonic collaboration that is 
ultimately performed through the very flesh of her body. McLeod’s 
exploration of this project also demonstrates the rich potential of 
sound and sonic experimentation for building community and 
enriching collaborations, drawing on the inherently collaborative 
nature of performance to expand our understanding of sensory 
reception among and across individuals and communities. 

Critically, however, the potential for sound to unite 
communities is not always positive or emancipatory but can 
also hold dangerous and violent consequences. Sound is never a 
neutral experience but is rather shot through by power dynamics 
and heavily dependent on one’s positionality. In their article, Spy 

Dénommé-Welch and Catherine Magowan remind us of this by 
noting sound’s links to militarism, colonialism, and consumerism, 
as well as highlighting the constraints of the many unacknowledged 
conventions within classical music traditions. At the same 
time, Dénommé-Welch and Magowan’s writing articulates the 
unique potential of sound and performance to disrupt tradition, 
empower artists, and advance social justice. In recounting the 
development of their chamber work RADAR, they describe the 
process of unravelling the conventions of classical chamber music 
through sonic interventions that repurpose instruments in order 
to foreground emotional and social unrest. And, further to the 
potential of sound to empower artistic practices that are guided by 
social justice mandates, in her article on writing through sound, 
Naila Keleta-Mae shows how the act of playwriting itself can 
become a form of activism when the artist pays close attention to 
sound at all stages of a work’s creation. 

Keleta-Mae’s play excerpt also seeks to articulate—through 
sonic pacing and text spacing—a disconnect for which there are 
no words. Her work is therefore apt for demonstrating how an 
interrogation of systems of power and oppression can be effect
ively imbricated with sound in performance where, for example, 
language fails to express the diversity of experience and communi
cation within marginalized and stigmatized communities. Sound 
can supplant these gaps in communication, as evidenced in Kris
tin Moriah’s article in which she analyzes the sound of Michèle 
Pearson Clarke’s video installation Suck Teeth Compositions (After 
Rashaad Newsome). Moriah draws on Clarke’s work to develop a 
critique of Canadian anti-Blackness and to investigate the expan
sive question: what does Black Canada sound like? Moriah’s analy
sis of the culturally specific sounds in Clarke’s work demonstrates 
the import of paying close attention to non-verbal sonic expression 
and to the sounds of contemporary Black feminist cultural pro
duction in Canada. 

The work of Dénommé-Welch and Magowan, Keleta-Mae, 
and Moriah builds on a growing body of scholarship that attends 
to the significance of sound in enacting community identity, 
cultural politics, and forms of resistance. Alongside works like 
Alexandra Vazquez’s Listening in Detail: Performances of Cuban 
Music and Christine Bacareza Balance’s Tropical Renditions: 
Making Musical Scenes in Filipino America, the issues of racial 
justice, decolonization, and sonic dominance that these articles 
surface recall texts such as Jennifer Lynn Stoever’s The Sonic Color 
Line: Race and the Cultural Politics of Listening (2016); Tina M. 
Campt’s Listening to Images (2017); Robin James’s The Sonic 
Episteme: Acoustic Resonance, Neoliberalism, and Biopolitics 
(2019); Roshanak Kheshti’s Modernity’s Ear: Listening to Race 
and Gender in World Music (2015); and Gustavus Stadler’s timely 
call-out of the dominating whiteness within the field of sound 
studies in his article on the Sounding Out! blog: “On Whiteness 
and Sound Studies” (2015). More recently, Dylan Robinson’s 
important contribution Hungry Listening: Resonant Theory for 
Indigenous Sound Studies (2020) breaks new ground in the field 
by exploring “a range of encounters between Indigenous song 
and Western art music” (1). Within the framework of a critical 
listening positionality, Robinson asks the reader to reflect on their 
individual (Indigenous and settler) listening positionalities as 
well as to interrogate the logics that allow for the recognition of 
some sounds over others. Robinson’s text highlights the potential 
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violence in the act of listening, where an “unmarked normativity 
of listening” (38) can reify the logic of settler colonialism through 
ownership, disavowal, or assimilation—logics which can not only 
position individual sonic encounters but which also ossify into 
entire disciplines and epistemological frames. 

The multidisciplinary and diverse set of articles in this issue 
repurpose modes of expression and reception to a variety of ends. 
Indeed, the inherent multidisciplinarity of performance as a mode 
of communication summons multiple approaches to making 
sound, thinking with sound, perceiving sound, and attentive listen
ing. Owen Chapman and Peter Sinclair’s article detailing their Selfie 
Orchestra project centres listening as an experimental intervention 
into the perception of space and sound through reflecting on their 
ongoing artistic practice alongside Henri Lefebvre’s concept of 
‘rhythmanalysis.’ Selfie Orchestra is a three-dimensional, multi
sensory installation based on audience-generated sound and 
movement data, a project that allows the authors to test the limits 
of collaboration, interactivity, and agency, and which also explore 
the generative (and troubling) glitches and breaks that emerge from 
technological transference across media and form. 

