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Abstract 

 

This practice-based research project investigates how acousmatic sound can be used 

as a tool for representing and understanding lived experiences of mental illness and trauma, 

from a firsthand perspective. Drawing influence from mad activism and mental health consumer 

movements, the objective was to create a first-person madness narrative using abstract sound, 

with a focus on the ambiguity of acousmatic perception as understood through Brian Kane’s 

ontology of acousmatic sound. Metaphor is the primary tool of representation and 

understanding, where sounds and compositional gestures act as metaphors for concepts 

connected to lived experiences of mental illness. Practical techniques involve recording and 

sampling real-world sounds, such as instruments, field recordings, played found objects, and 

voice, which are abstracted and shaped into works of musique concrète. These works are 

denoted by dynamic extremes and affective intensity, reflecting aspects of the researcher’s 

own lived experience of depression, anxiety, and trauma, as well as others’ experiences of 

madness as encountered through published texts. The research results in four electroacoustic 

compositions: A Shut in Place (2012), The Absence of Inclination (2013), Glue and Return (2016), 

and Love Songs (2018), the latter of which is accompanied by a book of concrete poetry. The 

research also results in the conception of five categories of “perceptual collapse” (a term taken 

from a talk by mental health advocate Mark Henick), which provide an experiential framework 

for understanding and representing states of psychological distress using sound. Discussion 

of the compositions and their framing devices include an examination of the interrelationship 

between the impact of emotional abuse and symptoms of mental illness, the process of 

storytelling involved in mental health diagnosis, and a critique of the mental health system from 

a patient’s perspective. A final reflection on methods leads to the conception of experiential 

listening, a mode of engaging with musique concrète that considers interdisciplinary and 

experiential aspects of perception, imagination, emotion, memory, and context that influence 

the way meaning can be constructed from abstract, perceptually ambiguous, acousmatic 

experiences of sound. This suggests ways forward for experiential (non)narrations of madness 

and trauma through performative installation practices, and custom-designed sound 

spatialisation systems. It also raises questions regarding the potential use of acousmatic sound 

within mental health research—particularly when reconciling the insidiousness of emotional 

trauma that is experienced as invisible, ambiguous, unknowable, and difficult to represent and 

understand through words or visual forms. 
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Depression offers layers, textures, noises. At times depression is as flimsy as a 
feather, barely penetrating the surface of my life, hovering like a slight halo of 
pessimism. Other times it comes on gradually like a common cold or a storm, 
each day presenting new signals and symptoms until finally I am drowning in 
it. Most times, in its most superficial and seductive sense, it is rich and enticing. 
A field of velvet waiting to embrace me. It is loud and dizzying, inviting the 
tenors and screeching sopranos of thoughts, unrelenting sadness, and the sense 
of impending doom. 

 
 

– Meri Nana-Ama Danquah, Willow Weep for Me (1998, 22) 
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Prologue 
 

 

My first admission to a psychiatric hospital was at twenty-one. Here, my life was 

stripped bare. Leaving my home that was full of art, posters, books, films, laughter, friendship, 

and grief, suddenly there was just me, white walls, and a torch shining in my eyes every hour 

at night. 

Here, I did a lot of therapy, but I also did a lot of listening. In the dead, empty space 

of my private room, if I listened closely—intensely—I could hear the faint murmur of madness 

filtering through its walls. Fits of desperate sobbing, outbursts of intense rage, or sometimes 

just the kids in the adolescent ward plotting how not to get caught smoking pot or hooking 

up. For me, this side of the well-mannered, voluntary madhouse was heard but never seen. 

In group therapy, the sound was louder, but the listening no less intense. People 

shared stories of profound pain—the denial by others of their abuse, the details of their suicide 

attempts, and the depths of suffering that left them isolated and alone. But amidst this I found 

comfort in the presence of emotional honesty, a stark contrast to the outside world where 

people—myself especially—went to extreme lengths to hide their own truths. 

In hospital I spent a lot of time on my own, often recording and photographing the 

small details that shaped my experience—the blank walls, the sound of the air-conditioning, 

the footsteps and door slams reverberating in the stairwell, and the sliding doors that divided 

inside from out. Still to this day, when I hear those recordings, I feel a strong sense of 

connection to that time, place, and the sense of psychological disconnection I was 

experiencing at the time. 

The following year I composed my first album. Using these sonic snapshots of my 

hospital stay I sampled, sculpted, and shaped them into an expression of my internal 

experience. Titled Intimacy and divided into six parts—“Violation,” “Withdrawal,” “Mistrust,” 

“Discomfort,” “Repulsion,” and “Expectation”—this was my first attempt at thinking through 

my experiences using abstract sound shapes.  

In the years that followed, illness continued to dominate my life. What had begun in 

high school as a simple diagnosis of anxiety and clinical depression came to evolve as my 

confusing mass of physical and psychological symptoms did not always match the diagnoses, 

and my responses to treatments were not as doctors had anticipated. I observed the way the 

same set of symptoms could be brought to different doctors and be given conflicting diagnoses 

with conflicting treatments. I became cautious of who or what to believe. I wanted to walk 
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away, to leave this intense, indecipherable illness behind me. But its influence always remained, 

shaping my experience in profound and invisible ways. 

 I also continued, when I could, to work with sound. My practice remained based in 

sampling real-world sounds, shaping them into compositions that reflected the density, 

abstraction, and overwhelming emotional intensity of my internal experiences. Like my 

illness, I observed how sound could be an invisible, powerful force that could influence and 

control experience in insidious ways. Through therapy I came to see that emotions, too, could 

work in this way. They could hide, linger, and colour perception. But in listening to emotion, 

and what it speaks about experience, I came to understand it in new ways. 

This research is about listening. 

 

 A Note on Terminology 

Within this dissertation, all terms that support the medicalisation of the experiences 

being discussed will be italicised. This includes explicit and implicit medicalisation through 

terms such as mental illness, mental health, consumer, patient, diagnosis, medication, and treatment, 

as well as diagnostic terms, such as schizophrenia and borderline personality disorder. This 

decision stems from a central debate within mad activism and factions of mental health research 

regarding the validity of the medical model of mental health, where the approach to illness 

classification is “derived from consensus, not science” (Mackinnon 2016, 3), and can be 

influenced by cultural and moral judgements on what constitutes “healthy” behaviours (Watts 

2018). Many experts and activists argue that conceiving of mental illness through this medical 

model alone lacks scientific rigor, and reflects a political position more so than an objective 

one.1 In italicising these terms, I wish to draw attention to the limitations of this framework, 

and to highlight that valid understandings of mental illness can exist outside of it. This is not 

to say that these experiences do not exist, that the suffering they can cause is not real, that 

diagnosis and medical intervention cannot be of use, nor that an exploration of these 

experiences through the medical model is not of value. It is to say, however, that this medical 

model is only one framework through which to understand these experiences, which is no 

more, or less, objective than many of its alternatives.  

I also extend this italicisation to the term madness, a word historically used as one of 

insult and oppression, which has been reclaimed by the mad pride movement as one of 

empowerment (Toronto Mad Pride, n.d.). I use this term to side-step medicalisation and 

                                                
1 Some references to support this position include Frances 2013; McLaren 2007; Mackinnon 

2016; Watts 2018; Curtis 2007; Burstow 2013; Moncrieff 2007; Whitaker 2010—to name a small 
few. Further references can also be found within the bibliography. 
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include a wide spectrum of human experience and distress. It is not embraced to other the 

experience of mental illness (as can occur with diagnostic labelling), nor is it reserved 

exclusively for psychotic experiences (which is sometimes colloquially assumed). It is instead 

used to acknowledge the potential for moments of madness within us all, regardless of overall 

mental health or diagnosis. Such moments need not infer that a person be labelled mentally ill. 

However, I also italicise this term in recognition that, while it is empowering for some, it can 

be experienced as negative by others. Through this italicisation, I aim to maintain a 

perspective that is open-minded and inclusive of multiple, contradictory perspectives. 

In using the term mental illness, I also include all disorders listed within the Diagnostic 

and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM). However, I do acknowledge that not all 

disorders are considered illnesses, even within the medical framework. Conflating all disorders, 

syndromes, and illnesses under the term of mental illness here is simply for ease of expression, as 

this research is more concerned with artistic representation of the experiences being discussed 

than heavy discourse on the specifics of medical diagnoses. I also wish to acknowledge that the 

mind-body divide inherent to the medical model of mental health is incongruent with my own 

experience of illness, which crosses both the physical and mental realm. For patients such as 

myself, this division can cause frequent misinterpretation of symptoms and misguided 

approaches to treatments, which further questions the helpfulness of the term mental illness in 

understanding the experiences discussed throughout the research. Most importantly, in 

italicising these terms, I wish for this dissertation to repeatedly pose the question, what is the 

best way to conceptualise these fundamentally human experiences? To this, I do not have an 

answer. Through this research, I invite you into a process of contemplation.  
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Chapter 1 

 

Introduction: Sound as a Mirror 
 
 

Sounds always reflect something from the mind. 
 

 – Eliane Radigue (quoted in Dax 2012) 
 

 

1.0 Research Perspective: Living Mental Illness and Acousmatic Sound, a reflective 

praxis 

This practice-based research project uses sound as a tool to reflect upon the lived 

experience of mental illness, and its relationship to trauma, exploring the potentials for its 

representation through acousmatic sound.2 It has grown from my combined experience of 

twenty-one years of living with mental illness and nineteen years of composing with 

acousmatic sound. Prior to this research, I had been creating intense, dramatic electroacoustic 

compositions3 and sound installations that had been described as reflecting “psychological 

terror,” “unspecified but terrifying dread” (Priest 2011), and “the uncertainty of a nightmare 

recounted” (Day 2005). Themes of anxiety, emotional extremes, and madness were embedded 

in my work, yet much of this occurred on an intuitive level, as I drew connections between 

abstract sounds and my lived experiences while composing, with little reflection as to how or 

why.  

Over these years, I also battled the Australian mental health system. I was a willing 

patient, attending therapy, engaging in therapeutic homework, checking myself into hospital 

if need be, but I was also a critical one: when given diagnoses or prescribed treatments, I asked 

questions; if doctors’ answers did not satisfy me, I did my own research; if treatments did not 

                                                
2 Acousmatic sound is sound experienced in separation from its cause, where the sound can 

be heard but its source and cause cannot be seen or experienced by the other senses. In this 
dissertation, acousmatic sound also denotes acousmatic music, a term that describes electroacoustic 
compositions designed for playback through loudspeakers alone. While there is some contention 
regarding the interchangeability of these terms, I have conflated them here as, within my own 
practice, I gravitate toward the label of sound artist over musician due to the presuppositions those 
unfamiliar with the history of acousmatic music bring to the latter. It also more accurately reflects 
my own background of education in visual, media, and sound arts, as opposed to music theory and 
composition. 

3 Although the term electroacoustic composition can sometimes refer to compositions that 
include both acoustic and electronic instruments, within this dissertation it refers simply to 
acousmatic compositions designed for playback through loudspeakers. 
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work, I sought second or third opinions. This was, in part, due to my stubborn determination. 

No one could explain what my so-called mental illness was, and why it was having such a 

profound effect on my life. I wanted to understand it (and, more so, be rid of it). Asking 

questions and doing my own research was essential to this aim.  

