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In response to major changes and perceived damages produced by industrialization and 
in the wake of a growing interest in the preservation of certain natural landscapes in 
society, conservation has been a significant endeavour for various European states since 
the early decades of the twentieth century (Ditt 1–2; Piccioni 18–20). Between 1909 
and 1914 the Swiss authorities set up a national park in the valleys of the Grisons 
(Kupper). In 1909 two parks were founded in Sweden, and in 1913 an attempt was 
made at setting one up in the French Alps. The war notwithstanding, the debate about 
the need to preserve certain landscapes and territories thrived in the following decade 
also in other countries, with multiple proposals being made for areas that might deserve 
to be preserved. A private park was made into a national preservation area in Germany 
in 1921, two national parks were then instituted in Italy between 1922 and 1923 and a 
further one in Slovenia in 1924 (Hardenberg, “Beyond Human Limits” 65n7).  

The role of the state as a manager of the natural world and co-promoter of its 
preservation shaped the nature state, that is the material embodiment of public 
authorities in the conservation movement (Kelly et al.). Most of the histories of the 
conservation movement highlight, however, the importance of visual aspects in its 
development (Dunaway; Hinchman and Hinchman; Franke 14-15). The story usually 
goes something like this: a landscape is perceived as worth preserving, primarily for its 
aesthetic features and, only secondarily, for its flora and fauna. From there a struggle 
ensues to preserve it as it is. Preservation is in this narrative the other side of the coin 
of industrialization and urbanization: nature was read and framed as a leisure space that 
was allowed to exist as an escape from the new industrialized urban landscapes 
(Hardenberg, “L’altra faccia della montagna” (“The Other Side of the Mountain”) 57-
58; Willis). Reflecting widespread cultural tenets infused by late Romantic ideals of the 
turn of the century, the scenic aspects of nature and its landscapes were brought to the 
forefront as deserving protection.  

In this article, I seek to transcend this exclusively visual narrative, by exploring 
the role sound played in advocating for the preservation of the natural world. At the 
heart of my analysis lies the conservation discourse developed in the first half of the 
twentieth century in Germany. In particular, I look at the debate held in both 
conservation publications and the general press about the need to preserve certain areas 
and what reasons were brought to the debate to promote choice of locations with the 
state authorities and buttress decisions after they were taken. To achieve this, after a 
general introduction to how sound and noise were categorized within the German 
conservation movement, I examine literature discussing nature’s sounds in regions that 
were considered for protection or later designated as preservation areas, drawing on 
combined traditional and digital methods (Hardenberg and Hehl 81-85). German 
conservationists of the time particularly advocated for the establishment of three 
national parks, representing distinct national landscapes in different regions of the 
German-speaking world: the mountains of the south, the forests of the centre, and the 
heaths of the north (Floericke 15; “Geschichte des Vereins Naturschutzpark” (“History 
of the Nature Conservation Park Association” 10). Starting from the two regions – the  
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Alps and the heaths – where institutions that may be compared with modern national 
parks were established in the period under examination, I provide an analysis of how 
these symbolically charged national landscapes were also represented as nationally 
relevant soundscapes.  I then move to the forest before finally investigating the sonic 
dimension of areas determined worthy of protection on the seaside, as a way to provide 
a more complete representation of the relationship of the German conservation 
movement with a great variety of local soundscapes. 
 
Sound in Conservation 
Not all early German conservationists experienced natural sounds in the same way. 
Some, for instance, foregrounded how the appreciation of soundscapes demanded 
different skills and sensibilities than that of visual landscapes. Konrad Guenther, a 
zoology professor, provided crucial insight into this issue. He stated that while the 
visual aesthetics of a landscape are easily perceived by anyone, knowledge is central to 
fully appreciating a soundscape (Guenther 6–7). This suggests that a certain amount of 
effort, dedication, and training was necessary for a full enjoyment of nature’s sounds. 
The songs of birds, for example, express their true meaning only to those who have 
studied them, Guenther argues. Their “concert” (10) hides outstanding or rare singers 
from the untrained ear. He even claims that poets, with very few exceptions, lack 
knowledge about “living nature”: “They let the birds sing, but are unable to identify 
which ones” (Guenther 10).1 

Knowledge, however, was not universally considered the sole or even a 
necessary element for appreciating the sounds of nature. Hans Walther Frickhinger, 
another zoologist, argued in 1924 that the significance of birds in shaping the acoustic 
environment was self-evident. He maintained that one need not be an ornithologist to 
appreciate the beauty of birdsong, even if some nuances might be lost on the untrained 
ear (Frickhinger). In line with this less detail-oriented approach, the sounds of nature 
were frequently portrayed in broad strokes, simply as a counterpoint to the noise of 
industrial and urban modernity. In this context, paradoxically, the sounds of nature 
came to be equated with silence (Novak and Sakakeeny 129). However, this was a 
silence made up of sounds. As famously highlighted in the 1960s by Rachel Carson, 
and earlier by others including some of my sources, absolute silence would, in fact, 
indicate a dead ecosystem (Carson; “Das Schweigen im Walde” (“The Silence in the 
Forest”)). Interestingly, even the natural sounds of non-living features, such as 
waterfalls, reinforced the perception of nature’s silence rather than disrupting it (Corbin 
48). This idea found practical application in conservation efforts of the time. For 
instance, during a 1942 discussion among various German state officers about nature 
conservation in the Alps, its wartime limitations, and post-war perspectives, the case 
was made for the necessity to preserve a certain waterfall. The argument asserted that 
“water is the voice of the landscape,” encapsulating the idea that these natural sounds, 
while perceived as part of nature’s “silence”, were crucial to the landscape’s identity 
and value (Buchstätter 12).2 