The generative potential of glitches can also be observed 
across the work of artist Erin Gee who is featured in the ‘script’ 
presented in this issue. Rather than a traditional play-text, this sec
tion exists as a hybrid script/score/performance text that highlights 
the creative challenge of representing sound on the page when it 
cannot be captured by traditional musical notation. Gee’s practice 
incorporates both visual and aural media as she deftly plays across 
the boundaries of the human and the technological in her work. 
Many of Gee’s works continue to be performed in various itera
tions years after their creation because of their ongoing resonance 
with audiences and with the ever-evolving field of technologically 
generated and manipulated art. The ‘script’ features a sampling of 
only three pieces from Gee’s impressive oeuvre but points to the 
breadth of sound-focused performance work being created and 
presented in Canada and also demonstrates the expansive theor
etical terrain of thinking about sound, particularly in relation to 
digital technology. Doug Van Nort’s article exemplifies this in his 
reflections on how, within this context of the current digital ep
och, digital mediation has radically influenced our understanding 
of the ‘musical work.’ In response, Van Nort calls for a reconsid
eration of our views on musical agency and musical work, advo
cating for the development of new epistemological frameworks 
to inform our pedagogy, performance, and general approach to 
musical research and creation. 

Listening is a topic at the forefront of any investigation of 
sound. Our interview with multidisciplinary artist Alex Bulmer 
leads us into a deep inquiry about the immersive nature of sound 
as well as the profound intimacy of the act of listening. Bulmer’s 
experience of working with sound, music, and voice as both a 
sighted and blind artist provokes her reflections on the distinctions 
between vision and aurality, noting that, for her, “[l]istening … is 
more intimate than seeing. I see out, I listen in, that is how I 
understand it. When I could see, I saw out. When I listen, I listen 
in. And when I listen, I am in the center because I listen to what’s 
behind me, to my left, to my right, and in front of me. Listening 
incorporates all of that, 360 degrees.” Here Bulmer reminds us 
not only of the penetrative nature of sound—as something that 
we take in through our senses—but also of its spatial quality and 

its capacity to orient us through the act of listening. Bulmer’s 
experience echoes Salomé Voegelin’s reflections on sound in her 
book Sonic Possible Worlds: Hearing the Continuum of Sound 
(2014), when she notes that through the act of listening “we are 
continually made aware of [sound’s] fleeting subjectivity, and we 
are reminded also that the world is not only in front of us, the 
aim of our action, but that we inhabit it as a 360° environment, 
which sounds the result and consequence of our actions too” (10). 
Voegelin’s words highlight the importance of listening when she 
goes on to note that “listening affords us a different sense of the 
world and of ourselves living in this world; it affords a different 
relationship to time and space, objects and subjects and the way 
we live among them” (10). 

It is this “different sense of the world and of ourselves living in 
this world” that sound affords which draws us to it. As we continue 
to challenge ourselves to “think sonically” (Sterne 2) in relation 
to performance, we remain inspired by the multiple performance 
projects (both those featured in this issue and beyond) that seek 
to engage with the sonic in ever new and exciting ways, as well as 
with the emerging scholarship that links sound and performance in 
critical ways. As sound studies has coalesced as an interdiscipline in 
recent years, so too have theatre and performance studies scholars, 
taking their cue from the forms they study, started to develop an 
emergent but robust collection of work that considers what sound 
does in and through performance. Susan Bennett’s Theory for The
atre Studies: Sound (2019), as part of a series that unpacks critical 
keywords in theatre studies, is an indispensable reference for any
one with even a tangential interest in theatre sound. Bennett intro
duces key theories related to theatre sound alongside cogent and 
concise sonic performance analyses ranging across history. Other 
critical texts linking sound and theatre include Lynne Kendrick’s 
Theatre Aurality (2018); George Home-Cook’s Theatre and Aural 
Attention (2015); Lynne Kendrick and David Roesner’s Theatre 
Noise: The Sound of Performance (2012); and Mladen Ovadija’s 
Dramaturgy of Sound in the Avant-Garde and Postdramatic The
atre (2013). Together, these texts sweep across a diverse range of 
performance practice and encourage the reader to consider the dif
fering ways sound acts in performance. 