Over time, I also discovered this research was essential for my own safety, as harm 

could often come from treatment, even from well-meaning doctors. At seventeen I was 

prescribed medication for depression and anxiety, which has since been labelled unsafe for 

adolescents. At twenty-three I was diagnosed with bipolar II disorder, and the psychiatrist was 

insistent that if I did not take mood stabilisers for life, I would lose my sense of self and die 

from suicide. When I declined, unconvinced of the diagnosis or dramatic prognosis, I continued 

to receive unsolicited letters to my home for months to advise me of the danger in my decision. 

No doctor since has agreed with this diagnosis. At twenty-nine I checked myself into hospital 

to keep myself safe during a deep, suicidal depression. Here I was medicated so heavily, against 

the warnings of myself and my regular psychiatrist (I had tried many medications in the past 

to ill effect), that I left with a mild case of serotonin syndrome—a toxic response to 

antidepressant medication that can be life threatening if left untreated. This was a terrifying 

experience, worsened by the fact that, in hospital, the signs had been brushed off by my treating 

psychiatrist and nurses as anxiety and psychosomatic hypochondria—my medication increased 

rather than ceased. “If you don’t read about the side-effects, you won’t experience them,” my 

psychiatrist had said, in an instant invalidating my genuine concerns, and undermining my 

trust in my own perception. That he would reduce these concerns to anxiety, based on his own 

faith in an area of medicine full of uncertainties, seemed unconscionable—a reminder that even 

with access to a high level of care (this was a private hospital with voluntary admission) mental 

health treatment could be a slippery, dangerous slope. 

In my time as a patient, I have met many others with similar stories. While the specifics 

were different, what became clear was this: mental health treatment was not only failing many 

who needed it but often causing them harm. This ranged from an overemphasis on biological 

treatments (such as medications and electroconvulsive therapy (ECT)) without access to talk 

therapy, to repeated misdiagnosis and inappropriate treatment, lack of knowledge regarding 

medication side-effects, inappropriate boundaries in therapy, coercion, degradation of patients’ 

perspectives, inappropriate and harmful advice, years of memories lost to ECT with no 

improvement in symptoms, forced treatments, and even physical and sexual abuse. This 

observation is echoed in the book, Agnes’s Jacket: A Psychologist’s Search for the Meaning of 

Madness (2009), written by Professor of Psychology at Mount Holyoke College, Gail A. 

Hornstein. Based on over ten years of research, it outlines the history of mental health consumer 
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advocacy and mad activism in its many forms—mad pride, mental hygiene, psychiatric 

survivors, the mental health service user movement, the Hearing Voices Network, to name a 

few. From her years of listening to the stories of hundreds of patients of the mental health 

system, Hornstein illustrates the vast number of people it has harmed, many of whom have 

found more successful answers and treatments outside of the system. Hornstein argues that 

her profession would benefit from valuing the opinions of these “experts by experience” (the 

catchphrase of consumer activism) to develop more effective treatments—ones that meet the 

needs of individuals instead of enforcing a way of understanding mental illness that has limited 

evidence, and can undermine a patient’s strengths and human rights.  

Agnes’s Jacket also discusses the “first-person madness narrative”—a term Hornstein 

uses to refer to any autobiographical or semi-autobiographical text created by a person with 

firsthand experience of mental illness, which describes or reflects upon their experiences. 

Hornstein’s website contains an extended bibliography of such narratives, listing over 1000 

works published in English from the seventeenth century to the present day. As her book 

conveys, these texts contain a wealth of insight into the nature of mental illness, and often 

provide alternate ways of understanding these experiences that challenge the medical 

perspective. Combined, these texts reflect how insightful, intelligent, and well-reasoned many 

people who experience madness can be. This idea is in direct opposition to what Hornstein had 

learned during her training in psychology, which purported that most patients lack insight, 

and cannot be trusted to convey or understand their experiences. This attitude can undermine 

a patient’s autonomy and perspective (which in my own experience has led to poor treatment, 

mismanagement of symptoms, and further physical and psychological harm). Hornstein makes 

a strong case for the legitimisation of patient accounts through academic research, and 

continued advocacy for this perspective. Her message to colleagues in the mental health field 

is this: “Madness is more code than chemistry. If we want to understand it we need translators— 

native speakers, not just brain scans” (Hornstein 2009, xix). In other words, to understand 

madness, the opinions and experiences of those considered mad must be valued and heard. As 

she explains: 

 
First-person accounts of psychological distress serve two powerful 
functions—they expose the limits of psychiatry’s explanations and treatments 
for mental illness and they offer competing theories and methods that might 
potentially work better. The more of these accounts I’ve read, and the more 
people I’ve met in the psychiatric survivor movement, the more convinced I’ve 
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become that first-person experience is crucial to understanding madness and 
its treatment. (Hornstein 2009, xxii)4 
 

 As a sound artist, it made sense to turn to my practice to contribute to this body of 

experiential knowledge on madness. While others wrote books, I considered what I might be 

able to say (or do) with sound that could not be said through words alone. In my years as a 

composer, I had found that acousmatic sound—especially when listened to in the dark—could 

have a profound emotional intensity. After performing my compositions, audience members 

would often describe to me the experiences they had while listening. These were unique to 

each individual, yet often contained a related sense of intense emotions, or sensory 

perceptions, with a connection to memory, lived experience, or imagination. As I composed, 

I would also often experience a felt sense of connection between sounds, emotion, memory, 

narrative, and psychological experience, some of which resembled reflections from audience 

members. Yet the exact content of these narratives and experiences was often unclear: a 

partially-formed image; a sense of something deeper, not in clear view—this was how I 

experienced the process of composing. This led me to consider, could a deeper analysis of my 

practice help to clarify what I could sense while composing but not clearly articulate? Could 

this medium, with its emotional intensity, invisibility, ambiguity, and power convey the 

experiences of mental illness that I was unable to express through words? Could I use 

acousmatic sound to represent and understand the dense mass of indecipherable fear in which 

my mental illness often manifests? 

This approach to composing with acousmatic sound, however, seemed incongruent 

with what I had known of the history and philosophy of musique concrète. Developed in 1948 

by French composer Pierre Schaeffer, musique concrète involves the creation of music from 

the assemblage of recorded sound material—concrete sounds as it were. It was born of the 

invention of the tape recorder, where its ability to record and play back sounds facilitated a 

movement away from composing with notes and scores, and towards shaping music from the 

material of recorded sound. In developing this practice, Schaeffer focused on treating sounds 

in a way that would shift them into a space of unrecognisability. He would often cut sounds 

into short fragments—“splitting the musical atom” (Schaeffer 2012, 37)—to transform the 

sound into an object in its own right, to be heard as a musical object rather than a recording 

of a real-world event. This transformational aspect of his work is also present in my own, 

which is based on the process of sampling real-world sounds and transforming them through 

                                                
4 Reprinted by permission of SLL/Sterling Lord Literistic, Inc. Copyright by Taylor & 

Francis.  
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fragmentation and repetition. However, the theory of acousmatic sound that Schaeffer shaped 

around his practice sought to build an objectivity into the experience of the sound object, 

which removed personal interpretation or connection to real-world experiences—the exact 

opposite of how I experienced my own work, and the compositions of others, as well as how 

many others appeared to experience mine. 

This theory was centred on reduced listening (écoute réduite), a practice Schaeffer 

developed by applying the principles of the phenomenological reduction to the experience of 

listening and composing with concrete sounds. The phenomenological reduction is an 

approach to analysing experience developed by philosopher Edmund Husserl, founder of 

phenomenology. It presents a way of experiencing “with no knowledge or perceptions in 

hand.” It consists of two simultaneous, interrelated processes—the epoché (also known as 

bracketing) and the reduction proper. The epoché “is a procedure whereby we no longer 

accept” the “facets of our existence” that we take for granted, disregarding all knowledge and 

presuppositions external to the phenomenological experience at hand. It does not involve a 

specific process per se, but is “the name for whatever method we use to free ourselves from 

the captivity of the unquestioned acceptance of the everyday world” (Cogan, n.d.). The 

reduction proper is this moment of transcendence, where the understanding is reached that 

there is something outside of what was previously accepted to be true. Taken together, the 

interrelationship between epoché and the reduction proper can be understood as follows: 

 
epoché is the “moment” in which we abandon the acceptedness of the world 
that holds us captive and the reduction proper indicates the “moment” in which 
we come to the transcendental insight that the acceptedness of the world is an 
acceptedness and not an absolute. (Cogan, n.d.)5 
 

As applied to musique concréte, reduced listening involves bracketing out any 

understanding of the sound outside of the phenomenon of the sound in itself, which Schaeffer 

saw as the key to experiencing real-world sound as music. The aim of reduced listening is to 

focus on:  

 
the traits of the sound itself, independent of its cause and of its meaning. 
Reduced listening takes the sound—verbal, played on an instrument, noises or 

                                                
5 For instance, imagine you are hearing wind blowing through trees outside your window. 

Now, remove any association you have between that sound and the concept of trees, or the concept 
of wind, or anything else you know to be true about the world. Do not picture trees, nor wind, and 
instead imagine that you do not know of the existence of either. Now observe that sound, as it is, 
without any of these associations, and observe how your understanding of that sound is 
transformed. 
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whatever—as itself the object to be observed instead of a vehicle for something 
else. (Chion 1994, 29) 
 

Reduced listening thus “repositions the listener away from an interpretive and culturally 

situated relation so as to direct attention to the phenomenal, essential features of sound and 

the musical work” (LaBelle 2006, 27).  

Through his conception of reduced listening, Schaeffer developed a taxonomy of 

concrete sounds that is impersonal, steers away from imaginative, poetic, or emotional 

interpretations (despite his own comparisons between musique concrète and poetry),6 and 

toward sterile classifications of sounds based on their fundamental, descriptive properties. 

The task of the composer of musique concrète, he argued, was to build an “analytical card 

index that will enable progress to be made in the understanding of the musical object” 

(Schaeffer 2012, 221). In applying the phenomenological reduction to musique concrète, 

Schaeffer defines the composer as scientist who must remove the experience of the self, or 

anything beyond the intersubjective perception of sound, from understanding the sound, or 

musical, object.  

