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Experienced Sonic Fictions

By Leandra Lambert

Abstract

The research grew out of experiences with deep listening and a free form of soundwalking in urban
and non-urban environments in Rio de Janeiro. The practice consists of intersensory drifts with field
recordings, photos, drawings and texts. This process emphasises the relationship between listening,
intersensoriality, imagination and memory, the entwinement between what is physically listened and
‘non-cochlear’ sounds and the resonances created by the mix of acoustic spaces and sonic reveries.
This experimental methodology led to the construction of experienced fictions, a poetic and non-
realistic account of events used to produce art linked to everyday life and fiction.

Keywords: listening, hodology, fictions, intersensoriality, subjectivities, art, process.

An introduction to “Atlântica” and some reflections on soundwalking and sensory
transformations
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Sandglove by Leandra Lambert

In the year 2000 Brazil went through a series of official celebrations for the 500th anniversary of the
country. Such celebrations were not well received by a portion of the population, a reaction that
stemmed from its history of colonialism and slavery under the rule of the Portuguese. As a long lasting
consequence of this slavery, the largest portion of the black population still belonged to socially
disadvantaged strata, many of them living in favelas. These were experiencing an especially violent
moment, with intense clashes occurring daily between different groups and the police.

Compared to the years between 1990 and 2000, the 21st century is a more optimistic time for both
Brazil and Rio de Janeiro.  However, significant social problems remain, such as the enormous rise in
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the cost of living in Rio de Janeiro and the processes of gentrification emerging around events such as
the Olympic Games and the World Cup. This recent optimism has also obscured ongoing social
problems, such as low quality public transportation, healthcare, and education, despite extremely high
taxes. Homelessness remains a significant problem, with people often removed to less visible areas,
forming a legion of ‘invisibles’. These kinds of problems triggered the 2013 riots throughout the
country, especially in Rio.  This unrest exposes negative aspects beneath the more ‘optimistic’ surface
of things.

During this period I began to examine three distinct Atlantic sites: the Atlantic Ocean, the Atlantic
Forest, and the Avenida Atlântica (Atlantic Avenue). In 2000, I had not formulated an approach to
examining these spaces; instead, I composed music as a response to these sites. It was only in 2009
that I began to perform, in a more systematic way, a series of walks, of peripatetic drifts along Avenida
Atlântica, guided by sound stimuli, harvesting not only sounds, but also objects, images, impressions
and experiences. Thus emerged the large “Atlântica” series. In this work, I seek to consider the
problematic times we live in in Brazil, some of which arise because of our colonial history. I am
constantly studying the everyday life, culture and mythology of these Atlantic places and their
inhabitants, creating stories from them.

FIGURE 1 – THE MORNING, WHEN IT COMES, IS NEVER THE SAME – I – OCEAN. PART OF A WORK MADE WITH
90 PHOTOS AND DRAWINGS, SALT AND SEA WATER, LEANDRA LAMBERT, 2013.

Besides all these geographical, political and historical issues, this journey also began as a poetic
investigation into sound and its ability to spread beyond boundaries, to vibrate skins, bodies and
atmospheres, to create territories and crossings. This process of walking guided by listening provoked
a more accurate attention to the other senses.

In a quest for careful and unconditioned listening, the work was guided by the sounds heard on
pathways. The beginning of the process is similar to a soundwalking practice, as proposed by
Westerkamp, after Murray Schafer – a walk focused on listening to “rediscover and reactivate our
sense of hearing.” (Westerkamp 1974, rep. 2007, p.49). The concept of deep listening, developed by
Pauline Oliveros, also played a fundamental role:

…learning to expand the perception of sounds to include the whole space/time continuum of
sound – encountering the vastness and complexities as much as possible. Simultaneously one
ought to be able to target a sound or sequence of sounds as a focus in the space/time
continuum and to perceive the detail or trajectory of the sounds or sequence of sounds.
(Oliveros 2005, p.xxiii).