At the turn of the twentieth century, German conservationists appeared to be 
operating within a dichotomous framework, mirroring a perspective widely adopted in 
Europe at the time. They, thus, drew sharp distinctions between the human realm and 
the natural world (Sprenger et al.). In their perception, the only true disruptors of both 
nature’s silence and its innate voice were the sounds emanating from human activities 
and technologies. This perspective can be understood through modern sound ecology 
terminology: geophony (sounds from non-biological sources) and biophony (sounds 
from non-human biological sources) were considered constituent elements of nature’s 
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soundscape. In contrast, most anthropophony (human-generated sounds) and definitely 
all technophony (sounds from technology) were categorized as noise, jarring to the 
natural acoustic environment (Krause 2-3; Puppel). As early as 1880, the composer 
Ernst Rudorff, who coined the German concept of Heimatschutz (combining the 
protection of landscapes with the preservation of their cultural elements), had included 
man-made noise in his critique of the transformative power of modernity: “Through 
every mountain valley, no matter how beautiful and silent, the locomotive is let run and 
whistle” (Rudorff 261).3 This sentiment was echoed three decades later by Guenther: 
“The noise of industry or – an often no less annoying addition – of pleasure penetrates 
everywhere” (Guenther 63–64).4 Early discussions of the sounds of nature thus 
reinforced the strict separation between the human and natural worlds, between culture 
and nature, intrinsic to the concept of wilderness – a dichotomy famously 
problematized by environmental historian William Cronon. 

The issue of how to manage the presence of unruly humans and their technical 
means in the natural world became thus a recurring one in the early German 
conservation debate. This created a permanent tension between different conceptions 
of silence: the “desolate” (“verödet”) silence produced by the destruction of “nature” 
(animals/plants) and the inherent silence of nature that humans disturb with noise (“Das 
Schweigen im Walde”). Guenther himself was confident that visitors of a, then still 
non-existent, German national park would soon learn “not to interrupt the sacred silence 
with loud behavior” (Guenther 230).5 In an educational booklet published in 1912 the 
Austrian zoologist Friedrich Knauer lamented instead how “Many tourists delight in 
extensively testing their vocal cords in the forest, they shout, yell, whistle and do not 
consider that this drives away the wildlife, and with repeated occurrences, the animals 
will ultimately move to a different, quieter and perhaps unfamiliar territory” (Knauer 
157).6 In the same year, the Naturwissenschaftliche Wochenschrift (Scientific Weekly), 
a natural sciences magazine, published a nature protection decalogue. Its third point, 
assuming that animals perceive sounds just as humans, stated: “You shall not disturb 
the peace of nature by making noise or jeering” (“Zehn Gebote zum Naturschutz” (“Ten 
Commandments for Nature Conservation”)).7 

Calm, quiet, and silence were (and are) central to the tourist appeal of natural 
landscapes. As I discuss in detail in another, as yet unpublished, part of my research 
the idea of a silent nature is in part a product of class distinctions, developed in contrast 
to the perceived noise of urban environments. On the one hand, perceived natural 
quietness of certain landscapes attracts many tourists. On the other hand, this influx of 
tourists can bring sounds perceived as disruptive, such as the roar of motor vehicles, 
airplanes, and motorboats, or the laughter and noise of crowds. Over time, the very 
sounds of nature that initially drew tourists can be diminished or lost, undermining one 
of a place’s key attractions. 

The concept that each landscape and environment possessed its own distinctive 
voice, alluded to earlier in my discussion of geophony’s role in the perception of 
nature’s sounds, gained widespread acceptance among German conservationists in the 
first half of the twentieth century. Very early into the century, teaching the working 
masses to understand the “voice of nature” (“Stimme der Natur”) was one of the aims 
of the social democrat hiking club Die Naturfreunde (The Friends of Nature) (“Unser 
Ehrentag” (“Our Day of Honour”)). This idea was further popularized when pedagogist 
and ornithologist Cornelius Schmitt used it as the title for one of his books in 1932, and 
it was then incorporated as the “voice of the landscape” (“Stimme der Landschaft”) by 
journalist and writer Else Krafft in her 1936 novel Das Haus an der Himmelsleiter (The 
House at the Stairway to Heaven), later serialized in the press (9 May 1939). However, 
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it was ornithologist Heinrich Frieling who made the most extensive use of this metaphor 
in his 1937 book Die Stimme der Landschaft. Frieling’s understanding of the voice of 
the landscape anticipated later conceptual developments such as soundscape or acoustic 
niche by nearly four decades. Central to his philosophy was the idea of the sounds of 
nature as a choral experience: while individual animal voices could not capture a 
landscape’s entirety, the collective sound could only be fully appreciated as a whole. 
This concept underscored the delicate balance of natural soundscapes, where the loss 
of even one element could irreversibly alter the entire auditory landscape, reinforcing 
the need to preserve natural environments holistically. 
 