However, as renowned contemporary Spanish sound artist, composer of musique 

concrète, and proponent of reduced listening Francisco López notes, when applying the 

phenomenological reduction to reduced listening, it need not exclude consideration of 

something beyond the sound while composing: 

  
In my view, there is an implicit fundamental wrong assumption here: the effect 
of the phenomenological reduction is precisely a “something beyond.” You see, 
there is a common misinterpretation that comes—perhaps understandably— 
from the term “reduction.” The transcendental Husserlian Epoché is rather an 
expansion by means of focusing. The temporary suspension of judgment is not 
a more limited interaction with the world but rather the opposite. If we attend 
at the practice and its effects, the Schaefferian “reduced listening” should 
certainly be more aptly called expanded listening. (López quoted in Isaza 2015)7 

 

 López positions himself within the Schaefferian philosophy of musique concrète to 

emphasise this ability for sound to transcend its origins, rejecting the bio-acoustic approach 

to field recording and soundscape composition of his field-recording peers, who often seek to 

represent natural and urban environments with a moralistic or political agenda. He 

                                                
6 In Chapter Seventeen of Schaeffer’s In Search of a Concrete Music (2012), “From the Object 

to Language,” he muses that conventional music is to prose what musique concrète is to poetry. 
7 For a more extensive critique of Schaeffer’s misunderstanding of phenomenology in the 

application of this method to reduced listening, refer to Scotland-based Korean sound artist and 
electroacoustic composer Suk-Jun Kim’s paper, “A Critique on Pierre Schaeffer’s Phenomenological 
Approaches: Based on the Acousmatic and Reduced Listening” (2010). 
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emphasises the importance of this “temporary suspension of judgement” in expanding the way 

sound is perceived. From his background as a biologist, he believes that a field recording 

cannot be a true representation of an environment, and thus must transcend it (Solomos 2016, 

4). For López, placing audiences in touch with this “something beyond” of Husserlian 

transcendence requires he remove himself and the sound source as much as possible from his 

compositional outcomes: 

 
I have no interest in ‘representing’ anything specific with my music. I actually 
have a strong commitment to do just the opposite; that is, to develop a sonic 
world that is so devoid of meaning and purpose that it can be completely open 
for individual experience. A blank phenomenological terrain where everyone 
is compelled to create and move through. (López 2003) 

 

In taking this approach, López has, however, attracted criticism for his lack of 

consideration of the “connotations of his extended text” (Kim-Cohen 2009, 124). This critique 

highlights the degree of power he asserts over the audience during his performances, and the 

way this shapes their reception of sound (López provides blindfolds, performs from behind 

the audience, and subjects them to intense sound levels—in one of his concerts I attended in 

Melbourne8 he warned the audience beforehand with something to the effect of, “it may feel 

intense, but trust me, I know what I am doing”—all of which requires the audience place 

themselves within a vulnerable position of trust). While López believes that politics or ideas 

beyond the experience of sound, “shouldn’t contaminate, shouldn’t pollute, the music” (López 

quoted in Kim-Cohen 2009, 125), critics argue that, in shaping his concerts in such a way, the 

political connotations of his work become inevitable—regardless of whether López chooses 

to acknowledge them. 

From an experiential perspective, my own work has a strong similarity to that of 

López’s, as we both create dynamic sound worlds of visceral intensity, which provide 

transformational experiences of real-world sounds. In performances, we also both place our 

audiences in darkness (his through blindfolding, mine through an absence of light), and 

perform from behind the audience, removing any connection between the sound and the visual 

realm. Yet, where López draws upon the notion of reduced listening to avoid representation, 

aiming to create a “blank phenomenological terrain,” I seek, through this research, to examine 

the ways in which the reduced space of acousmatic sound can become a mirror into the mind, 

where the psychological perception of the abstracted sound material can reflect something 

about the listening self, and its interaction with the external world. This shifts from the use 

                                                
8 I have attended three performances of López’s, at ACCA (2001), Forty-Five Downstairs 

(2004), and RMIT Design Hub (2013). 
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of the phenomenological reduction in acousmatic listening to the realm of metaphor, where 

the sound transcends (to some extent) its function in the real world to become a vehicle for 

something beyond it—a tool through which to understand concepts and experiences that are 

not a direct result of the sound in itself.  

This position deviates from the debate that typically surrounds composers who work 

with acousmatic, real-world sounds, which—as can be evidenced within the former discussion 

of López and Schaeffer—focuses on issues of identifiability and reference within acousmatic 

experience. This debate, its origins, and shortcomings is best described by Professor of Music 

at Yale University, Brian Kane, who has written the most comprehensive critique of 

Schaeffer’s theory of acousmatic sound in his book Sound Unseen: Acousmatic Sound in Theory 

and Practice (2014): 

 

The privilege Schaeffer gave to reduced listening in the theory and practice of 
musique concrète has set the terms of the great debate within sample-based 
electronic music ever since: to refer or not to refer? Theorists and historians 
of electronic music have traced the aesthetic battles over the issue of reference 
and identification of source and cause, often positioning a roster of composers 
who break with Schaffer’s “puritan position” on reduced listening. The roster 
of composers who reassert the significance of sonic sources and causes usually 
begins with Luc Ferrari and includes figures such as Trevor Wishart, Michel 
Chion, R. Murray Schafer, Hildegard Westerkamp, and Denis Smalley. On the 
opposite side, Francisco Lopez is often singled out as a loan defender of 
reduced listening. Such affiliations are undoubtedly correct, in so far as 
acousmatic sound is constructed as a compositional or aesthetic problem 
concerning a sample’s reference or significance alone. But the problem of 
acousmatic sound has a larger scope that raises ontological questions about 
the relationship of sonic sources, causes, and effects. Beyond the compositional 
dilemma of acousmatic sound (to refer or not to refer?), one can detect the 
presence of a decision, motivated neither by love nor distaste for reference nor 
by dispassionate philosophical reasoning, but by a recoil for the unsettled (or 
unsettling) relationship of sonic sources, causes, and effects inherent in 
acousmatic sound. To decide in favour of reduced listening is one way of 
negotiating sonic incongruousness—by demanding that it simply go away. To 
decide in favour of the source by ignoring the structural gap of acousmatic 
sound and reducing the effect to the source and cause is another. Neither 
addresses the central problem. (Kane 2014, 150-151)9  

 

In contrast, this research addresses the central problem described by Kane by leaning 

into the unsettling nature of acousmatic experience and using it to its advantage. This can be 

understood through his ontology of acousmatic experience, which highlights the structural 

gap between source, cause, and effect of a sound when listening acousmatically, where, as he 

                                                
9 From Sound Unseen: Acousmatic Sound in Theory and Practice by Brian Kane © 2014. 

Reproduced with permission of Oxford Publishing Limited through PSLclear. 
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states: “the being of acousmatic sound is to be a gap” (Kane 2014, 149).10 It is within this gap 

that much of this research takes place, where my mind is free to form connections between 

the sounds, real-world events, or more abstract concepts, thoughts, memories, feelings, or 

lived experiences while composing and listening, which I direct towards understanding my 

lived experiences of mental illness. Rather than debating, “to refer or not to refer,” this 

compositional practice maintains a felt sense of connection to the real world, while 

simultaneously moving somewhere beyond it—neither rejecting Schaeffer’s notion of reduced 

listening, nor adhering to it. This “somewhere beyond” is connected to dream worlds, the 

subconscious, emotion, and psychological perception—the space where the real and imagined 

worlds merge. This does not shy away from the unsettling nature of acousmatic experience 

but exploits it to represent and understand states of anxiety and distress. The compositions 

created throughout this research are thus a constructed world of the psyche; a representation, 

not of the “real” world, but of the inner world of emotion and perception, and its connection 

to the external environment—a stark contrast to the approach defined by Schaeffer, which 

sought to introduce objectivity into the process of composing with concrete sounds. 

Berlin-based, Mexican sound artist Verónica Mota also recognises this ability for 

musique concrète to connect with the inner psychological world of the listener, also using 

this within her practice: 

 
Many of my compositions try to take the listener to a dark place, the mind, 
where the subject is free to experience her/himself as a surrealistic poem. The 
journey is complex and sometimes even painful because the audience is 
confronted with their own dreams and fears which usually they suppress in 
daily life. To open a door to the human mind using the power of sound is a way 
to find who we really are and/or would love to be. It is all about our dreams 
and self realization. Sound can be a key to get there. (Mota quoted in Verweij 
& Ijzerman 2010) 
 

Much of Mota’s work combines textured, revolving pitches and rhythms with sampled 

materials of spoken voice (often from film and television). These sounds generate a deep sense 

of affect, with emotional, surreal, and psychological overtones that colour the perception of 

the spoken material. Her work 43 Dead Human Bodies (2014) deals with the theme of trauma, 

being the artist’s response to the disappearance of forty-three students in the Mexican state 

of Guerrero from the Ayotzinapa Rural Teacher’s College. Mota describes the work as “a 

shamanic sonic ritual” to invoke healing (Facebook message to author, March 15, 2018). The 

                                                
10 In other words, within an acousmatic listening situation the audience is experiencing the 

effect (the sound) without direct experience of its source or cause, and thus to experience a sound as 
acousmatic, Kane argues, the audience must also be experiencing this gap. 
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sounds themselves communicate the darkness and emotional intensity of the themes, while 

the understanding of their purpose comes from the spoken text, and the frameworks she 

places around the composition. My research sits alongside this use of musique concrète to 

explore emotions, the subconscious, trauma, and the psyche as a space for self-realisation.  

The main premise of this research is thus to bring together my lived experience of 

mental illness and my sound art practice, defining a clear methodology for working with 

musique concrète that, in contrast to Schaeffer’s own approach, is meaningful to me as a 

composer. Rather than examine the sound object from Schaeffer’s position of objective 

scientist/composer, I aim to highlight the internal, reflective quality of acousmatic 

experience, and its connection to the subconscious, emotions, psychological perceptions, and 

lived experiences of mental illness and trauma, examining ways in which they can be 

understood and represented through acousmatic sound. In drawing influence from mad 

activism, this research is performed through the framework of the first-person madness 

narrative, with the objective of creating such a narrative using abstract, acousmatic sound. 

This is directed by two key research questions:  

 

1. How might the lived experiences of mental illness be represented using sound 

art practice?  

2. How might sound art practice be used to understand the lived experiences 

of mental illness?  

 

These are open-ended questions that allow for an analysis of the nature of the lived 

experience of mental illness through acousmatic sound, where the research is performed 

through the practice, and understandings of these experiences emerge while composing and 

analysing the compositions. This research design is based upon three hypotheses extrapolated 

from my years of experience as an acousmatic composer: one, that it could be possible to form 

understandings of my experiences of mental illness through the process of composing with 

acousmatic sound; two, that it would be possible to “read” acousmatic sound in a way that 

reflects aspects of psychological experience; and three, that there is a felt sense of narrative 

within my compositional structures that could be used as a form of representation, to create 

a first-person madness narrative from abstract sound. 

This dissertation follows the process of testing these intuitive hypotheses through the 

compositional processes, where each chapter outlines the various ways they were approached 

through sound. Metaphor is its primary tool, where sounds and compositional gestures act 

as metaphors for various aspects of my lived experiences, as well as those of others, and the 



	

	 16 

interdisciplinary frameworks through which I understand them. The research is focused on 

developing methods that embed aspects of my lived experiences of mental illness and trauma 

within the sounds and compositional choices, as well as the framing devices placed around 

the resulting compositions. This leads to four primary practical outcomes. 

 

1.1 Summary of the Practical Outcomes 

 

1. A Shut in Place (2012) 

8 min. and 23 sec. 

This piece was composed in collaboration with cellist Anthea Caddy for release on our 

duo album, Host (2012). This work was based, in part, on the semi-autobiographical first-

person madness narrative I Never Promised You a Rose Garden (1969) by Joanne Greenberg, 

reflecting upon themes of confinement, isolation, and loss of free will that can occur within 

experiences of mental illness and institutionalisation. The process of composing and analysing 

this work examined ways in which metaphor could be used within sound art practice to better 

understand lived experiences of mental illness, as well as enhance methods of practice and 

compositional outcomes. 

 

2. The Absence of Inclination (2013) 

6 min. 31 sec. 

This stereo piece was composed for presentation through headphones at the National 

Gallery of Victoria’s Melbourne Now: Now Hear This (Electroacoustic Composition) exhibition in 

2013-14, and was later adapted to a six-channel installation in darkness for the Gertrude 

Street Projection Festival in 2016. This work was based upon a section of the semi-

autobiographical first-person madness narrative, Girl, Interrupted (1993) by Susana Kaysen, 

which describes the “thickened perception” (75) and variations in speed of thoughts and 

sensations that can occur within episodes of mental illness. The narrative progression of the 

compositional structure reflects my own experience of these sensations transitioning to mild 

derealisation. It was composed with the idea that it might be extended into a longer work, 

which later led to the creation of Glue and Return.  

