Afterword: The Resounding Root of All Music

David Rothenberg

How have humans made sense of the sounds of nature? Before recording we had to talk
and write about them, this is why the nineteenth century had such wonderful words for
nature’s tones. I. M. Rawes, director of the London Sound Survey, assembled a
wonderful book called Honk, Conk, and Squacket: Fabulous and Forgotten
Soundwords from a Vanished Age of Listening (London Sound Survey, 2016) that
compiled some of these colourful, generally forgotten terms, such as:

Belder: to roar as a bull

Chitterling: the loud multisqueaking of a swallow

Lounen: to make a noise like that of the crane

Purl: to make the murmuring sound of a stream

Quobble: to make a sound like boiling water

Randivoose: to make a loud commotion

Reemish: the loud sound of a dead body falling

Shuck-shack: the sound of walking in wet stockings

Troze: the sound made by a school of fish breaking the surface of the
sea (7-145)

Our words for sound used to be so much more colourful because we needed to bring
these noises, natural or not, to life with our speech and our writing, because that was
the only way to write them down.

In the twentieth century people experimented with graphic, nonlinguistic or
nontraditionally musical ways to diagram complex arrays of sound, like this graphic
score for Dégonflement by Jean-Francois Laporte:
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This way of writing down possible music suggests swirls of surrounding sound, perhaps
the many layers of a dawn chorus or a nighttime array of frogs. Contemporary
sonograms, once only possible to printout on thermal paper that would wash out within
a few months so they had to be traced immediately, can now be spewed out by software
with all kinds of degrees of detail. Here are some singing frogs and insects at midnight
and thereafter in the Colombian Amazon jungle recorded in late November 2023:

I include these images because natural soundscapes are something we would like to
describe and understand, but often we cannot. In our now much more visual and aural
than literary culture, we want to immediately take the multiplicity of nature in. We
don’t want to talk colorfully about it but want to capture it directly and easily.

Today we don’t have to write, we don’t have to draw, but can capture the sound
at once, with recording technologies that are easy and familiar, far more accessible than
they were to the first sound explorers in the early twentieth century. At the following
URL, for example is that very soundscape shown above, recorded with pretty simple
equipment just a few months ago: https://terranovamusic.bandcamp.com/track/late-
night-melodic-frogs.

The recording and visualizing together allow us to capture, take, or steal the
sounds of nature in a way wonderful as it is simple. We take it home with us to listen
to again and again and need not really learn to describe it with the imperfect tools of
language or notation.

Recording is its own imperfection of course, taking sounds instantly out of
context, so that who knows now what is frog, what is bug, what species or when or
why. For me, long accustomed to hearing such rainforest soundscapes on recordings, I
was utterly transfixed when I found myself in such an environment in person for the
first time. The ultimate intensity of natural soundscapes was real, and to be immersed
in it was something entirely unprecedented and alluring.

I was instantly reminded of the composer in Alejo Carpentier’s fabulous novel
The Lost Steps (Penguin, 2024), who finds himself stuck in the jungle, suddenly
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inspired at last to write the symphony of his dreams, in a place where no pen and paper
could ever be found. The forest itself, with its soniferous creatures, was the primal
source of all human music ever heard and all our creativity to come, right from more-
than-human animal sounds such as these:

And in the vast jungle filling with night terrors, there arose the Word. A
word that was more than word. A word that imitated the voice of the
speaker, and of that attributed to the spirit in possession of the corpse.
One came from the throat of the shaman; the other from his belly. One
was deep and confused like the bubbling of underground lava; the other,
medium in pitch, was harsh and wrathful. They alternated. They
answered each other. The one upbraided when the other groaned; the
belly voice turned sarcastic when the throat voice seemed to plead.
Sounds like guttural portamenti were heard, ending in howls; syllables
repeated over and over, coming to create a kind of rhythm; there were
trills suddenly interrupted by four notes that were the embryo of a
melody. But then came the vibration of the tongue between the lips, the
indrawn snoring, the panting contrapuntal to the rattle of the maraca.
This was something far beyond language, and yet still far from song.
Something that had not yet discovered vocalization, but was more than
word.... Before the stubbornness of Death, which refused to release its
prey, the Word suddenly grew faint and disheartened. In the mouth of
the shaman, the spell-working orifice, the Threne — for that was what
this was — gasped and died away convulsively, blinding me with the
realization that I had just witnessed the Birth of Music. (186)

You see, Carpentier wrote this novel in 1953, and his character the composer couldn’t
yet imagine recording the sounds that transformed him—he had to write them into
music in the traditionally Western way. Yet there was no paper, no pen, nothing to
make this possible deep in this primal jungle.

Last November I found myself in a fairly primal jungle, just a hundred
kilometers away from places with uncontacted tribes, finally hearing and recording
what I had read years before in Carpentier’s novel. I easily took it home with me, then
slightly massaged it with the tools that used to be the parlance of professionals: noise
reduction, equalization, compression, and mastering; all things you can now do on a
mobile phone or notebook computer. I did not need pen and paper, but electricity, and
technology, to enhance my listening to the outer world to enhance my inner world of
what music could actually be found there through intensified listening and refining of
the sound.

These sound effects or techniques are the audio equivalents of image effects
that everyone now knows about from these ubiquitous tools, so reviled for turning all
our social interaction into marketing, capturing, recording, branding. Sure, our phones
are all those things but they also can provide a road into greater and more careful
listening. We just need to learn how to use them, and take the time to learn how to
extract the best and most beautiful possible result from the raw material of sound.

Yes, sound effects are no longer mysteries known only to initiates, but
something any tweaker of a sound recording knows about. In the twentieth century
these were beautifully compiled in another list-like book, Sonic Experience: A Guide
to Everyday Sounds (McGill-Queens UP, 2005) by Jean-Francois Augoyard and Henry
Torgue. From familiar ones like echo, chorus, compression, and feedback, the editors
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move on to more beguiling and nature-related soundmoods, like envelopment,
remanence, ubiquity, and the most beguling: sharawadji.

The sharawadji effect is a concept loosely derived from eighteenth-century
landscape design, where a garden-builder was striving for the perfect array of order and
disorder, and just the right collection of plantings for a garden to seem cultivated and
wild at the same time, a perfect assortment of horticultural design with a success that
cannot quite be described or planned. You know it when you find it, or when you make
it. Here is how Augoyard and Torgue describe it:

The sonic richness of nature can create a sharawadji effect. The
rumbling of thunder or the fury of a volcano, which illustrate the sublime
of nature in Kant, generate fear but also pleasure for one who feels safe.
If power and sound intensity contribute to a loss of orientation, quieter
sounds may also cloud our minds and rise to the cosmic level; for
instance, the wind, or the singing of whales. In the countryside, the
sharawadji effect can be produced through silence, when all the
activities of animals stop at precisely the same time. Sounds become
sharawadji less by their excessiveness than by their implausibility. (119-
20)

When the sharawadji effect is found in a sonic environment, it basically means you
have reached the realm of a perfect sound. Everything sounds as beautiful and balanced
as it should be, with the uneven evenness characteristic of the best music, the best
writing, the best art, whether abstract or realistic. It’s a word that tries to define what
cannot be defined. We always need such words even if we know none of them will be
equal to the task. The sharawadji is like the Platonic ideal of the sound of nature exactly
the way it should be.

It’s good to have a guide for the greatest listen, the ideal hearing, the thrum of
the world. The essays collected here have shown the wonderful history of our search
for this, a search that still goes on and I hope will never end.
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