Silent Heights 
Since the nineteenth century, the Alps had been reframed as a symbolically charged 
landscape, epitomizing the Romantic sublime. A beautiful landscape became, by 
default, a mountain landscape (Békési 172). Alpine soundscapes were inherently 
perceived and represented as silent ones, believed to help visitors achieve a deeper 
connection with nature. At the same time, the Alps gained importance as both a tourist 
destination and an object of preservation efforts. Negative views about the impact of 
human interventions on mountain soundscapes became increasingly common in the 
German-speaking world throughout the 1920s and 1930s. At the core of these concerns 
was the criticism that, even at the highest altitudes, tourism was endangering the 
possibility of experiencing the silence and solitude that were among the most cherished 
features of high mountain landscapes. Conservationists levelled criticism at the efforts 
of the German and Austrian Alpine Club (DÖAV) to improve tourist access to the high 
mountains, arguing that huts were being transformed into hotels, attracting people with 
no true interest in the mountains and their silence (Flaig 215). The construction of cable 
cars, conservationists contended, was eroding the sanctity and silence of mountain 
solitude. By effortlessly transporting large numbers of tourists to the peaks, these 
installations introduced growing levels of noise, both from the machines themselves 
and the visitors.  

Regions previously known only to solitary shepherds and hunters were now 
attracting masses of tourists. Just as the new sounds of traffic were perceived as 
“cut[ting] through the existing societal order” (Bijsterveld 92) in urban settings, this 
influx of human activity, and consequently noise, in the mountains posed a significant 
threat to wildlife. It seemed that the shy animals were being pushed further away from 
their traditional territories due to the constant human-induced disruptions. As a result, 
the quiet mountain areas shrank, while new roads and cable cars were built, and the 
living spaces of mountain animals became increasingly constrained, exacerbating the 
pressure on these fragile mountain ecosystems (Majer-Maschée 99). This trend was 
already clear to ornithologist Gerd Engelstadt, who noted in 1927 that while fields and 
forests fell silent and desolate, what people called “amusement” (“Vergnügen”) became 
louder. Mountains, Engelstadt lamented, were being desecrated by the noise and chatter 
of the nouveau riche disturbing the sacred solitude and silence. Exactly this solitude lay 
at the core of an article about the need to institute a national park on the Hohe Tauern 
by Salzburg in Austria published in the conservation magazine Naturschutz (Nature 
Conservation) in 1927. In the most remote valleys of the massif, claimed the 
anonymous writer, in late autumn, once the cattle has left, a “boundless solitude weaves 
from hillside to hillside”. Even the rushing of waterfalls could no longer be heard (“Der 
Alpenpark” (“The Alpine Park”) 26).8 

The idea to create a national park in the “German” Alps around the Hohe Tauern 
massif in Austria was closely tied to providing a counterbalance to the rapidly 
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developing Alpine tourism in the early decades of the twentieth century. In 1918, 
Carinthian timber merchant Albert Wirth donated a 41 square kilometer plot around the 
Pasterze glacier to the DÖAV, with the aim to preserve the region from the speculative 
tourism industry. In the years preceding the First World War, there had been recurring 
proposals to build a cable car to the summit of the Großglockner peak, construct a high-
altitude hotel, and introduce an access fee for the area. Wirth’s donation appears to have 
been a reaction to these ideas. In the following decades, while the DÖAV successfully 
blocked the realization of two additional cable car projects, they ultimately had to 
accept the construction of the Großglockner High Alpine Road connecting Carinthia 
and Salzburg, which was inaugurated in 1935. The motor traffic generated by this 
crucial infrastructure project would permanently alter the soundscape of the region 
(Hasenöhrl 45; Hardenberg, “L’altra faccia della montagna” 62). An anonymous 
intervention in Naturschutz noted then with perplexity how calls made to institute a 
preservation area on the Karwendel massif between Tyrol and Bavaria were combined 
with requests to build new roads facilitating tourists’ access by car to “such a quiet 
area” (“so stille Gegend”) (“Naturschutzgebiet Karwendel” (“Nature Reserve 
Karwendel”)). Around the same time, to circumvent the conflict between the desire to 
attract tourists and the ability to still offer them an experience of the natural quiet, in 
the Harz mountains of northern Germany, protected hiking paths were marked, at a 
minimum distance of 50 m from access roads. The idea, as explained by Hermann von 
Frankenberg, since 1920 at the head of the Harzklub, a local conservation and hiking 
promotion club, was that this would allow hikers to cherish the mountain woods without 
having to endure the noise, smell, and dust produced by motorcars (Frankenberg 116). 
Conservationists generally wanted to limit visits to natural preservation areas in the 
Alps to those tourists seeking opportunities for quiet contemplation of the mountains. 
As Krafft wrote in Das Haus an der Himmelsleiter, “Frau Helene has to experience 
again and again that very few of her guests come to the snow-covered fairyland 
exclusively because of the mountains. They rave about the magic of nature with a lot 
of noise, but they rarely hear the voice of the landscape, which speaks to the lonely like 
a friend and helper” (9 May 1939).9 

In continuity with the turn-of-the-century elitist struggle against urban noise 
described by Karin Bijsterveld (93-104), the conservationists’ view was that the influx 
of tourists seeking a more raucous experience and the connected infrastructural 
development threatened to undermine the very qualities of silence and solitude that 
drew many to the mountains in the first place. The threat of mass tourism was 
destroying both the idea of silent Alpine heights that had drawn summer visitors and 
the distinct identity of these landscapes. The qualities of peace and isolation of 
mountain environments that had made them into an object of conservation and a tourist 
destination were endangered just by the success of the connected promotional 
campaigns. While some attempts were made to mitigate these issues, such as creating 
protected hiking paths and conservation areas, the tension between preservation and 
accessibility remained a central challenge in mountain conservation efforts. The quest 
to preserve natural silence, and its role in shaping conservation debates, extended far 
beyond Alpine landscapes. Indeed, similar concerns about sonic environments, 
especially in relation to issues of national identity, would prove crucial in an entirely 
different context: the flat heaths of northern Germany. 
 
