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The Sound We Live In

Despite being published in 1977, R. Murray Schafer’s The Soundscape offers many insights for 

understanding the historical and modern sonic environments that still ring true today.  At the 

same time, Schafer’s view of the modern world harkens back to the Luddites.  Coupled with 

more recent sonic examples, this essay explores his idea of soundscapes while side-stepping his 

nostalgia.

Very quickly in his text Schafer introduces the terms keynote and soundmark.  Both of these are 

contextual to locality and fundamental to defining the soundscape of a place, and its quite easy 

to accept and understand how a place can in part be defined by it’s sounds.  Everyone has 

experienced the different sonic environments of places foreign to them whether in the next town 

over or half way around the world.  More difficult to understand is the ways in which the sounds 

of a place can somewhat create that place.  The matatu ride posted to the course blog is an 

excellent example of this.1  Nairobi’s social music scene is based on distribution by the matatus 

and as the minibuses drive the streets they blast the surrounding neighborhoods with their local 

music.  It can be said that the sounds of matatus in the distance (or very close by) day in and day 

out create the experience of Nairobi distinct from anywhere else.  Without local musicians 

making music to play, the matatus being paid to showcase such music might also disappear.2 

The music of the matatus binds together the people who live around them and ride them.

1 Engelhardt, Jeffers.  Sights and sounds of a matatu ride in Nairobi.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=3ugyQX3VUmU

2 As we discussed in class on 16 September.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3ugyQX3VUmU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3ugyQX3VUmU
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A good abstract example of this concept (applied to sound, not music) is film, where a 

well mastered soundtrack creates the sense of space you feel and a poor one highlights the 

fiction of what you’re watching and the space in which you’re watching it.  Huge effort goes into 

post-production enhancing small noises (like footsteps) or replacing them with ones that better 

suit the space presented visually.  This is because without proper sound, the movie loses its 

binding sense of reality and place.

With all this in mind, it makes sense that as the music and sound of a place changes, so do the 

people and place itself.  When a neighborhood gentrifies or starts to become an ethnic enclave it 

will inevitably experience a sonic shift that to the tuned ear will positively identify the people 

now residing there.  Similarly, the addition of children’s screams and shouts to an environment 

tells us that a neighbor just had kids, or maybe that the grandchildren are visiting for the day.

These are small, super-local level changes, but just as they tell us something so do larger, 

more sweeping changes.  Schafer writes at length about the change of soundscapes through time 

from the beginning of history to his modern day using shifts in the acoustic environment to 

mark historical ages of man.  He is most concerned with the monotonically increasing global 

“noise”.  As the noise gets louder and the sonic environment more “lo-fi”, you must assume that 

the people must be increasingly less concerned with sacrificing sound.

One can imagine recording in the same spot for over a decade or so the creep of a city 

outwards and the lockstep creep of its sounds.  Change in societies and communities can be 

heard over time sometimes gradually, sometimes suddenly.  Try to remember or imagine what 

change in the soundscape the first cell phones made.  Suddenly the ringing telephone was 

brought out into the streets, onto buses, into elevators, in restaurants, all places where a phone 

was not normally heard.  When Schafer was writing in the 1970s he already despised the 

interruption and harsh sound of the telephone ring.3  How distraught he must be today.  But yet 

3 Schafer, R Murray.  The Soundscape: Our Sonic Environment and the Tuning of the World.  Destiny Books: 
Rochester, Vermont.  1977.  p 241-42.
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today even the ring sometimes seems like it would be a nice replacement for the infinite 

ringtones people choose or create and casually inflict on everyone in earshot.  Certainly though 

some ringtones are more pleasing or offer amusement when they go off.  And at the very least 

custom ringtones offer a chance to appease Schafer with better thought-out signals.

Noise abatement laws—like the one featured in the New York Times article about Cairo’s 

mosques and their calls to prayer—also indicate something about the community: they tell us 

that people do care about sound again, even when it means taking sacred noise to task.4  As the 

article noted, the new law in Cairo is meant solely to abate the din of competing loudspeakers. 

Those mosques wishing to retain their original muezzin’s voice rather than the state-provided 

one may do so without amplification.  Schafer would certainly champion Cairo as a progressive, 

acoustically thoughtful city and push for de-amplification and the return to original tradition. 

Hopefully many mosques will adopt this approach, preserving the unique call to prayer of each 

muezzin.

While Schafer talks much about exploring and listening to soundscapes, he seems to quickly 

gloss over actually documenting them or the impact that doing so might carry.  The term 

“soundmark” borrows from “landmark” the sense that these things are to be conserved and 

treasured through time because of their prominence in a place.  He argues that “soundmarks 

make the life of the acoustic community unique”.5  Yet when he discusses their preservation he 

makes no suggestion of recording them for any acoustic archive and only stresses that they must 

remain original “against replacement by duds from multinational factories”.6  And indeed he 

notes that the preservation of soundmarks often occurs when the community realizes they exist, 

either by their own listening or frequently by that of a visitor.

4 MacFarquhar, Neil.  God Has 4,000 Loudspeakers; the State Holds Its Ears.  New York Times: 12 October 2004. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2004/10/12/international/middleeast/12mosques.html

5 Schafer 10.
6 Schafer 239-40.

http://www.nytimes.com/2004/10/12/international/middleeast/12mosques.html
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It is rare to assume a visitor may be more in tune with a place than the inhabitants, but 

as Schafer notes, for locals a soundmark “may be an inconspicuous keynote” possibly close to 

being “unceremoniously excised from the soundscape”.7  Bringing fresh ears to a soundscape 

when defining and exploring it can be one of the biggest impacts such work may have.  An 

attentive visitor who tells the locals what value and uniqueness their soundscape contains may 

be the initial push needed to preserve the sonic environment.  A traveler can also bridge the gap 

between the local and global and connect a local sound with a global one.  SoundTransit, for 

example, starts to raise awareness on all scales, global and local, of the keynotes and 

soundmarks of places around the world by connecting them.8

Unlike landmarks which are the subject of countless photographs taken of them both by 

professionals and utter amateurs, soundmarks seem to lack any mass recording.  Decades and 

generations of formal and informal archives of photographs exist to call up just what the 

relatively recent past looked like.  When photographs run out, painting and other arts take up 

the call of presenting a glimmer into the past world.

But what if you want to know what the past sounded like?  You’re left with very little 

actual, accessible record aside from written, often poetic accounts.  Although Schafer enjoys a 

distaste for modern recordings and the “schizophonia” it may lead to, he neglects it’s benefits 

even when earlier lamenting the lack of recordings.9  The impact of documenting soundscapes 

today is the archive future generations will have available when, despite our best (or worst) 

efforts to the contrary, the soundscapes we live in today are indelibly changed.

7 Schafer 240.
8 SoundTransit: soundtransit.nl
9 Schafer 90-91 and 8.

http://soundtransit.nl/