I seek this kind of sensitive observation of the sounds co-produced by the landscape, different
environments and their inhabitants. But the routes covered soon led to a multi-sensory experience of
place; there was a mix of smells, tastes and tactile sensations, which emerged as images, writings and
experiences. The experience of a sonic drift configures itself as the fundamental territory of productive
deviations, a terra incognita that is renewed at each experience, rich in possibilities. A sonic drift is
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realized when one is wandering through space and sound, in a dérive (an unplanned journey) of body
and thought. The configuration of the senses is contingent, defined by innumerable conditions and
historical, social, cultural, and personal crossings. Sensibilities and subjectivities can approach what
configures the ‘common sense’ of an era, of a culture — or deviate from it in different ways, be they
more restrictive, selective or expanded, under more or less favourable conditions.

VIDEO 1 – OCEANIC NOCTURNE (FRAGMENT). VIDEO AND SOUND COMPOSITION, LEANDRA LAMBERT, 2012-
2013

Theory and practice of a sonic met-hodology

The methodological approach emerged from the experiments and a kind of knowledge that accepts
uncertainties and ambiguities. The experiments dealt with the poetic of detours and deviations closely
linked to Debord’s dérive: walking through places with a playful and constructive attitude, guided by
the solicitations of the land and the encounters that occur in a transformative and deconditioned
process (Debord 1956). But there are some fundamental differences: the soundwalks are not
restricted to urban areas and, consequently, to the current notion of psychogeography; they always
result in some material traces and constructed fictions.

The concept of hodology is also applied to this method of walking. The concept was utilised by Gilles
Tiberghien (2012) in his study of aspects of modern and contemporary art, dealing with the personal
building of paths or journeys. The term derives from the Greek hodos, meaning route, journey or path
(Jackson cited in Tiberghien 2012). John Brinckeroff Jackson notes that the root hodos is also found in
methodos: “a way of regular and systematic action” (cited in Tiberghien 2012, p.163). In the particular
case of my hodological practice, the method opens itself to chance – to interferences and irregularities
– the system escapes the strict rules and seeks, according to Rimbaud, a “derangement of all the
senses” (1993, p.16).

The hodological method is consistent with this open and processual approach. Tiberghien observes
the dialectical opposition between two kinds of routes. The first kind aggregates pre-existing routes,
streets, roads and the surfaces built to facilitate and accelerate access. They are the passages that
correspond to habit. The second kind aggregates the routes practiced and invented anew each time.
Hodology favours the second kind of route: a wandering path, one that can be dangerous or a kind of
walking that is seen as a “waste of time” (2012, pp.163-165).

Tiberghien emphasizes the value of art to the hodological method, arguing, “it enhances the dimension
of the sensitive and emotional experience of walking” (Tiberghien 2012, p.164). The act of listening,
instead of being passively exercised, has an active force:
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…when you listen, you enter in synergy with the world and the senses, a listening/touch that is
the essence of what is called visceral reaction — a response that is both physiological and
psychological, mind and body.” (Dyson 2009, p.4)

This kind of experience is reflected in the work of Brazilian visual artist Hélio Oiticica, who developed
the concept and the practice of the suprasensorial experience (Oiticica 2011b, p. 272).  He valued the
use of drifts, in Rio de Janeiro, as a fundamental part of his work. About the suprasensorial
experience, he said:

It is the attempt to create, by means of increasingly open propositions, creative exercises,
dispensing even the object such as it became categorized [...]. They are directed to the senses,
through them, from “total perception” they lead the individual to a “suprasensation”, to the   
dilatation of his usual sensorial abilities, to the discover of his inner creative center, of his
dormant spontaneity of expression, conditioned to everyday life. [...] My own propositions seek
to “open” the participant up to himself – there is a process of interior dilation, a diving into    
oneself that is necessary for that discovery of the creative process… (Oiticica 2011b, pp.236-
237-extract from interview 1967)