Soundscapes of the Heath 
The cultural landscape of the Lüneburg Heath was of great interest to conservationists 
in the early decades of the twentieth century. This had not been an obvious outcome. 
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In early modern times, the heath had been repeatedly described as a landscape of horrors 
due to its unproductivity. However, shifting sensibilities during the Romantic era led to 
a gradual change in the way the area was perceived. In particular, the reframing of its 
barrenness as a “sea of land” (“Landmeer”, as it was called by the dramatist Gotthold 
Ephraim Lessing) allowed early nineteenth-century travellers to interpret the landscape 
in terms of the sublime, a key aesthetic concept of the period (Gröll 56–62). Moreover, 
in the early nineteenth century, the area acquired value as an object of patriotic interest, 
due to the connections made between the landscape and the Germanic tribes that had 
significantly shaped the area’s ecology (Brandes 136). All this was crucial in 
transforming the perception of the heath and adding value to the experience of visiting 
it. As was typical for the period, this transformation was primarily described in visual 
terms. However also the heath’s soundscape played a crucial role in shaping 
conservationist discourse. Silence became perhaps the most striking auditory 
experience for nineteenth-century poets as they adjusted to the new soundscapes of 
increasingly industrialized cities. The poet Theodor Storm (1817-1888) underscored 
this by observing how “Kein Klang der aufgeregten Zeit / Drang noch in diese 
Einsamkeit” (no sound of the tumultuous era / penetrated into this solitude) (4). 
Similarly, his contemporaries Heinrich Zeise (1822-1914) and Hermann Allmers 
(1821-1902) emphasized silence as the main auditory characteristic of the heath.  

This perception of silence as a crucial element in experiencing the heath was 
neither novel nor confined to poetic expressions. However, it reached its zenith as a 
defining feature in the concept of the sublime among the generation of German poets 
born in the first third of the nineteenth century (Gröll 64-66). By the second half of the 
century, the vast heaths that once covered most of northern Germany – a human-made 
cultural landscape that could only exist due to certain historical and social processes – 
had receded in the face of industrialization, resource extraction, and reclamation 
projects that prioritized productivity in landscape transformation. Only small pockets 
remained, attracting the interest of conservationists eager to preserve the memory of a 
landscape that had played a crucial role in shaping the German cultural self-image 
(Löns, “Heidezauber” 29–30; Brandes 133). By 1910, the area had been not only the 
subject of calls for protection by many prominent scholars, literates, and journalists but 
also the focus of an embryonic attempt at formalized preservation by Wilhelm Bode, 
the Lutheran pastor of local Egestorf village (“Die Lüneburger Heide” (The Lüneburg 
Heath”); Brandes 133). By 1912, the Prussian government and its local branches had 
agreed to grant the area protection as a nature conservation park (Naturschutzpark) 
(Bubeck 6). Scholars and conservationists had gathered in Munich in 1909 to establish 
the Verein Naturschutzpark (Nature Conservation Park Association), a transnational 
association dedicated to promoting the creation of nature reserves in Germany and 
Austria. With financial support from donors, by 1911 the association had acquired 
multiple parcels of land in the Lüneburg Heath: Wilseder Berg, Totengrund, and some 
neighbouring areas. Officers of the association described these as “the most scenic parts 
of the heath” (“Geschichte des Vereins Naturschutzpark” 8). Over the course of the 
same year, with the support of Kaiser Wilhelm II, the association was able to buy 
additional land, totalling approximately 2,000 hectares. It was expected that further 
acquisitions and the inclusion of neighbouring state forests would allow the protected 
area to be swiftly expanded by a factor of 10 to about 200 square kilometres. (7–9).  

Hermann Löns (1866-1914), a journalist and poet who became a central figure 
in early twentieth-century Germany’s conservation movement, wrote extensively about 
the multisensory experiences of the heath. Like many early conservationists, Löns 
initially began to enjoy the outdoors as a hunter. However, he appears to have later used 
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hunting mostly as a pretext to roam freely in nature and immerse himself in its 
soundscapes (Karrig 5). In a booklet published by the Verein Naturschutzpark to 
celebrate the establishment of its nature reserve in the area, Löns highlighted the ringing 
of the bees, chirping of the crickets, and warbling of the skylarks as crucial sonic 
elements that shape the lived experience of the heath (“Heidezauber” (“Heath Magic”) 
14). Löns also emphasized that to fully appreciate the heath’s varied landscape one 
must experience it not only during the sweet sounds of late summer but also when a 
storm causes the pines to crackle and the oaks to groan to fully appreciate it 
(“Heidezauber” 15). Löns’ truly multisensory description of the heath, where vision, 
hearing, and smell all contribute to the overall experience of the landscape, exemplifies 
a holistic approach to preservation. His idea of conserving the area was not solely 
dependent on visual elements but also prioritized the preservation of the complete 
sensory experience of the heath. This approach notably emphasized the auditory 
dimension, highlighting sounds often overlooked in contemporary preservation 
discourses, such as those produced by insects. Elements of the landscape’s perceived 
eeriness persist in Löns’ depiction of its soundscape. Describing the sounds of the heath 
at night, he writes, for instance, “There’s a ghostly rustling in the reeds and an unsettling 
stir in the bushes, migrating thrushes whistle anxiously, and curlews traveling 
northward call out in lamentation” (“Heidezauber” 16).10 This passage is part of a more 
extensive description that includes trumpeting cranes, whistling thrushes, and singing 
finches, illustrating how the soundscape evolves throughout the day, transitioning from 
“deathly silence” (“Totenstille”) to “jubilant […] cheer” (“jauchzender […] Jubel”) 
with the sun’s path (“Heidezauber” 16-17). And the idea of highlighting how the 
soundscape changes dramatically with the passing hours was central to some of Löns’ 
earlier writings about the heath as well. In 1907, for instance, he wrote of the radical 
reduction of sounds at the transition from day to night and how the few remaining 
sounds somehow made the silence of darkness more palpable: “But the lost sounds only 
make the silence even more mute, they are like individual stars in the deep dark night 
sky” (“Um die Ulenflucht” (“At the Time when the Owls Fly”)).11 