 

3. Glue and Return (2016) 

This is a performance work of approximately twenty minutes that was premiered at 

the Avantwhatever festival in Melbourne, and later recorded for presentation on the FBi 

Radio program, Ears Have Ears: Unexplored Territories in Sound. It begins with an adaptation 
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of The Absence of Inclination, which is then extended into a longer narrative-composition. This 

extension is, in part, inspired by a poem by media and performance artist Vanessa Godden 

(samples of which are included in the work), which reflects on her own lived experience of 

trauma through the entanglement of rape and racism. The compositional structure narrates 

a transformation in my understanding of mental illness—a shift from being understood as a 

dysfunction within an individual, to a logical response to a shared and ongoing trauma.  

 

4. Love Songs (2018) 

34 min. 

This is a composition in five movements: “Object (im)Permanence,” “Erasure,” 

“Repetition Compulsion,” “Who is to Blame?,” and “Epilogue.” It is designed for distribution 

on compact-disc, alongside a book of concrete poetry (best listened to on headphones or a 

high-quality sound system), and for a concert presentation in darkness, with subwoofers that 

ensure the sound is felt as well as heard. This work is a meditation on the impact of emotional 

abuse within intimate relationships in its connection to symptoms of mental illness, with a set of 

methods developed to understand these ideas through the process of composing. Beyond this, 

I also developed an acousmatic lecture-performance as a framing device for the Love Songs 

composition (or parts thereof). This presents key ideas from this dissertation using plain 

language in the format of an audio-visual acousmatic lecture (meaning, I give the lecture out 

of sight of the audience, so my voice is heard but I cannot be seen), followed by a presentation 

of the sound composition in darkness. This framework shapes the audiences’ experience of 

the sound composition, to encourage a reflection on its themes through each individual’s 

personal experience of listening. 

 

1.2 Summary of the Research Process 

The research process that led to these outcomes involved the following main steps: 

 

 

Reading a wide range of first-person madness narratives, and engaging with the 

work of artists and musicians exploring similar themes. 
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Composing the first composition, A Shut in Place, by drawing from the first-

person madness narrative, I Never Promised You a Rose Garden (Greenberg 

1968). This involved my first experimentation with metaphor as a 

compositional tool to draw connections between sound and literary writing on 

madness. 

 

Conducting a series of madness studies, which involved experiments in forming 

simple connections between sounds and ideas extracted from first-person 

madness narratives, as well as my own experiences of mental illness. This led to 

the development of a sample library of over fifty mad sounds. 

1.  

Experimentation with the compositional arrangement of the mad sounds 

within performance contexts, then composing a second work, The Absence of 

Inclination, based on sections of these performances.  

Conducting an extensive analysis of A Shut in Place and The Absence of 

Inclination through the lens of “perceptual collapse”—a term taken from a talk 

by Canadian mental health advocate Mark Henick, which he uses to explain his 

experience of depression and suicidality. This analysis drew connections 

between methods of sound practice and experiential aspects of perceptual 

collapse, resulting in five categories through which to understand the 

experience and its representation through sound. 

Creating new sounds to reflect the experiential categories of perceptual 

collapse, and inviting several peers to contribute sounds for sampling that 

embodied their own interpretations of these themes. 
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As part of the research process, I also collected several written audience responses 

from peers to listening to the compositions. These were based upon a single, open-ended 

prompt: “Please describe your experience of listening, including any thoughts, feelings, 

physical sensations, or memories you wish to share, which were evoked by the work.”  While 

the collection of these responses was not a major component of the research, some are 

interspersed throughout this dissertation to illustrate how various concepts discussed were 

perceived by audience members. 

 

1.3 Technical Methods and Equipment for Composing 

There is a technical workflow to composing that underpins all the experimentation 

performed in this research. It is based on the use of a sampler, which is a digital instrument 

with no inherent sound of its own (apart from silence and artefacts of circuitry).  The sampler 

is an acousmatic instrument, in that recorded sounds must be input by its user to make music, 

which necessitates composing with sound in independence from its source and cause. My 

workflow begins with recording real-world sounds, such as field recordings, performed 

household objects, or collecting recordings provided by other artists and musicians. These 

artists include cellist Anthea Caddy, vocalists Alice Hui-Sheng Chang, Emah Fox, and Jessica 

Pinney, improviser Jim Denley, media and performance artist Vanessa Godden, composer, 

performer, and academic Cat Hope, and field-recordist Martin Kay. On occasion, I also include 

Experimenting with ways to embed the findings from my analysis of 

perceptual collapse into a composition and to further examine the experience 

of perceptual collapse through the compositional process. This led to the 

creation of Love Songs, as well as the extension of The Absence of Inclination into 

a longer composition titled Glue and Return. 

 

Designing a text-based, concrete poetry component to Love Songs to function 

as a framing device for the sonic experience, by applying methods used within 

my sound practice to working with text. 

Adapting the findings of this research to a performative acousmatic lecture 

format, through which to frame the presentation of the Love Songs composition.  
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sounds I have recorded using analogue synthesis. I then sample short snippets of these 

recordings using a software sampler (Kontakt) and arrange these samples within the software 

to be triggered by a midi keyboard. These samples are performed via the midi keyboard, with 

multiple outputs running through an analogue mixing desk. I record live mixes of these 

performances out of the mixing desk and into audio editing software, then edit and layer these 

recordings within a digital audio workstation (DAW), either Pro Tools or Reaper. The 

specific equipment I use is as follows: 

 
HARDWARE 

 

For recording: 

• Nagra SD field recorder with a stereo pair of DPA 4060 omnidirectional 

microphones (including a phantom box), mounted on a 35cm homemade jecklin 

disk (or sometimes mounted within my ears as binaural microphones) 

• Marantz PMD-661 field recorder with a DPA 2011 twin diaphragm cardioid 

microphone 

 

For performing/composing: 

• Novation Launchkey Mini midi keyboard 

• Mackie 1402-VLZ analogue mixing desk 

• MacBook Pro 

• TC Electronics Studiokonnekt 48 audio interface, and/or Motu Traveler audio 

interface 

 

SOFTWARE 

 

For performing, composing, and editing: 

• Kontakt (software sampler by Native Instruments) 

• Pro Tools (DAW by Avid) and/or Reaper (DAW by Cockos) 

• Soundflower for routing between programs 

 

1.4 Scope and Limitations of the Research 

This research involves an investigation into my methods of practice, examining how 

they can be used to represent and deepen my experiential understanding of mental illness, as 
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well as my work with acousmatic sound. Its primary aim is to create a first-person madness 

narrative using acousmatic sound (alongside textual framing devices), with a focus on 

experimentation with various methods of practice to do so. This dissertation does not include 

an overview of the history of representations of mental illness in art, literature, or music 

(including outsider art and music), nor a comprehensive history of the theory and practice of 

musique concrète and acousmatic sound. These topics have extensive bodies of writing behind 

them, which need not be reiterated here. For this reason, discussion has been limited to only 

those artists, artworks, and theorists that have been of direct influence to the compositions, 

theories of mental health, and practical methods produced through this research.11 Similarly, 

although the research is focused on developing methods of practice that are meaningful to me 

as a composer of musique concrète (as a contrast to Schaeffer’s, which removes meaning from 

the process of composing), the focus is on how these methods are connected to representing 

and understanding the lived experiences of mental illness. For this reason, this dissertation 

does not cover the scope of composers who have themselves investigated methods of practice, 

such as Trevor Wishart and Denis Smalley, as these methods are not interconnected with 

mental illness. 

There are also several ideas that underpin the research concerning the interaction 

between acousmatic sound, musique concrète, reduced listening, narrative, perception, and 

meaning-making; and several composer-researchers also addressing these ideas, who critique 

Schaeffer’s position on reduced listening, examining alternate ways of relating to acousmatic 

sound. However, once again, none address this from the perspective of representing lived 

experiences of mental illness through their practice, nor did their frameworks for 

understanding acousmatic composition influence the methods developed through this 

research (they are, in fact, quite different from my own).12 For this reason, an overview of 

these researchers is beyond the scope of this dissertation. My research does, however, rely on 

                                                
11 However, some further examples can be found within the bibliography. 
12 Examples include Suk Jun Kim’s PhD dissertation, “Listeners and Imagination: A 

Quaternary Framework for Electroacoustic Music Listening and Acousmatic Reasoning” (2008), 
which examines listener use of imagination in acousmatic experience with a focus on “sound 
images,” which contrasts to this research’s focus on the multiplicity of non-visual feelings and 
thoughts that can be evoked by the sound; “Acousmatic Approaches to Image and Space in Sound 
Art” (2015) by Peter Batchelor, which once again connects acousmatic experience and its “ephemeral 
narrative” to internal images; “Interpretation and Musical Signification in Acousmatic Listening” 
(2007) by Simon Atkinson, which examines the potential for a semiotic taxonomy of sound, which, 
somewhat like Schaeffer’s notion of reduced listening, would create an intersubjective language of 
sound from which to understand its meaning, thus removing the fluidity of meaning which comes to 
define the core of my own research; and James Andean’s paper, “Sound and Narrative: Acousmatic 
Composition as Artistic Research” (2014), which focuses on the notion of narrative in the 
composition of one of his own works, Déchirure (2013), although the definition of acousmatic 
narrative within his research is unclear, as is the narrative conveyed through the composition. 
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two presuppositions regarding these concerns (which are based upon my years of experience 

as a composer, rather than a theoretical foundation): one is that there can be a narrative 

quality to acousmatic sound, although this is not as explicit as with a narrative of written 

words, cannot be transmitted to an audience in a literal way, and is subject to a large margin 

of interpretation; the second is that this large margin of interpretation is what makes musique 

concrète ideal for examining perception in relation to mental illness and psychological distress, 

which in itself is slippery and ambiguous, just like acousmatic sound. These presuppositions 

influence the course of the research and are addressed throughout the practical 

experimentation, from a practice-based perspective as opposed to a theoretical one.  

While the notion of narrative is also a running thread throughout the research, this is 

not investigated from a narratological perspective, and the research does not aim to 

contribute to the field of narratology. The term narrative is used in a general sense, reflecting 

my understanding and experience of the concept of narrative within everyday life—where 

narrative is intertwined with the process of making meaning from lived experience. Narrative, 

in this sense, refers to the frameworks I place around my lived experiences of mental illness, 

and the stories I tell about it. These stories and frameworks then influence the compositional 

choices I make through the research, but may not be explicit to the audience members.  

The affective nature of the sound compositions in relation to affect theory is similarly 

beyond the scope of this research. While the resulting compositions undoubtedly have a 

profound affective impact, the research itself is focused on developing methods of practice 

that are meaningful to me as a composer. From this position, affect theory proved a diversion 

from the research’s focus on representation and understanding of lived experiences of mental 

illness, as it is more relevant to audience experience than my position as a composer.  