Even as many of the articles in this issue tackle notions of the 
sonic from an expansive theoretical perspective, the importance 
and impact of theatre sound design remains a central theme. 
Students and practitioners of the field who may be well acquainted 
with key texts such as Ross Brown’s Sound: A Reader in Theatre 
Practice (2010) and Deena Kaye and James LeBrecht’s Sound and 
Music for the Theatre: The Art & Technique of Design (2015) 
will also find vital insight in our interview with sound designers 
Deanna H. Choi and Richard Feren. Choi and Feren provide first
hand insight into the art of sound design and the conditions of 
its implementation in the Canadian theatre scene. These artists 
foreground imagination and challenge realism while exposing 
some tips and tricks of the trade. 

The last few years have also seen the emergence of some 
exciting scholarship with a particular emphasis on voice including 
Virginie Magnat’s The Performative Power of Vocality (2019); 
Nina Sun Eidsheim’s Sensing Sound: Singing and Listening as 
Vibrational Practice (2015); and Freya Jarman-Ivens’s Queer Voices: 
Technologies, Vocalities, and the Musical Flaw (2011). Jarman-
Ivens’s text is particularly resonant with the online feature of this 
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issue, which is a video essay recounting a live performance about 
a voice in transition. The video details the performance of trace 
(by Tristan Whiston and Moynan King) where the voice in gender 
transition is featured in transtemporal harmony with its multiple 
and changing iterations. This feature asserts that queer voices 
emphasize the clashing tensions that so easily trouble normative 
gender performativity and reminds us that in order to find harmony 
we must listen. 

Paying attention to sound, which is 
precisely what all the articles in this 
issue do, brings new and different 
perspectives into focus. 

The invitation to listen comes at a particularly resonant moment 
given the state of the world at the time of this writing, which, as 
we noted above, provides the opportunity to listen differently. The 
conditions of social distancing, shelter-in-place orders, and self-
isolation leave their own unique sonic traces, but the conditions 
of this pandemic also herald us to listen more attentively to our 
relationship to the Earth and each other in these intensely global 
times. It is therefore apt that we open the Features section with 
Susan Bennett’s article, “Environmental Sound and Urban Noise: 
Ben Rubin and Jer Thorp’s Herald/Harbinger”; a rumination on 
sound across and beyond the Anthropocene. Bennett describes a 
permanent sound installation in the heart of Calgary’s business 
district that draws on the sound of a glacier for its soundtrack, 
leading its creators to describe it as a “long distance conversation 
between a glacier and a city.” This installation, as indicated by its 
title, heralds its audience to consider the juxtaposition of the past 
and the present, the human and the Earth, while it simultaneously 
acts as a harbinger, “asking its audiences to listen to where our 
climate crisis seems destined to go.” The work sits in a precariously 
balanced present, using sound as a way to simultaneously invoke 
memory and imagination; to reflect on the past and anticipate a 
possible future. In the present moment of our global isolation, one 
can only imagine that the drama and depth of that soundtrack is 
taking a new position centre stage as the city around it, and the 
rest of the world, becomes (temporarily) quieter. 

This issue is an invitation to think 
about sound together; collectively and 
collaboratively ‘making sound’ as we 
write, think, and read about sound and 
performance, thereby developing and 
nurturing our sonic imaginations. 

Paying attention to sound, which is precisely what all the 
articles in this issue do, brings new and different perspectives 
into focus. Our hope is that these contributions will remind the 
reader of the various ways in which sound is an integral aspect 
of theatre and performance, a major component of performative 
expression, and a way of constructing and knowing ourselves 

in and through the world. Foregrounding what sound does 
within the humanities—and in theatre and performance studies 
specifically—has the potential to incite or reinvigorate ways of 
thinking and doing performance and performance research. This 
issue is an invitation to think about sound together; collectively 
and collaboratively ‘making sound’ as we write, think, and read 
about sound and performance, thereby developing and nurturing 
our sonic imaginations. Your imagination might pull you into 
the past, propel you towards the future, or—as illustrated by 
Mitchell Akiyama’s contribution—lead you into another time 
altogether. Akiyama’s conjectural curation of an ‘Event’ that 
never will, nor ever can, happen occasions a unique form of 
performance theory that draws on the artistic contributions and 
listening practices of significant players in the field of sound 
studies and sonic experimentation. As this Event is manifested 
in the mind’s ear of the author it creates a possible world that 
poetically invokes Voegelin’s assertion that “[i]n the ephemerality 
of sound the horizon between what exists and what does not is in 
doubt” (174). We invite you into this world of sonic possibility 
and hope this issue encourages you, the reader, to engage more 
deeply with sound-based knowledge, practices, and performances 
and attend to the world of sounds within which we are immersed 
and always-already experiencing. 
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