Löns’ portrayal highlights the auditory complexity and richness of the heath, 
underscoring at the same time the importance of its preservation. Confronted with such 
sonic diversity, Löns reflects on the apparent absence of the silence and solemnity 
traditionally attributed to the region – a stark contrast to the depictions by nineteenth-
century poets mentioned earlier. In Löns’ account, sound permeates even the most 
barren and gloomy parts of the reserve, such as the high moors or the pine forests. He 
notes how “in the gloomy pine heaths there is, however, such a merry bird life, that 
even during hours-long hikes, a nature-loving person hardly feels a sense of loneliness” 
(“Heidezauber” 18).12 

As was common throughout the early twentieth century German conservation 
movement, the only sounds that break this perceived idyll were those produced by 
human technology. Already in 1897 Löns had written in a piece on the German oil 
industry and how it affected the heath: “Where once the lovely song of the skylark and 
the trilling of the tree pipit alone rang out over pink heather and dark juniper, now steam 
boilers hiss, pumps groan, and drill bits thunder (quoted in Kaune 96).13 And then, on 
occasion of the parks founding, again: “A booming honk and reckless thundering tears 
apart the silence” (Löns, “Heidezauber” 22).14 Interestingly, this is the same silence that 
Löns had just claimed did not exist. Indeed, as is evident in numerous conservationist 
writings of the era, silence assumes multifaceted meanings: while human-generated 
sounds can disrupt it, silence paradoxically manifests through the presence of certain 
natural sounds. Löns appears to have been keenly aware of this nuance, as exemplified 
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in one of his earlier writings about the heath, where he wrote: “the silence sings and 
sounds” (“Heidgang” (“Heath Walk”)).15 

In the face of the ever-accelerating and, according to Löns, necessary loss of the 
heath due to the increasing needs of a growing population – including, as may be 
inferred from his detailed account, its soundscapes – Löns wholeheartedly supported 
the need to preserve at least a few pockets, mainly as tourism destinations. These areas, 
he argued, would allow city-dwellers to move freely and experience nature (and its 
sounds) at its fullest (Löns, “Heidezauber” 29-30). Löns’ passion for the preservation 
of the Lüneburg Heath in its complexity as an anthropogenic cultural landscape – 
exemplified by his active participation in the conservation activities of the Verein 
Naturschutzpark – manifested in his keen attention to the heath’s multisensory nature. 
As has been shown, Löns portrayed the heath not merely as a visual landscape, but as 
a rich sensory experience in which the sonic dimension plays a crucial role. This 
multifaceted appreciation underpinned his impassioned call for the preservation of at 
least parts of this unique environment. In doing so, while politically deeply conservative 
and fully supportive of further industrial development, Löns emerges as a pivotal figure 
who bridged the Romantic appreciation of nature with more modern, holistic 
approaches to environmental understanding and preservation. His work demonstrates 
how a deeper, multisensory engagement with landscapes was used in early twentieth 
century German to strengthen and enrich conservation arguments. Such an attention to 
the full range of sensory experiences appeared in conservation discourse about other 
environments as well, from forests to the seaside. In forests, crucial elements of how 
this sensory experience was represented were their distinctive complexity and choral 
character. 
 
The Sylvan Concert 
In contrast to the abundance of sources available for the Lüneburg Heath and the Hohe 
Tauern Alps, surprisingly little was said explicitly about the idea of preserving the 
Bavarian Forest on the border with Czechia as a national park in the early years of 
conservation efforts. In my search for sources, I encountered only one explicit mention 
of these plans that also discusses sound: an article promoting the idea of establishing a 
park in the Bavarian Forest, published in the Münchner Neueste Nachrichten (Munich 
Latest News) newspaper (“Ein Naturschutzgebiet im Bayerischen Wald” (“A Nature 
Reserve in the Bavarian Forest”)). This article included, among the reasons to establish 
a park in the area, the need to protect animals from sonic disturbances caused by recent 
industrial development that could be detrimental to their living conditions. Given 
forests’ broad recognition as quintessential German landscapes, to address the scarcity 
of resources specific to the Bavarian Forest national park plans, I extend my analysis 
of forest sounds beyond designated conservation areas. In his 1910 seminal booklet Der 
Naturschutz (Nature Conservation), Konrad Guenther depicted the forest as an aural 
experience as well as a visual one. “The forest”, he states, “talks to you with a thousand 
voices”:16 the verses of chaffinches, tits, wrens, orioles and lovebirds, as well as the 
humming of flies fill the air and jointly shape the forest’s soundscape (Guenther 4). Not 
only animals shape the forest environment: the subtle sounds of the trees, from their 
tops rustling to their boughs melodically creaking, make it up as much as their sheer 
visual presence and movements. It is a constantly varying concert, that goes through 
bouts of noisy activity as well as the “solemn, weary silence of noon” or the subdued 
atmosphere of the night (Guenther 3-5).17 Guenther notes how, besides the time of day, 
space determines how forest soundscapes are shaped, with silence becoming 
predominant the further one moves towards its interior while its fringes are 
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characterised by more liveliness (6-7). What he describes is a complex soundscape, 
built from multiple layers that always have something to offer those who come to visit. 