 Despite some crossover, this research can also be distinguished from the clinical 

practice of art therapy, which, based on my experience, is a branch of psychology that uses 

art practice as a tool within a therapeutic setting to improve patient symptoms. It may involve 

individual or group sessions with an art therapist, who ask the patient(s) to draw, paint, or use 

some other artistic medium to depict aspects of their experience. The creative output becomes 

a point of discussion between patient and therapist—a tool through which to achieve 

therapeutic aims. Within this context, the artistic product is secondary to the therapeutic 

goals. Within this research, however, the artistic products, and the development of artistic 

methods to produce them, is the primary aim. The research is not conducted under the 

supervision of an art therapist and sits outside of any formal process for the use of art within 

therapeutic contexts. The research is also not an examination of the therapeutic uses of music 

or sound, and I do not claim (nor aim) to create artwork that is therapeutic for an audience or 
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for myself. In summary, both the aims of this research (to create artwork for others about the 

lived experience of mental illness), and the processes used to do so (which are unique to this 

research) are not connected to or influenced by the practice of art therapy. I have, however, 

experienced therapeutic benefits from engaging in the research, which are discussed 

throughout the dissertation. These are a by-product of the research as opposed to its central 

feature. 

It is also important to note that although I am telling aspects of my story throughout 

this research, this is not the full story of my experiences of illness, mental or otherwise. My 

medical history is more complex than represented here, as is my experience of trauma, which 

is alluded to but not discussed in full for reasons of privacy. This means that the extent of 

what the reader can infer about the cause and effect of my mental illness is limited. The 

discussion of the Western mental health system is also based on navigating it from a patient 

perspective. This reflects how it is experienced as a patient, which may at times be contrary 

to how it is perceived and understood by a treating doctor. Where typically a doctor’s 

perspective (and by extension a scientific perspective) is considered more valid, through my 

experience I contend that the patient perspective, whether “correct” or not, influences treatment 

outcomes, and thus becomes imperative for treating doctors to understand. 

I would also like to note that in the cross-section of first-person madness narratives I 

encountered for this research, I noticed that such narratives were often written by people 

from families of reasonable wealth or privilege, meaning certain biases exist within the 

inferences that can be made from this research (no doubt reflecting the biases of the publishing 

industry and beyond). Although some of these books I read were by writers of colour, the 

majority were also written by Caucasian writers from Australia, America, Canada, or the 

United Kingdom. This reflects a common problem in mental health research, which is often 

centred on white experience to the detriment of people of colour.13 Within this research, I 

                                                
13 The following quote provides insight into the extent of this problem, which is valuable to 

reiterate here (From Narrative Medicine by Lewis Mehl-Madrona, MD, PhD published by Inner 
Traditions International and Bear & Company, ©2007. All rights reserved. 
http://www.Innertraditions.com  Reprinted with permission of publisher):  

 
As an example of psychiatry’s lack of focus on non-whites, a recent UCLA meta-
analysis of the best available studies on psychiatric drugs for depression, anxiety, 
schizophrenia, and bipolar disorder considered 9,327 patients, of whom none were 
Native American. Of 3,980 patients in antidepressant trials, only two were Hispanic. 
Of 2,865 schizophrenic patients, only three were Asian. Among 825 patients with 
bipolar disorder, none were Hispanic or Asian. Culture has long been known to have 
a profound effect on the development of what we call mental illness and upon how it 
is expressed. Americans of Mexican descent have twice the risk of disorders such as 
depression and anxiety and four times the risk of drug abuse, compared with recent 
immigrants from Mexico. Assimilation is associated with higher rates of psychiatric 
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speak from my own experience as a white Australian of combined colonial-settler and 

migrant14 background, who, despite disability, is also privileged enough to be engaged in 

postgraduate research. While this still represents a valid and necessary perspective in mental 

health research, it is important to note that more diverse voices also need to be heard. 

 

1.5 Background to the Research Methods 

This section introduces three key areas underpinning the approach toward musique 

concrète and acousmatic sound developed through this research. It begins with an 

introduction to mad activism and the first-person madness narrative, which served as initial 

inspiration for the research. It moves on to conceptual metaphor theory, imaginative 

rationality, and its philosophy of experientialism, which reflects the lens through which I view 

my lived experience in the research (as a contrast to phenomenology, which is the more 

typical philosophical backing for first-person studies, as well as the underpinning for theories 

of musique concrète). It then ends with a discussion of the aspects of psychology, therapy, and 

meditation practices that have influenced the insights and methods discovered through the 

research. These provide a framework for understanding the compositions described through 

the body of the dissertation, and the conclusions to which they lead. It also introduces the 

theorists, activists, therapeutic frameworks, and community of practitioners of major 

influence on the research, although further examples are also interwoven throughout 

subsequent chapters.  

 

1.5.1 Mad Activism and the First-Person Madness Narrative 

As early as 1620, when inmates from London’s Bethlehem Hospital “submitted [a 

petition] to Parliament in protest of their treatment,” patients of the mental health system have 

been advocating against the systems that (mis)treat them (Hornstein 2009, 202-203). Texts 

written by people with firsthand experience of mental illness have often been at the heart of 

this activism: 

 

                                                
diagnoses. Black and Hispanic patients are more than three times as likely to be 
diagnosed with schizophrenia than white patients, even though the rates of the 
disorder is the same in all groups in careful diagnostic studies. White women in the 
United States are three times as likely to commit suicide as black and Hispanic 
women, possibly related to the strength of social networks among black and Hispanic 
women. Maria Oquendo, a psychiatrist at Columbia University, points out that 
anorexia is astonishingly rare in nonindustrialized countries, reflecting the cultural 
underpinnings of what psychiatry assumes to be biological. (Mehl-Madrona 2007, 35)  

14 Second-generation Polish-Catholic, displaced by World War II, on my father’s side, and 
English/Irish colonial-settlers on my mother’s side. 
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At every point in the history of activism by psychiatric patients, key texts have 
served as inspiration. In the 1840s, John Perceval’s Narrative of the Treatment 
Experienced by a Gentleman, During a State of Mental Derangement [1838] 
provided evidence of brutality in the asylum system (even for “gentlemen”). 
Elizabeth Packard’s Insane Asylums Unveiled [1868] directly fostered legislation 
to protect the rights of institutionalized patients. Clifford Beers’s A Mind That 
Found Itself [1907] became the founding text of the National Committee for 
Mental Hygiene… Judi Chamberlin’s On Our Own: Patient-Controlled 
Alternatives to the Mental Health System, published in New York in 1978, quickly 
became the touchstone for contemporary activists. Patients have always 
recognised the power of these classic texts, passing them from generation to 
generation (often as contraband on locked wards). (Hornstein 2009, 204)15 
 

Such texts have also served as key inspiration for this research. While some had a 

direct influence on the compositions, others have served as more general inspiration for how 

to approach narrating my experiences through sound, as well as the development of its 

accompanying framing devices, and my approach to writing this dissertation. These 

narratives of influence come in many forms, ranging from abstract representations of the 

inner experience of madness to active discourse on mental health that spans beyond a writer’s 

own experience. Semi-autobiographical novels such Joanne Greenberg’s I Never Promised You 

a Rose Garden (1968), first published under the pen name of Hannah Green, and Sylvia Plath’s 

infamous novel The Bell Jar (1966), provide descriptive accounts of living through mental 

illness and institutionalisation, with the primary aim of recording and recounting the 

experiences as works of literature. The felt sense of narrative within my own compositions 

prior to this research (which led to my hypothesis that I could create a first-person madness 

narrative using abstract sound) underpinned my attraction to turning to literature as the 

main point of inspiration for this project. 

In contrast, Terrie M. Williams’ Black Pain: It Just Looks Like We’re Not Hurting (2008) 

and David Webb’s Thinking About Suicide: Contemplating and Comprehending the Urge to Die 

(2010), use first-person experience as a springboard for social discourse. In Black Pain, 

Williams combines discussion of her own experience of depression as a Black woman in 

America, with interviews and quotes from others, to illustrate the struggles specific to 

African-Americans in relation to the intergenerational trauma of forced slavery. She 

illustrates how the nuances of Black experience of depression are often overlooked or 

misunderstood by the mental health system, through its focus on depressive behaviours that do 

not match up with Black experience. Webb’s book draws upon his own firsthand experience 

of multiple suicide attempts to critique the field of suicidology, illustrating the contrast 

                                                
15 Reprinted by permission of SLL/Sterling Lord Literistic, Inc. Copyright by Taylor & 

Francis. 
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between his own lived experience of attempting suicide, and the way it has been 

conceptualised by the mental health field. The Bipolar Advantage: A Guide for Patients and 

Families to Find Effective Treatment and Success with Bipolar Disorder and Depression (2010) by 

Tom Wootton also critiques the mental health field, but in this case for its negative prognosis 

for bipolar disorder, and the approach to its management. Wootton combines his skills within 

corporate management, and his lived experience of bipolar I disorder, to develop a program to 

help others with the same diagnosis. This is focused on heightening self-awareness of symptoms, 

and their need for management with medication, while at the same time emphasising the 

positive aspects of the bipolar brain, illustrating how to use them to one’s advantage. This 

research also draws upon my own lived experiences as a springboard for social discourse, 

focusing on the intersection between lived experiences of mental illness and the impact of 

insidious forms of abuse,16 their connection to broader systems of oppression, and the way 

their negative impact can be reinforced through the mental health system.  

Books such as The Man of Jasmine (1971) by renowned German surrealist artist Unica 

Zürn and The Diary of Vaslav Nijinsky (1953) by renowned Polish-Russian choreographer 

Vaslav Nijinsky, present more abstract approaches to the first-person madness narrative. Each 

place the reader inside the experiences of hallucination, psychosis, mania, and disordered thought. 

Nijinsky’s book is the diary he kept as his mind descended into madness, reflecting the way his 

patterns of thought began to change during this time. Zürn’s book narrates her experiences 

as they occurred in her mind during periods of mania, depression, and hospitalisation from a 

third-person perspective. This style creates a high level of ambiguity regarding what was real 

or imagined, and what was illness or not. This ambiguity, abstraction, and experiential insight 

provides a strong felt sense of what mental illness is like from the inside. This is more in line 

with my thinking behind creating a first-person madness narrative using abstract sound, to 

reflect the abstraction and ambiguity that are central to lived experiences of madness.  

This research is also situated amongst the cohort of academics and researchers across 

various disciplines who draw upon their own lived experiences of mental illness to enhance 

their research. For example, Kay Redfield Jamison is a professor of psychiatry at the John 

Hopkins University School of Medicine who uses her firsthand experience with bipolar I 

disorder to augment her research into mood disorders. PhebeAnn Wolframe of McMaster 

University completed a PhD within the Department of English and Cultural Studies, in which 

                                                
16 By insidious abuse, I am referring to emotional, psychological, and/or verbal abuses, 

which operate on an insidious level and can be difficult to identify as abuse, yet have a profound and 
damaging effect on the person it is directed toward. This will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 
Five.  
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she argues that literary studies “would benefit from mad perspectives” (Wolframe 2014, iii). 

Eleanor Longden is a research psychologist at the University of Leeds and author of the first-

person madness narrative, Learning from the Voices in my Head (2013), who draws on her own 

experience with, and recovery from, schizophrenia without medication, to reconceptualise the 

way it is managed and treated. Jacqueline Linder, whose dissertation, “The Psychospiritual 

Impact of Childhood Sexual Abuse (CSA) on Women Who Experience CSA as Soul Loss” 

(2014), draws upon her own lived experience of CSA to develop an experiential understanding 

of its impact through intuitive inquiry. Shayda Kafai, faculty member in Gender, Ethnic, and 

Multicultural Studies at California State Polytechnic University draws upon her own 

experiences of bipolar disorder and psychiatric disability within her research in cultural and 

disability studies. Her essay, “The Mad Border Body: A Political In-Betweeness” (2013), 

proposes the notion of the “mad border body,” a concept that suggests sanity and madness are 

not oppositional binaries, but that a person can inhabit both experiences concurrently—an 

idea that also underpins this research.  