The total suprasensorial experience can occur in the “ambulatory delirium” (Oiticica 1996; 2011a): the
transformation process is deepened by the differentiated experiences over the usual landscape. In his
art work Oiticica dislocated situations and spaces with the intention of producing opportunities for
people to have bodily, subjective, and sensory experiences with transformative potential. He created
living and imaginary maps, to be walked upon, felt and experienced (Oiticica 2011). Resonating with
Oiticica’s practices, my own nomadism occurs mostly in my neighbourhood, de-familiarising spaces,
suggesting new ways to look, new perceptions and sensations. I seek the difference in what is close to
me, and I seek empathy for the other, for the distant. It is possible, in this way, to travel in any place
and use disorientation and wandering as a methodological process.

This kind of action is also linked to the way sound transgresses boundaries and blurs the alleged
physical and perceptual boundaries of space. There is a grey area that mixes acoustically perceived
sounds, and sounds that are remembered or imagined (David Toop 2010).  Each one of us hears
these sounds with different levels of frequency and intensity; they are an embodied experience rather
than an exterior perceived experience. They are infra-sensorial sonorities with which we identify
ourselves, sounds from the deep, a voice from the inside that reacts to the exterior and formulates the
outside.  We are constantly engaged with our auditory imagination, and this transforms our perception
of space and things.

Kim Cohen (2010) argues that there are some elements of sonic art that do not depend on
physiological hearing. It is a conceptual sound art drawn from attentive listening in its broadest and
intersensorial sense. Just as there was once thought to be a ‘non-retinal’ visual art, after Duchamp,
one can also think about this ‘non-cochlear sonic art’ (ibid).

Pan-sensorial walking: methodologies of listening

The artistic experiment begins as a non-programmed soundwalk but the condition of being guided by
sounds changes during the walk. The attentive listening initiates a process that changes the
perception of all the senses. I am guided by different sensory stimuli, being fully aware of each
sensorial experience – or their mix – at different moments. After the initial exercise of the soundwalk,
there are more visual, tactile, kinesthetic, and synaesthetic moments. This kind of freestyle
soundwalking helps to open the senses to a wider experience of the ambient. Thus, listening assumes
its broad sense, beyond the strict confines of the auditory. In my practice I listen to the landscape, and
to the body, as well as to non-cochlear sounds. Oliveros states, “such expansion means that one is
connected to the whole of the environment and beyond” (2005, p.xxiii). These experiences highlight
how sound considers the poetics and politics of noise and silence and plays a decisive role in the
process of an intersensorial liberation.

All forms of sound present in an environment are perceived by our auditory cortex and constitute our
soundscape, whether we are aware of it or not. Increasing our attention to this landscape opens up
countless possibilities (Oliveros 2004; 2005).  The results of this method may or may not include an
audio construction or a musical composition, but the exercise of listening in a drift is crucial to the
elaboration of these experimented fictions, regardless of the formal outcome, be it drawings, text,
audio or mixed media.  The concrete realisation of the methodological process occurred in the middle
of 2009.   A period of intensive wandering through these landscapes (avenue, ocean, forest) occurred
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between 2011 and the beginning of 2013.  Later, I exhibited elements of this research in a solo
exhibition titled “Danças Atlânticas” (Atlantic Dances) at CCJF, Rio de Janeiro.

Soundwalking the Atlantic Avenue

I walked through Atlantic Avenue – Copacabana beach and its surrounds – at many times of the day,
on different days of the week, throughout the year. The weather conditions differed both during the
course of a day as well as seasonally, affecting my sensorial perceptions. The sounds and sensory
stimuli of an overcast Monday morning in winter were different from those of a sunny Sunday
afternoon or a hot Friday night just before New Year’s Eve.  So too, the voices of many cultures could
be heard at this time of year as people came from around the world to celebrate New Year’s Eve along
the Avenida Atlântica.