In an early step towards the protection of the Bode Gorge near the Brocken 
mountain in the Harz region, which would officially be designated as a conservation 
area in 1937, already by 1910 German authorities had forbidden the construction of 
train lines and cableways in the region. The acoustic dimension was crucial here, as the 
ban as noted by Guenther (243) was intended to preserve the “peace of the forest” 
(“Waldesfrieden”) from the sonic impact of human technological developments. The 
sounds of the forest played a central role also in the working classes’ perception of 
nature. A sociological inquiry into labour conditions, published by the German 
researcher Adolf Levenstein, dedicated an entire question to the significance of forests 
and other natural spaces in workers’ welfare (Levenstein). Many of the interviewed 
workers responded with detailed accounts that highlighted the importance of nature’s 
sounds. Among the sonic features they emphasized most was the “solemn silence” 
(“feierliche Stille”) of the forest, particularly noticeable in contrast to factory noise and 
the daily troubles of proletarian life (368, 372, 375). However, the German workers 
interviewed by Levenstein revealed a multiplicity of sonic dimensions in their 
perception of forest sounds. Some embedded their woodland experiences in a strong 
cultural context, that contrasted decidedly with the frequently stated elitist view of the 
poorer classes as noisy, disturbing elements in a peaceful natural setting. One worker 
stated: “When I lie in the forest, I believe I hear Beethoven symphonies rustling” 
(358).18 Others used musical metaphors, comparing the subtle forest sounds – from 
insect humming to tree rustling and bird singing – to an organ carefully tuned to play 
at its softest possible volume (379–80). Some workers highlighted the complexity of 
the forest’s soundscape, noting that it requires only a little imagination “to discern in 
the humming and ringing the most beautiful fairy tales” (373).19 Nature’s sounds also 
served as memory triggers for childhood and youth, simultaneously offering a renewed 
experience: “I feel as if the whole forest wanted to speak with me and say: Yes, child 
of man, just keep dreaming, I know everything and can offer you everything you long 
for” (369).20 The widespread belief across class divides that the acoustic dimension of 
the forest allowed for a unique reconnection with human nature itself underscores, 
albeit implicitly, the importance of preserving the forest’s sonic environment through 
formal conservation initiatives. 

In 1913, Ludwig Siegel, an ornithologist from Moravia, a then German-
speaking region of current Czechia, observed in an article discussing the conservation 
of oak woods: “With their vocalizations, calls and songs, [birds] bring liveliness to 
inanimate nature” (Siegel 6).21 This comment, made in reference to an area Siegel 
describes as “an extensive forest area similar to the ideal of a nature park” (4),22 
provides another argument in support of forest conservation. Siegel contends that only 
strict preservation policies limiting noise and human disturbances can foster a healthy 
bird population. In particular, he claims that keeping away the “disturbers of the peace” 
(“Störenfriede”) is an essential condition for proper nature conservation (5). 

After the First World War, an article in Naturschutz criticized the aesthetics of 
existing monuments to the fallen and proposed an alternative in line with the idea of 
forests as ancient Germanic spaces of devotion. The article suggested that instead of 
traditional monuments, a whole forest “where no axe blow and no gunshot should 
drown out the mysterious rustling of the treetops” (Kopp 220) should be preserved in 
memory of the fallen.23 While this proposal apparently did not materialize, it 
exemplifies how forests and their soundscapes were culturally significant spaces in 
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German thought and routinely represented as quintessential German landscapes, 
deemed worthy of protection and preservation. 

In summation, the discourse surrounding forest conservation in early twentieth 
century Germany reveals a deep appreciation of woodland soundscapes as choral 
experience that transcended class boundaries – from conservationists’ formal 
arguments to worker’s intimate descriptions. The emphasis on protecting these sonic 
environments from human-generated disturbances reflects a growing awareness of 
noise pollution and its impact on natural habitats. While there is limited evidence that 
this appreciation of sylvan soundscapes directly influence conservation efforts, the 
recognition of forest’s acoustic qualities enriched arguments for their preservation in 
the long term. This widespread appreciation of natural soundscapes, shared between 
different social classes and joined with concerns about their disruption by human 
activity, extended to yet another distinctive environment: Germany’s seaside. 
 
Echoes of the Sea 
Coastal environments rather than sea itself were at the centre of the German debate 
about noise and sounds on the seaside in the first decades of the twentieth century. This 
focus reflected a wider global trend. Historically, coasts have been the primary sites of 
interaction between human societies and the sea, for obvious reasons of proximity and 
accessibility (Gillis). Marine preservation emerged much later than land conservation, 
with few exceptions such as early attempts to preserve whale populations (Sloan 295; 
Dorsey). Furthermore, while scientific interest in sea sounds has a long history and 
various technical means to listen underwater were developed in the years under analysis 
here, a broader interest in the sounds of the underwater world spread only after the 
Second World War and the sea itself was still represented as silent in 1956, when 
Jacques Cousteau titled his underwater documentary Le Monde du silence (The Silent 
World) (Halliday 89-90; Helmreich 624-25; Rozwadowski 207-10).  