While the specific notion of a first-person madness narrative constructed from abstract 

sound, as understood through this lens of mad activism and musique concrète, is uncommon 

and unique to this research, in designing this project I have also drawn influence from several 

sound practitioners who approach their work through the lens of lived experiences or 

activism. Such artists include Greek-American avant-garde composer and performance artist 

Diamanda Galás, contemporary North American composer of experimental opera and 

theatrical works Robert Ashley, and British singer-songwriter Scott Walker. 

“[H]ailed as one of the most important singers of our time” (Diamanda Galás, 2009), 

Diamanda Galás is a trained opera singer with a striking three-and-a-half octave range voice 

that “produces a very visceral, primal, yet almost healing experience—as though poisons are 

being forced out.” Her work has been described as “an emotional bedrock which is intense, 

political and poetic” (Juno 1991, 10). Many of her compositions function as a tool of activism, 

or revolt against destructive social forces, and the impact of illness. Themes include the 

HIV/AIDS epidemic (which led to the death of her own brother), dementia, clinical depression, 

arrest, torture, and the Armenian genocides (7-22). She uses her powerful voice to perform 

terrifying and cathartic utterances that provide a “liberation from the self, thus extroverting 

the insanity” (Galás quoted in Juno 1991, 8). Galás has herself spent time within a mental 

institution, and draws upon her experience to offer a joint catharsis between herself and her 

audiences, at times performing in “lock-up wards and schizo wards” (10). As she states: “If 

you’ve ever been institutionalised (and I have), then you know what a descent into hell is. And 
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if you can come out of it alive, then you are so much the stronger” (19). Her work shares this 

strength with her audiences. 

Robert Ashley also draws upon his own lived experience with psychiatric diagnosis and 

trauma—although, the trauma of others rather than his own. The first piece on his album 

Automatic Writing (1979), titled with the same name, was informed by Ashley’s experience of 

a mild form of Tourette’s syndrome, which he refers to as involuntary speech. The processes 

used to create this work involved an exploration of how involuntary speech could become a 

basis for an experimental opera (Ashley 1996). This involved recording his own speech and 

layering it with other instruments, where the instruments became metaphors for four voices 

engaged in involuntary speech. The second track on this album, “Purposeful Lady Slow 

Afternoon” (1968), is part of a larger opera that responded to the “dark coincidence” of three 

of his close female friends, each unrelated to the next, all dying from suicide within a close 

timeframe. The process of creating this work was one of attempting to understand the reason 

behind their suicides (Ashley 1996). In it, a woman describes a violent sexual encounter in a 

detached, indifferent voice. Each sentence begins with “I remember…,” an automatic writing 

technique that has also been used within psychiatric hospitals to assist patients to get in touch 

with the traumas they may have repressed (Hustvedt 2010, 62).17 A similar use of creative 

practice to understand trauma is a key motivator behind this research. Although, in the case 

of this research, the focus is on understanding my own lived experiences, not those of others. 

This is in keeping with the philosophy of mad activism, which promotes the importance of 

self-advocacy, and speaking through one’s own experiences, not speaking for, or making 

assumptions about, others.  

The later work of Scott Walker was also a key influence on this project, in the 

interconnection between sound, metaphor, narrative, psychological experience, and 

emotional intensity present in his 2006 album The Drift. Walker began his musical career as 

a pop star in famed pop group the Walker Brothers, but went on to produce increasingly 

abstract solo work. This culminates within this album (further exemplified through his 

following album Bish Bosch (2012)), which led Michael Morris, co-director of Artangel, to say: 

 

He is a poet and composer of the unconscious, and if one wants to look for logic 
in his work, it would be more, in a sense, the logic of a dream world. There is 
no one else doing what he’s doing. And I think the feeling that you get when 
you listen to Scott Walker’s current work hasn’t quite got a name yet. I’m very 
comfortable with that, I don’t want to give it a name. It’s a feeling. (Morris 
quoted in Kijak 2006) 

                                                
17 I am unsure, however, whether Ashley was aware of this while composing this work. It is 

not mentioned in the program notes for the album. 
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 The Drift is a powerful, dark, and unique work, combining abstract textural sounds 

with song forms that appear to take their structural influence from cinema alongside pop 

music. Many songs on The Drift explore political horrors from past or present, but despite 

these impersonal themes, Walker suggests his work still reflects something of himself:  

 

You shouldn’t take the songs too literally. Often, I’ll take a political idea, or an 
idea that we all know, and that’s a springboard to another place, to another 
sort of world... So, in the end, it almost comes down to a personal message of 
a self... I mean ultimately your work is yourself. (Walker quoted in Kijak 2006)  
 

Walker also describes the intensity of his own psychological experience as an influence 

on his work: “I have a very nightmarish imagination, I mean I’ve had very bad dreams all my 

life” (Walker quoted in Kijak 2006). This intensity is translated to his work through bold 

sonic gestures with vast dynamic shifts between loud and quiet; full and empty. He combines 

the cinematic devices of suspense and drama with sounds that function as metaphors for 

narrative or emotions (a technique that will be discussed further in Chapter Four), alongside 

haunting lyrics. These works feel like psychological narratives of the subconscious with a 

nightmarish, emotional intensity. A similar use of sound as metaphor in its connection to 

narrative underpins my own research. However, where Walker (as well as Ashley and Galás) 

uses lyrics and voice as central to conveying the themes behind their work, my own research 

moves further into sonic and vocal abstraction, where experiential encounters with sound 

become part of a process of thinking through sound as metaphor. This process draws upon a 

key concept from conceptual metaphor theory—“imaginative rationality”—and its associated 

philosophy of experientialism, as described in the following section. 

 

1.5.2 Conceptual Metaphor Theory, Imaginative Rationality, and Experientialism 

Conceptual metaphor theory was proposed by cognitive linguist George Lakoff and 

philosopher Mark Johnson in their book Metaphors We Live By (2003), with the first edition 

published in 1980. In this book, they argue that metaphor is not just a tool of poetic 

imagination but is inherent to the way all humans think, reason, and understand. Based on a 

linguistic analysis of the English language, they argue that no abstract concept can be 

understood without the use of metaphor. They illustrate how language itself draws 

connections between abstract concepts, and the concrete experience of existing in, and 

negotiating the world through, a human body. It is the interaction between this body and the 

external world that underpins the construction of language, which is grounded in forming 
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metaphors between the physical and the abstract. At the core of this theory is the notion of 

“imaginative rationality,” a process of metaphoric thought that “permits an understanding of 

one kind of experience in terms of another” (Lakoff & Johnson 2003, 235). Imaginative 

rationality is central to the methods developed throughout this research, where an 

understanding of the lived experiences of mental illness is reached through the experience of 

acousmatic sound, and an understanding of my work with acousmatic sound is understood 

through my lived experiences of mental illness. In this context, sound acts as a metaphor for 

the lived experience of mental illness, through which sound permits an understanding of those 

experiences. The term metaphor can be understood in its most basic and non-word reliant 

form, as “a thing regarded as representative or symbolic of something else” (Oxford English 

Dictionary 2018)—where sound is the “thing” that becomes representative of concepts related 

to the lived experience of mental illness, the pathway to representing and understanding these 

experiences through compositional practices. 

Conceptual metaphor theory also provides the foundation for experientialism, a 

branch of philosophy proposed by Lakoff and Johnson that rejects the notions of objectivism 

and subjectivism at the heart of most Western philosophy and science—including that of 

phenomenology upon which Schaeffer’s theories of acousmatic sound and musique concrète 

are based. Like objectivism, experientialism acknowledges that there is a real world that is 

external to human experience that is stable and observable by all. Unlike objectivism, 

however, it also acknowledges that knowledge about the stable and observable environment 

can only be understood by humans through their embodied experience of the world, and the 

conceptual systems they form around it, which renders all objectivity subject to distortion. 

Experientialism argues that: 

 
[b]eing objective is always relative to a conceptual system and a set of cultural 
values. Reasonable objectivity may be impossible when there are conflicting 
cultural values, and it is important to be able to admit this and to recognise 
when it occurs. (Lakoff & Johnson 2003, 227)  

 

Thus, experientialism further argues that, in embracing this philosophy, science would 

become more responsible, resulting in “a more reasonable assessment of what scientific 

knowledge is and what its limitations are” (Lakoff & Johnson 2003, 227). It acknowledges 

that there may be multiple perspectives to a situation that differ, but that each may be equally 

true—a position this research also takes toward psychiatry and understandings of mental 

illness that exist outside of it. 
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Similarly (and in contrast to subjectivism), within experientialism, all knowledge 

about the self cannot be understood in separation from external influences on the self, such 

as culture and environment. Where “understanding emerges from interaction, from constant 

negotiation with the environment and other people” (Lakoff & Johnson 2003, 230), 

subjectivity cannot be considered entirely subjective. The approach taken to speaking 

through experience within this dissertation reflects this experientialist perspective, where my 

own “subjective” experience is understood through environmental influences that surround 

me and inform my perspectives. Where experientialism presents itself not as a fact but as a 

thought experiment in imagining the world without the binaries of subjectivism and 

objectivism, through this research I also imagine how mental illness might be conceived 

without these divides. These imaginings occur through a negotiation with sound art practice, 

using imaginative rationality to observe my experiences of mental illness through sound, and 

the frameworks I place around it. 

 

 1.5.3 Psychology, Therapeutic Practices, and Meditation 

The methods for composing and analysing works of musique concrète developed 

through this research are also influenced by the frameworks of psychology and 

psychotherapeutic practices, as well as my personal meditation practices—all of which also 

shape my lived experience of mental illness. These stem from my years of mainstream mental 

health treatment (which began at age seventeen—I am now thirty-eight), which has involved a 

combination of individual psychotherapy, medications, and skills-based group therapy sessions, 

as well as a range of alternative treatments. The mainstream therapies have included insight-

oriented psychodynamic therapy, cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), mindfulness-based 

cognitive therapy (MBCT), dialectical behaviour therapy (DBT), acceptance and commitment 

therapy (ACT), eye-movement desensitisation and reprograming (EMDR), and humanistic 

and support therapies, as well as less formally structured skills-based group therapies—all of 

which influence the methods formed, and insights gained, through this research. Many of 

these Western psychological frameworks have adapted aspects of Buddhist meditation 

practices for psychotherapeutic purposes, which, within this Western perspective, is focused 

on the notion of mindfulness meditation.18 This involves learning to focus on and mindfully 

observe aspects of both internal and external experience, such as sounds, thoughts, physical 

sensations, breath, or emotions, without attempts to control it. In engaging with these 

                                                
18 For a critique of the cultural appropriation present within Western interpretations of 

these practices, please see: “White Privilege and the Mindfulness Movement” (2015) by Edward Ng 
and Ron Purser. 
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therapies, and their associated meditation practices, I have developed a deep, experiential 

understanding of their psychological foundations, and the implications of their practical 

application in the context of my own mental health treatment. They have also given me an 

ability to observe and analyse my emotions, thoughts, and experiences with a degree of 

analytical detachment. This ability underpins the compositional practices developed through 

the research, where analyses of compositions are based not in music or art theory so much as 

my lived experiences and understanding of psychology through therapy, from a patient 

perspective. 