At many times, I took small walks through different spaces of the Avenue, walking along the beach,
around the public bars, stopping to listen to fragments of conversations, trying to imagine how they
started and how they might end. I would camouflage the recorder inside a backpack so as to discreetly
document these sounds.  This was necessary in order to maintain the appearance of someone just
walking the space, a kind of nonparticipant observation. I initiated some test recordings at the
beginning stages of these artistic experiments. Several of the early field recordings contain noise and
distortion, and many sounds cannot be clearly heard.  Technical flaws are part of the process and if
some microphone noise enters the recordings of a casual conversation between lovers, amongst
traffic, children playing and the ocean waves, I accept that this is part of the process of using
technology.  It then becomes part of the work; these artefacts of sound are as important as the sounds
heard during the soundwalks. There are no precise notes about the process, but there are lots of
scribbles and sketches about the experience, photographs and drawings with salt water, and other
traces of the walk. Chance, chaos, error and noise are part of the work.

I walked many times from one end of the beach to the other. At either end were two military bases, one
at Leme (Forte Duque de Caxias) and another one at Posto 6 (Forte de Copacabana). Inside the
Leme base, there is a forest reserve – a bit of Atlantic Forest that once covered all the territory of Rio
de Janeiro from the mountains to the beach.  The Atlantic Forest is located along the length of the
Atlantic coast-land of Brazil, and is one of the richest environments on the planet. The avenue shelters
an Atlantic microcosm, a partially hidden zone of forest at Leme, situated in front of the Atlantic Ocean.
This is an ocean of ‘ressacas’, extreme breakers and undertows, loud, booming and sometimes
dangerous sounds.

During the walks the history of the various sites became more and more present in the process.
Sometimes I wandered all day long, even after the batteries in the audio recorder died,  taking pictures
with different cameras and imagining what could have happened in the time between the chaotic and
lively environment that we see today and the idyllic images of this area taken in the 1920s depicting 
beautiful houses and people dressed in glamorous clothes. At other times I imagined the sounds of
places that appear in rare drawings and paintings from the last years of the 19th century – when
Copacabana was a wild environment – to fifty years later, when the almost unbroken row of high
buildings that cross the skyline were built.

Instead of recording the soundscape, I simply walked and listened with lively attentiveness. After these
undocumented soundwalks, I began to seek other means of constructing testimonies of my listening
experiences. This resulted in the composition of small objects – stones and debris – resulting in
concrete or fictitious collections, images and narratives. The constructed relations between a specific
route, and the exercise of listening are also matters for the construction of experienced fictions.

During and after the walks the fictions began to take shape, from recent sensitive experiences in
constant feedback with the imagination and the memory. This kind of narrative — be it recorded,
written, spoken, drawn or ritualized — is part of the construction of experienced fictions, or
‘fabulations’. The concept of fabulation is presented in the writing of Gilles Deleuze, after Bergson
(Deleuze, 1990). The fabulation, unlike the classical fiction, is not intended to be true or even credible;
it is performed without disguising its quality of invention and non-realism. No sort of power of truth is
intended; there is no moral in fabulation. Instead the function of fabulation “…gives the ‘fake’ the
potentiality that makes this ‘fake’ a memory, a legend, a monster” (op.cit, p.183).  There is always a
crossing between real and fiction, the overlapping of times, metamorphosis and transformations in
subjectivity.  These processes can be integrated into and become part of a methodology.

The construction of experienced fictions – some artworks, paths and openings
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FIGURE 2 – ABOUT TIME AND THE CITY – I. OBJECTS AND TEXT, LEANDRA LAMBERT, 2011. FROM LEFT TO
RIGHT, FROM BACK TO FRONT: 1. SMOKE FROM THE RUSH HOUR OF FRIDAY; 2. WET SAND FROM THIS
MORNING; 3. SOUND OF THE LAST NEW YEAR’S DAY FIREWORKS; 4. AIR OF MELANCHOLY FROM A CLOUDY
AFTERNOON; 5. BLOW OF A CARNIVAL DRUM; 6. EFFLUVIA OF HOT ASPHALT IN JANUARY; 7. SEA SPRAY IN A
SUMMER DAWN; 8. PERFUME OF NIGHT GIRLS PASSING BY; 9. UNDERTOW AT THE NOCTURNAL SEA; 10.
SEAWATER AFTER TOO MUCH SUN; 11. CRYSTAL OF A FINGER IN THE WATER; 12. CAP FOR AN OBLIVION; 13.
EGG OF LITTLE MERMAID; 14. THE LAST GASP OF A FISH; 15. BLOCK OF OCEAN