The auditory appreciation of the seaside in the early decades of the conservation 
movement was primarily a land-based experience. In many muddy environments along 
the coasts of the German empire, characterised often by swamps and bogs, the acoustic 
appreciation of nature seemed to gain a crucial role in respect to the visual. Faced by 
an apparent lack of visual sublime features, conservationists increasingly highlighted 
the auditory peculiarities of such spaces. Overall the adopted rhetoric fell perfectly in 
line with the general conservation discourse. On the seaside, like in the mountains, 
heaths, and forests of Germany nature’s quiet, that is a silence made of sounds, was 
hailed, while humans and their machines were criticized as the prime producers of 
noise. In an account of a visit to the Mönne nature observatory (Naturwarte Mönne) by 
Szczecin’s Dąbie, the presence of machine noise from the nearby town is highlighted: 
“The impressions of nature and human work mix strangely” (Kammerer 261).24 

The 1923 ordinance that instituted a nature reserve on the North Sea island of 
Sylt prohibited the disturbance of birds (“Naturschutzgebiet auf der Insel Sylt” (“Nature 
Reserve on Sylt Island”)). While it did not explicitly address noise pollution, it seems 
evident that it was intended to include it, as it forbade any kind of disturbance to the 
birdlife on the island. The adopted language, in banning any disturbances to the birds, 
suggests that the legislators recognized noise as a potential threat to the wildlife they 
were seeking to protect in the newly established nature reserve. By taking a broad 
approach and prohibiting all forms of disturbance, the ordinance implicitly 
encompassed noise pollution as a concern, even if it was not named outright. This 
example highlights how conservationists and policy-makers were beginning to grapple 
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with the impacts of human activity, including the effects of noise, on sensitive natural 
environments.  

The case of the Sylt nature reserve demonstrates an emerging awareness of the 
need to safeguard tranquillity and minimize disturbances in order to preserve fragile 
ecosystems and the wildlife they support. The ornithologist Ulrich Dunkel, a few years 
later a crucial actor in the denomination of lake Zernin on Usedom island as a nature 
reserve, wrote in 1932 about his experience visiting the Stutwiese spit on Wolin island, 
between the Kamień lagoon and the canal connecting it to the Baltic, just instituted as 
a nature reserve and not far from the current Wolin National Park (Dunkel 258). He 
describes a quiet spring morning at the seaside, characterized, he writes, by “calm, 
infinite silence, and distance from people.”25 He has the impression that “nature doesn’t 
want to be disturbed at that location.”26 The few birdcalls he hears fall silent as well. 
But soon other birds make themselves heard: lapwings (Kiebitz) call their characteristic 
“kie-witt”, and their number increases suddenly. Again the presence of humans is 
always perceived as disturbance: “[the lapwings] who have mated let out a screeching 
‘chräit, chräit’: it is the fear and warning call! They slowly calm down, and as we set 
off, they follow with anxious calls.”27 Later, when he crosses path with two dunlins 
(Alpenstrandläufer), “one of them lets out a long drawn out ‘trrr..iit.’”28 Other follow 
immediately, and the sound suddenly reverberates from all sides. 

These few examples of how an appreciation of sound and silence affected the 
conservation discourse about coastal environments in Germany in the first half of the 
twentieth century highlight, once more, the centrality of dichotomous discourses about 
the need to protect soundscapes from the encroachment of human-generated noise. 
 
Conclusions 
As is somewhat inherent to the concept of a national park, conservation efforts in the 
German-speaking world during the first half of the twentieth century were characterized 
by a strong nationalist (and imperial) attitude. The differences in how natural areas 
should be preserved in a very broadly conceived German nation, as compared to other 
countries and regions, were often emphasized. Rather than serving as an “exhibition of 
natural attractions,” it was argued that a German nature reserve ought to be a place 
where, as an anonymous author wrote in 1927 discussing the Alpine park on the Hohe 
Tauern, “the feeling of reverence for the greatness and sublimity of nature and its 
phenomena should not be disturbed by anything” (“Der Alpenpark” 25).29 While sound 
is not explicitly mentioned in this description, one can reasonably assume it to be an 
integral element of a place’s natural character that ought not to be disturbed. 

Beyond the national dimension, however, other elements clearly informed the 
appreciation of the acoustic dimension of nature in the considered time frame. As 
evident in the examples provided in this article, whether human-produced sounds were 
welcome or not depended essentially on the perceptions and desires of the involved 
actors. This shows preservation discourses of the time moved clearly beyond the 
claimed dichotomous view of the nature-culture divide. All soundscapes as described 
in the examples discussed above are, in fact, cultural constructs, based on the 
accumulation of individual perceptions, political choices, and socially determined 
categorizations. The paradoxes produced by these multiple, coexistent interpretations 
of sound contributed to categorizing auditory experiences along the silence/sound/noise 
continuum. The tension between alleged dichotomies and the reality of a co-produced 
natural soundscape even influenced decisions on whether a noise would or would not 
disturb certain animal species deemed worthy of protection. It is from this tangled 
perspective that the perception of the sounds of nature contributed crucially to the 
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making of the “imagined ecologies” (Hui 37) of German conservationists in the first 
half of the twentieth century. Attention to the aural dimension highlighted what would 
later be recognized as ecosystemic aspects.  