This ability is also enhanced by my practice of Transcendental Meditation (TM), 

which has involved twice daily sessions throughout most of the eight-year research period. 

This form of meditation involves repeating a mantra in the mind while sitting quietly for 

twenty-minutes, taught over three days by a teacher trained in this method. This mantra has 

no meaning to the meditator, becoming a pattern of repeating internal sound that fills the 

mind while meditating. During their lessons, the student is taught to bring a sense of 

effortlessness to the practice, observing the mantra within the mind without attempting to 

control it, or the inevitable flow of thoughts that come and go around it. This practice has 

also heightened my awareness of the “sound” of the inner mind—the way some thoughts are 

“heard” while others are seen or sensed—giving me an experiential insight into the nature of 

my own thought processes, which has then influenced my approach to thinking through 

sound for this research. In the final years of my research, I also engaged in regular sessions 

of sensory deprivation within a floatation tank, which promotes a similar meditative 

awareness of perceptual experience. It is through these meditative techniques that I can 

observe the internal processes that occur while composing, and within my lived experiences 

of mental illness, which is integral to the research methods. 

The final chapter of the dissertation also provides a retrospective reflection on the 

methods developed through the research, drawing an alignment with the branch of 

psychology known as experiential therapy, and its practice of experiential listening. 

Experiential therapy encompasses a wide range of therapeutic techniques (such as Gestalt 

therapy, psychodrama, and art therapies) in which experiencing is a key feature of its practice. 

Within such therapy, there is less focus on the use of any one specific technique, or common 

theory of human behaviour or psyche (as is the case with other forms of therapy, such as 

psychodynamic or behavioural therapies), with a preference for the constant adaptation of 

techniques to respond to the immediacy of patient experience, and their felt senses: 

“Experiential psychotherapy works with immediate concreteness. One’s sense of immediate 

experiencing is not emotion, words, muscle movements, but a direct feel of the complexity of 
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situations and difficulties” (Gendlin 1973, 317). It emphasises potential over pathology 

(Najavits 2000, 235), and seeks to remove the divide between body and mind present within 

many therapeutic techniques (Gendlin 1973, 329-330). Within experiential therapy, 

experiential listening aims to connect the patient to the emotions and “the physically felt sense 

of complexity” (Gendlin 1973, 329-330) of what they are experiencing through their dialogue 

with their therapist, uncovering that which the patient may not be able to articulate through 

words alone. A similar approach underpins the dialogue I establish between myself and sound 

while composing for this research, through which I aim to discover and articulate the felt 

sense of my experiences of mental illness through sound art practice. This process of 

experiential listening, and its connection to my compositional practice, will be discussed in 

detail in Chapter Seven, as a conclusion to the research. 

The influence of psychotherapeutic processes on art practice can also be seen within 

the work of renowned French-American sculptor and installation artist Louise Bourgeois, 

whose work has influenced the design of this research: 

 
Bourgeois would turn to psychoanalysis after the death of her father in 1951, 
just as she had turned to art after the death of her mother in 1932, and 
following the second of these traumatic losses, her twin projects would become 
so thoroughly fused in her artistic practise that it is impossible to say where 
one ends and the other begins. (Larratt-Smith 2012b, 10) 
 

Much of Bourgeois’s work reflects an interaction between trauma, emotion, narrative, and 

fragmentation of memory, containing a sense that, through her artistic practice, she sought 

to understand a traumatic past that existed on the edges of her unconscious—an aim that also 

underpins psychoanalysis. These “concepts and practices of the verbal-visual… the ‘literal’, 

the ‘metaphor’, the ‘self-portrait’ and the ‘narrative’ are well trodden shared terrain of 

psychoanalysis and Bourgeois’ art” (Mitchell 2016, 17).19 Her series of sculptural 

environments known as Cells (which were developed over the final two decades of her life) 

illustrate the prevalence of these themes in her practice. The series began with Cells I-VI, 

which were first exhibited in 1991 at Carnegie International in Pittsburgh. These six mixed 

media cells functioned as caged sites of traumatic memory, which hint at a larger but not fully 

known narrative of childhood trauma, one that begs to be rediscovered and understood. They 

combine sculpted and found objects, including old perfume bottles, doors, tapware, tapestry, 

metal bedframes, chairs, and cast limbs. In Cell I the phrase “I need my memories. They are 

my documents” is embroidered across the covering of an old metal framed bed, reflecting the 

                                                
19 Such themes also permeate this research project, however here I replace the visual with 

the aural. 
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importance of memory in the therapeutic process, particularly childhood memories—a 

concern also mirrored in psychoanalysis.  Cell II consists of six old doors framing a table with 

a mirrored surface topped with old, empty perfume bottles and cast hands. In combining these 

bodily and olfactory aspects of memory, these objects also reflect the sensorial space where 

the symptoms of trauma and neurotic illness often present. The viewer cannot enter the space, 

but only peer through a crack between two of the doors—this reflects a similar feeling to 

peering into old memories within psychoanalytic therapy, where a deeper understanding of 

the self can only be formed through the fragments of memory that can be difficult to access, 

or appear only in parts. The relationship between the objects in each cell carries a sense of 

narrative suggestion, which is further emphasised through the relationship between the six 

cells in the exhibition space, which are: “closely linked to one another so that each one, 

although autonomous, is merely one chapter of a fuller story” (Bernadac 2007, 135). This is a 

story of pain, where each cell “represent[s] different kinds of pain: the physical, the emotional 

and the psychological, and the mental and intellectual” (Bourgeois quoted in Bernadac 2007, 

133)—the combination of pains that also often lead one to therapy, and are examined through 

the psychoanalytic process. 

 A critique of psychoanalysis also emerges in Bourgeois’s follow up cells, with Cell 

(Arch of Hysteria) (1993) subverting the gendered nature of its key diagnosis of hysteria. This 

cell is surrounded by large metal doors and contains a bed with a covering embroidered with 

the phrase “je t’aime” (the French phrase for “I love you”), repeated. Atop is the arched figure 

of a headless, armless man, a position typically associated with the hysterical woman. As 

Bourgeois states: “the hysteric is not a woman as thought in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century, but a man, because men are hysterical too” (Bourgeois quoted in Bernadac 

2007, 142). Next to this bed is an old saw—the physical, hysterical body perched in danger of 

its cuts—a damning comment on the experience of love in its connection to trauma, violence, 

and suffering. The influence of psychoanalytic theory is also carried through to Cell (Eyes and 

Mirrors) (1993), which was exhibited alongside Cell (Arch of Hysteria) when first shown at the 

Venice Biennale in 1993. Bourgeois’s use of mirrors in this cell references the myth of 

Narcissus, which she “diverts… to her own ends: it is impossible to decide if her Narcissus 

drowned himself because he was infatuated with his own beauty or because he could not 

accept his own image” (Bernadac 2007, 144-145). Such artworks, alongside a series of journal 

entries from her time in psychoanalysis (which were published after her death in 2010), reflect 

how Bourgeois’s “art would inform her psychoanalysis, just as her psychoanalysis would 

transform her art” (Larratt-Smith 2012a, 10).  
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Since 2013, I have also been attending weekly (sometimes twice-weekly) sessions with 

a psychiatrist for insight-oriented psychodynamic-informed20 therapy, which has worked in 

synergy with my artistic practice and the insights formed throughout this research. This is 

most evident in the creation of the thirty-four-minute composition Love Songs, where the 

methods for composing the work, and the creation of its accompanying book, draw upon my 

own process of psychodynamic therapy, and critique some of its underlying principles. Like 

the process of therapy, the process of composing was one of shaping meaning from my 

experience of mental illness, transforming the dense, experiential mass of indecipherable fear 

into an experience with meaning. Just as Bourgeois has stated that “the subject of pain is the 

business I am in. To give meaning and shape to frustration and suffering” (Bourgeois quoted 

in Dick 2009), so too does this research. However, where Bourgeois used visual and sculptural 

forms, this research is concerned with the invisible, physical, and psychological impact of 

acousmatic sound.  
 

1.6 Approach to the Dissertation 

This dissertation provides insight into the experience of living mental illness and how 

it has influenced the practical outcomes of the research. In its writing, I focus on speaking 

through experience—both experiencing mental illness, and the experience of composing and 

analysing sound compositions. Each chapter describes the methods behind each 

compositional outcome, or analyses these outcomes in relation to my lived experiences of 

mental illness, and the theories around it. The dissertation highlights key experiences that 

underpin mental illness when examined from the inside, such as perceptual shifts, and the 

connections between symptoms of mental illness and the impact of insidious forms of abuse. The 

dissertation focuses on illuminating the content of psychological experience, and the 

interconnected aspects of knowledge that inform it (considering subjective experience as not 

wholly subjective but as informed by an interaction between an individual, their culture, and 

environment) through the process of composing works of musique concrète. In this way, 

alongside the compositions, the dissertation itself becomes a first-person madness narrative 

that reflects the experientialist perspective by illustrating the cultural, social, and experiential 

factors that shape my understanding of mental illness, as well as my sound art practice. For 

                                                
20 Psychodynamic therapy is a “psychiatric technique aimed at revealing the unconscious 

content of a client’s psyche in an effort to alleviate psychic tension” (Walsh 2012, 180). It is an 
extension from psychoanalysis with a focus on examining relationship dynamics. I say 
psychodynamic-informed therapy here because my own recent therapy has not been strictly 
psychodynamic, and has also incorporated support therapy. However, it has drawn upon many 
psychodynamic principles. 
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this reason, it will continually shift between discussions of my sound art practice, and my 

lived experiences of mental illness and trauma that inform the research outcomes. It also 

includes a reflection on how the compositional approaches have shifted my experience and 

understanding of mental illness, and my approach to its management throughout the research 

period. 
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Chapter 2 

 
A Shut in Place: Experiments in Sound as Metaphor 

 

 

When I was the most seriously ill [with catatonic depression], I lived through 
experiences I called “lived metaphors.” That was my private term. Let me try 
to explain. I’d have an experience that wasn’t hallucinatory exactly but was so 
real that I could not disentangle myself from it. I was living in a metaphor. 
 

- James Melton (quoted in Hornstein 2009, 210)21 
 

 

2.0 Introduction: A Shut in Place 

  A Shut in Place (2012) is an eight minute and twenty-three second electroacoustic 

composition that I composed in collaboration with extended cellist, Anthea Caddy. It was the 

first experiment in methods engaged with for this research, where explicit metaphors were 

used as the primary compositional tool. These metaphors formed connections between the 

first-person madness narrative I Never Promised You a Rose Garden (1968) by Joanne 

Greenberg, and techniques of sound composition. This compositional approach grew from 

my idea of performing a literary analysis through sound, where I sought to observe how 

basing a composition on a text might alter my understanding of that text. I devised this 

experiment to explore how the theoretical and practical components of the research might 

intersect, and how analytical research might be performed through the practice. This chapter 

provides an overview of the book, a description of the methods used to compose A Shut in 

Place, including the metaphors upon which it was based, and an analysis of the compositional 

outcomes. It ends with a discussion of how this process altered my understanding of mental 

illness and therapeutic processes, as well as my approach to my compositional practice. This 

discussion illustrates a process of thinking through sound, which, from this point onward, 

became the fundamental method of this research—the foundation for creating my own first-

person madness narrative using sound. 