FIGURE 3 – THE STREET FROM THE INSIDE – WHAT HAS NO VALUE. DRAWING OF A TRIPTYCH WHICH ALSO
INCLUDES A PHOTO AND A WRITTEN PORTUGUESE STONE FROM THE PAVEMENT OF THE PROMENADE AT
ATLANTIC AVENUE, LEANDRA LAMBERT, 2013

Practicing the hodological method, I built experienced fictions. These take multiple forms. One of these
forms is intersensorial cartographies: mappings that are not restricted to vision and language and that
also seek to highlight the infra- and supra-sensorial dimensions of a soundwalk.

The initial material consisted of a series of cartographic-poetic explorations derived from the walks.
Most of these works mix sound, text, textures and visual elements. They compose a series of atlases
to get lost in, of real and imaginary reports, of reinvented myths, histories and stories.1. What emerged
from the construction of atlases and cartographies were a series of lists, letters and charts, titled

http://www.interferencejournal.com/articles/sound-methods/experienced-sonic-fictions/attachment/2-about-time-and-the-city_leandra_lambert
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‘Charts from fathomless lands’, in which I write as someone from another time – but someone still lost
in the same Atlantic space I was wandering, someone inhabiting forgotten and unseen cracks and
corners.

FIGURE 4 – IRONIC-ONEIRIC MAP – I. DIGITAL COLLAGE, LEANDRA LAMBERT, 2010.

In one of my first cartographic works, “Pequeno Atlas Imaginário das Três Atlânticas” (Small imaginary
atlas of the three Atlantics, 2011), I explore several mythologies, stories, concepts and experiences,
centred on the Atlas and the Atlantics. The work is composed of a book, an Atlas from 1983, which
incorporates visual-tactile-olfactory interventions, including a sound piece built into the book that is
listened to via headphones.  The sounds consist of a ponto (a religious afro-Brazilian chant), dedicated
to Iemanjá (the goddess of the seashore). It is mixed with ambient soundscapes recorded at Avenida
Atlântica. These recordings were made at several locations: at the sands of the beach, at the
Copacabana promenade near the sea, and on different occasions, for example, Carnival and the
World Cup. These sounds and experiences were part of my recordings and art works.  Though most
sounds were concrete recordings, made during the walks, some sounds were synthesized. I also used
found samples, creating overlaps and mixings, without purisms. Finally, my own voice joined this
sound montage, in a poetic fiction built from my research and my Atlantic experiences and memories. I
adopted a method of editing and using collages that was similar to those I visually applied to the
“Ironic-oneiric map I” and during the creation of the first visual atlas. In some more recent works, like
the series “Charts from fathomless lands”, this concept of atlas is present in more subtle ways, from
the books, letters and charts to the sound compositions.

AUDIO 1 – SMALL IMAGINARY ATLAS OF THE THREE ATLANTICS. SOUND COMPOSITION OF THE WORK THAT
ALSO INCLUDES A VISUAL/TACTILE/OLFACTORY ATLAS, LEANDRA LAMBERT, 2011