In respect to visual elements, which could be painted, photographed, or 
artificially reconstructed, like in a garden, at the dawn of conservation there were no 
technical means to maintain the memory of ephemeral soundscapes in their entirety 
beyond describing them with words (Castell et al. 5-7). Institutionalized nature 
conservation was the only way to protect the complex systems of relationships that 
produce soundscapes. German conservationists’ idea of preserving exemplary 
environments as national landscapes also helped protect their unique auditory 
dimensions and characteristic soundscapes. Once one moves into nature, the panoramic 
view that is so important in visual perception soon gives way to a more immersive 
experience. Other senses come to the forefront, emphasizing that an environment is 
composed of multiple individual elements, which can easily be overlooked when only 
the visual is considered (Hardenberg and Hehl 78). The place of individual animals or 
specific geological features in a holistic appreciation of the environment is highlighted, 
stressing how the loss of even one component can have cascading negative effects on 
the whole ecosystem. This understanding led conservationists to recognize the intricate 
web of relationships between different species and their environment. It is in this sense 
that, throughout the first half of the twentieth century, the appreciation of sound 
contributed to broadening and complicating the environmental awareness of early 
German conservationists, ultimately shaping a more comprehensive, and less 
dichotomous, approach to nature preservation. 
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Notes 
 

1. “sie lassen zwar die Vögel singen, können aber nicht verraten, welche es 
waren” 

2. “Wasser ist die Stimme der Landschaft.” 
3. “Durch jedes noch so schöne, stille Gebirgsthal läßt man die Lokomotive 

sausen und pfeifen […].” 
4. “Überallhin dringt der Lärm der Industrie oder — eine oft nicht weniger 
lästige Zugabe — des Vergn̈ugens.” 
5. die heilige Stille nicht durch lautes Wesen zu unterbrechen.” 
6. “Viele Touristen gefallen sich darin, im Walde ihre Stimmmittel in 

ausgiebigster Weise zu erproben, sie schreien, johlen, pfeifen und berücksichtigen 
nicht, daß dadurch das Wild verscheucht und bei öfterer Wiederholung schließlich ganz 
in anderes, ruhigeres und vielleicht fremdes Revier übergeht.” 

7. “Du sollst den Frieden der Natur nicht durch Lärmen oder Johlen stören.” 
8. “eine grenzenlose Einsamkeit von Hang zu Hang webt.” 
9. “Frau Helene muß es immer wieder erleben, daß die wenigsten ihrer Gäste 

nur der Berge wegen in das silbern beschneite Märchenland kommen. Sie schwärmen 
wohl mit viel Geräusch für den Zauber der Natur, aber sie hören selten die Stimme der 
Landschaft, die zu den Einsamen wie ein Freund und Helfer spricht.” 

10. “Es raschelt gespenstig in dem Ried und unheimlich rauscht es in den 
Büschen, ziehende Drosseln pfeifen ängstlich und wehklagend rufen nordwärts 
reisende Brachvögel.” 

11. “Aber die verlorenen Laute machen die Stille nur noch stummer, sie sind 
wie einzelne Sterne am tiefen dunklen Nachthimmel.” 

12. “In den düstern Kiefernheiden aber ist ein so lustiges Vogelleben, daß selbst 
auf stundenlanger Wanderung der naturfrohe Mensch das Gefühl der Einsamkeit kaum 
empfindet.” 

13. “Wo früher das liebliche Lied der Heidelerche und der Schmetterschlag des 
Baumpiepers allein über rosa Heidekraut und dunklem Wacholder erklang, da zischten 
die Dampfkessel, ächzten die Pumpen, donnerten die Bohrmeißel.” 

14. “Ein dröhnendes Tuten und rücksichtsloses Donnern zerreißt die Stille.” 
15. “die Stille singt und klingt.” 
16. “der Wald redet in tausend Stimmen zu dir.” 
17. “feierlich müde schweigen der Mittagszeit.” 
18. “Wenn ich im Walde liege, dann glaube ich, Beethoven-Symphonien 

rauschen zu hören.” 
19. “um aus diesem Summen und Klingen die schönsten Märchen 

herauszuhören.” 
20. “mir ist als wollte der ganze Wald mit sprechen und sagen ja Menschenkind 

träume nur zu ich weis [sic] alles und kann Dir alles bieten wonach Du Dich sehnst.” 
21. “Mit ihren Lautäußerungen, Ruf und Lied, geben sie Stimmung der 

unbelebten Natur.” 
22. “Einem dem Ideal eines Naturparks ähnlichen, ausgedehnten Waldbestand.” 
23. “einen Wald, in dem kein Axthieb und kein Schuß übertönen sollte, das 

geheimnisvolle Rauschen der Wipfel.” 
24. “Die Eindrücke von freier Natur und Menschenwerk mischen sich seltsam.” 
25. “Ruhe, unendliche Stille und Menschenferne.” 
26. “die Natur an diesem Erdenfleck nicht gestört werden will.” 
27. “Diejenigen, die sich gepaart haben, stotzen ein kreischendes ‘Chräit. 



Journal of Literature and Science 17 (2024)                           Hardenberg, “Silence Made Up of Sounds”: 93-110 

 
© JLS 2024.   Creative Commons CC-BY-NC-ND 

Downloaded from <http://www.literatureandscience.org/> 

106 

Chräit’ aus: es ist der Angst- und Warnungsruf! Langsam beruhigen sie sich, und als 
wir losgehen, folgen sie mit ängstlichen Rufen.” 

28. “von denen der eine ein gedehntes ‘Trrr..iit’ hören läßt.” 
29. “Ausstellung von Natursehenswürdigkeiten” and “das Gefühl der Andacht 

vor der Größe und Erhabenheit der Natur und ihrer Erscheinungen durch nichts gestört 
werde.” 
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