By using the atlas structure, a fundamental reference is made to Aby Warburg’s Mnemosyne Atlas (an
extensive work that began in 1927 and was left unfinished by 1929, the year of Warburg’s death).
When working on his compilation of images in the form of a gigantic atlas, Warburg had the intention
to transform the social body. Memory played a significant role to Warburg (2009).  He understood that
images were powerful reservoirs of the collective memory of a culture; in seeking to grasp their
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meaning he was also searching for deep debates, the possibility of curative effects, healing rifts in the
social body and therapeutic transformations in the spirit of the age (Agamben 2009).  As Giorgio
Agamben notes, Warburg sought to build “fantasies for really adult people” (2009).  In the context of a
given culture, the use of the atlas form does not happen as a purely formal resource. Didi-Huberman
(2010) adds that the choice of constructing an atlas implies the pursuit of an unusual, transverse kind
of knowledge of our world. This process takes place when one puts things outside their normal
classifications. From these affinities a new kind of knowledge can be glimpsed that opens our eyes
(and ears) to certain aspects of our world and our perception.  Such observations may apply not only
to the construction of a visual atlas, but also to sonic and inter-sensory texts. Creating an atlas
produces the desire to decompose and recompose stories, times, spaces, and worlds – transformation
permeates all of this terra incognita. The cartographies, mappings, charts, sober or chaotic
compositions of the many atlases already assembled, contain a restlessness that is also present in
movements into the unknown, the travels, wanderings, drifts, diasporas, detours and deviations. The
dynamics of these two forms of unrest oppose and complement each other without ever solving the
ancestral conflict between the sedentary and the nomadic; house and street; the silent and sheltered
library and the adventurous ship in the turbulence of oceans; textual experiments and sensory
perception; rooting and flight; finding a safe haven and getting lost in the world.

 

FIGURE 5 – THE MORNING, WHEN IT COMES, IS NEVER THE SAME – I – OCEAN. DETAIL, POLYPTYCH MADE
WITH 90 DRAWINGS AND PHOTOS. LEANDRA LAMBERT, 2013.

Conclusion

I believe that anything involving sound is porous, shifting and ambiguous. Sound is an irreducible
compound, a mixture of feeling and imagination. Sounds can be produced and edited using poetic,
scientific, and technological resources, but always referring to a beyond/through the sound. The sonic
phenomenon presupposes mixing, contamination, and a degree of uncertainty and impurity. Sonorities
cross us with tactile and kinaesthetic sensations, subtle or intense, with visual images evoked by the
individual repertoire, textual fragments, impressions, contaminations, and many kinds of
reminiscences. Sound is never pure; I recognise the impurity of sound as fundamental. The perceptual
focus on sound makes all the other senses become more porous, unfocused, mixed and open to the
multiplicities of outer space and the presence of others.

The practice of walking down the streets with no apparent aim is culturally closer to the notion of
vagrancy than the notion of work, creativity and productivity. I question this concept in my practice.
Strolls can be works of sensory transformation. I create situations for ambiguity and ambivalence
about notions of vagrancy/productivity. I seek to produce art from wandering, to construct fictions from
my experiences in these Atlantic strolls, starting with the relationship between listening and peripatetic
geographies.

http://www.interferencejournal.com/articles/sound-methods/experienced-sonic-fictions/attachment/5-the-morning-when_detail_leandra_lambert
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Practicing the methodology of hodological incursions and sensory rearrangements to construct fictions
enhanced my art practice. Different forms of materialising experiences and imaginations are now
mixed in inextricable paths. The immersion in the landscape, accepting all chaos and complexities of
the environment, also changes the way I hear, see and feel my own city and its vicinities. This method
allowed me to constantly renew my relationship to a space, it also intensified my perception of a place
I have lived in for most of my life.

 

FIGURE 6 – THE DAY, WHEN IT ENDS, IS NEVER THE SAME – I – AVENUE. DETAIL, POLYPTYCH MADE WITH 40
DRAWINGS AND PHOTOS. LEANDRA LAMBERT, 2013.

Footnotes

1. The origins of the name “Atlantic” derives from Atlas, the mountain chain in northwest Africa that
oversees the passage from the Mediterranean Sea to the Atlantic Ocean, named after the rebel
Titan who, in Greek mythology, was punished with the burden of carrying the celestial sphere over
his shoulders. [↩]
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