 

 

 

                                                
21 Reprinted by permission of SLL/Sterling Lord Literistic, Inc. Copyright by Taylor & 

Francis. 
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2.1 I Never Promised You a Rose Garden 

I Never Promised You a Rose Garden (Greenberg 1968) tells the fictionalised story of 

Deborah Blau, a sixteen-year-old American-Jewish girl taken by her parents to live within a 

psychiatric institution for the treatment of schizophrenia. Since childhood, she had been 

constructing an internal reality that provided an escape from the cruelty of anti-Semitism, 

misogyny, unspoken family tensions, and bullying that plagued her external world. Known 

as the Kingdom of Yr, this place was inhabited by several beings—the Censor, Lactamaeon, 

Idat, Anterrabae (to name a few)—and had its own system of language (Yri) based on complex 

metaphors. At first this world provided comfort, a private space that no one else knew of, 

where Deborah was free to be herself and understand experience in unique and poetic ways. 

However, over time it had become punitive and tormenting; a profound, internal reflection of 

the fear and hatred that was inflicted upon her from the outside world.  

Taking the advice of their family physician, Deborah’s parents committed her to live 

within a psychiatric facility with the hope it would ease her mental illness and suffering. She 

undertook three years of treatment before her recovery and release. This treatment was centred 

on psychotherapy with Dr Fried, a famous psychoanalyst who gained a gradual and profound 

trust from Deborah. Their connection was instrumental in her recovery. The book illustrates 

the perspectives of Deborah, Dr Fried, and Deborah’s family members as she goes through 

treatment—all told from a third-person perspective of narrator. It reflects a high level of 

insight into the complex interactions between mental illness, emotional dysfunction, social 

experience, relationship dynamics, and the process of recovery through psychotherapy. 

Written in the style of a novel, I Never Promised You a Rose Garden is in fact a semi-

fictionalised account of the author’s own long-term stay (from 1948-51) at Chestnut Lodge, 

a private psychiatric facility located in Rockville, Maryland in the United States. Here, she 

was treated by the most esteemed doctor on staff, psychoanalyst Dr Frieda Fromm-

Reichmann, who was “legendary for her ability to gain the trust of even the most disturbed 

patient” (Hornstein 2000, loc. 110). Fromm-Reichmann rejected Freud’s assertion that 

psychotics lacked the necessary insight to make gains in psychotherapy (an idea still prevalent 

today), dedicating her psychoanalytic practice to the treatment of patients with schizophrenia. 

Greenberg’s case remains a famous point of contention within psychiatry. Her full recovery 

(Greenberg left hospital, gained a degree, married, had children, and managed a successful 

career as a writer, as well as maintained several jobs) without electroshock therapy, insulin 

comas, or lifelong medication challenges the notion that schizophrenia is a brain disease with a 

poor prognosis that must be treated with biological (as opposed to, or in conjunction with, 

psychosocial) intervention. While some use Greenberg’s story to argue against the prevalent 
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medical narrative of schizophrenia, others insist her recovery suggests the diagnosis itself must 

have been incorrect. This conflict illustrates a core issue within mental health diagnosis and 

treatment: that it can be unreliable, inaccurate, and that there is no foolproof or one-size-fits-

all approach to its understanding and management. 

 

2.2 Literary Analysis Through Practice 

I Never Promised You a Rose Garden was one of the early first-person madness narratives 

I read for this research,22 and it remained the one that left the most profound and lasting 

impression. At this point in the research, I was reviewing the field of first-person madness 

narratives in literature to get a sense of what had been written before. I did not have a clear 

picture of what narrative of my own experience I would convey through my compositions, 

nor an idea of how I would translate it to sound. I was searching for possibilities. Greenberg’s 

use of metaphors to understand her experiences became a key inspiration for this first 

compositional experiment, in the way that she was not just telling the facts of her experience 

(as is the case with many other madness narratives), but imbuing the text with feelings and 

meanings beyond what could be written on a page. The book provided a sense of her 

experience without having to know the full extent of it. This sense seemed to hold something 

of the essence of her mental illness—something not quite knowable in the language of words, 

but sensed, felt, heard, and experienced. This led me to question what lay beyond the pages? 

What could be felt but not said? Could I articulate this through sound? 

Based on these questions, A Shut in Place was created with the idea in mind of 

performing a literary analysis through practice, where the medium of sound was used to 

analyse and understand aspects of the text, free from the language of words. The 

compositional investigation was driven by the questions of how might the text be better, or 

differently, understood through sound? How might my understanding and my felt 

experiences around the text be represented through sound? And how might connections be 

formed between the sound and the narrative within the text? The compositional approach 

was also influenced by an observation that, while reading the text, I was processing and 

understanding the events through the filter of my own lived experience. On one level, I was 

reading as an analytical observer, gaining insight into the protagonist’s experiences. On 

another level, that insight was based on finding commonalities in our stories and using 

Greenberg’s insights into her experiences to understand my own. This observation underpins 

                                                
22 See Appendix E for a complete list of these first-person madness narratives. 
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the methods used to work with the text while composing, which will be discussed in section 

2.3.  

 A similar contemplative approach to translating a first-person madness narrative to 

another medium can be observed in the film Shock Head Soul (2011), directed by British 

filmmaker Simon Pummell. This film is based on the first-person madness narrative Memoirs 

of My Nervous Illness (1903) by Daniel Paul Schreber. Schreber was a well-respected lawyer 

and one of the youngest men to be appointed as a high court judge in Dresden, Germany, in 

the late nineteenth century. Soon after, he began experiencing severe anxiety, delusions, and 

hallucinations, which led to years of repeated admissions to psychiatric facilities for treatment, 

over which time he wrote an extensive memoir detailing these experiences. His writing 

reflects a rational, intelligent man attempting to make sense of the irrational experience of 

madness—bringing into question the idea that one loses their sense of reason when mad.  

 While Shock Head Soul is based on this memoir, it does not seek only to dramatise its 

events but to reflect upon their meaning, placing them within a narrative of Schreber’s early 

childhood trauma. It navigates a grey area between documentary filmmaking and narrative 

dramatisation, combining fictional recreations of Schreber’s experience, and interviews with 

present day mental health professionals to attempt to understand his experiences. The 

interviewees and characters of Schreber’s story are placed within the same visual space; the 

interviewees are dressed in period costumes and seated within the nineteenth century court 

room where much of the narrative itself takes place. Blurring the boundaries between 

narrative and fiction, and placing these narrative events alongside modern day explanations 

of them, creates a sense that the director is seeking to understand the experience of madness 

through the process of filmmaking. In a similar way, when creating A Shut in Place I was not 

attempting to represent Deborah’s experience through the sound, but to contemplate her 

experience, and to consider how it connected to (and diverged from) my own—hence my 

positioning of this work as a literary analysis performed through sound, one that could help 

me find a deeper understanding of the relationship between experiences of madness and 

approaches to sound composition. 

 

2.3 Metaphor as a Compositional Tool 

 
 

The essence of metaphor is understanding and experiencing one kind of thing 
in terms of another.  
 

- George Lakoff & Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (2003, 5) 
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 In I Never Promised You a Rose Garden, Deborah’s language, Yri, was based on 

metaphors, the way she thought was imbued with metaphor, and the symptoms of her mental 

illness were often conveyed as emotions translated into visions. These visions reflected a 

metaphorical understanding of suppressed emotion, experienced through sense perception. 

In the afterword of the 2009 edition of the book, Greenberg also noted that metaphors have 

continued to be part of the unique way through which she understands the world, even since 

her illness has subsided. Metaphor was also the way through which, prior to this research, I 

would connect aspects of my own lived experiences to my sound art practice, although this 

was not something I had considered in depth before this point. The research became a way to 

deepen my understanding of metaphor in relation to my sound practice, to work with 

metaphor in a more direct way, and to extend upon its use within my compositional methods. 

It also made intuitive sense that metaphor could be a way of forming connections between 

lived experience of mental illness and sound art practice, by attaching meaning to abstract 

sound.  

My approach to composing A Shut in Place was to explore Deborah’s experiences (as 

well as my own) through sound. Metaphor was the primary compositional tool, where sounds 

and methods for working with those sounds became metaphors for key ideas I extracted from 

I Never Promised You a Rose Garden. Some were general, overarching themes that influenced 

my overall approach to the composition, while others drew more direct connections between 

narrative elements, and specific sounds or compositional gestures. The key metaphor was 

drawn from the way Deborah’s psychological reality reflected an interweaving of real events 

and imagination. Her mind seemed to distort real-world experience through several 

emotional, psychological, and imaginative factors, which then shaped her perceptual 

experience. My own way of working with the sampler involves capturing short snippets of 

real-world sounds, then shaping and manipulating those sounds through various processes 

within the sampler. The correlation between this theme in the book and this sound process 

inspired the metaphorical basis for this composition—that the sampling and distortion of real-

world sounds would represent the mind’s distortion of the world that can occur within the 

experience of mental illness (a theme I return to in subsequent works). 

I then chose a specific scene from the book to hold in mind while composing, alongside 

memories it surfaced within me. These both held similar key themes: confinement, isolation, 

disconnection, fear, emotional suppression, and loss of free will. The scene from the book is 

one in which Deborah is wrapped in a cold-sheet pack by the nurses after an outburst on the 

ward, a treatment once used in psychiatric hospitals to calm disturbed patients through exposure 
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to extreme temperature and hours of physical restraint, tied to a bed. My own memory was 

one where I was emotionally trapped by constant psychological warfare from a partner. While 

there were no physical restraints, the results were as if there had been—I was restrained in a 

bed by incessant control and psychological abuse strategies. My own memory influenced the 

way I worked with the sound in my reflection on the text. An excerpt from this scene from I 

Never Promised You a Rose Garden is provided below, in parallel to a description of my own 

memory, to reflect the parallel experiences that were influencing the composition: 

 
‘Do you know what a cold-sheet pack is? I’m going 
to have one set up for you. It’s kind of 
uncomfortable at first, but when you’re in it 
awhile, it may calm you down. It doesn’t hurt – 
don’t worry.’ 

 
Watch out for those words ... They are the same 
words. What comes after those words is deceit, 
and ... The stroke from the tumour made her 
writhe on the floor. A bursting vein of terror 
released itself and then there was the darkness, 
even beyond the power of Yr. 
 
The consciousness that came after a time was 
blunt. She became aware that she was lying on a 
bed with an icy wet sheet stretched under her bare 
body. Another was thrown over her and it was also 
pulled tight. Then she found herself being rolled 
back and forth between the sheets while others 
were wound around her body. Then came the 
restraints, tightening, forcing her breath out, and 
pushing her deep into the bed. She did not stay for 
the completion of whatever was being done. 
(Greenberg 1968, 53) 

I would lie awake at night 
next to him in silence, 
fantasising about my own 
death. These were the only 
moments I felt joy; this was 
my only escape. Without 
this joy, I could not have 
survived. Each day I was 
subjected to his 
punishment and rules: I 
was not to sleep in my own 
room, not to get home after 
dark (for my “own safety”), 
not to spend time with 
friends if he hadn’t 
approved, not to spend 
time on my own if he 
wanted company, not to 
make art if he were 
watching TV (I was to 
always watch with him), not 
to read before bed unless 
he were reading too, and 
then for no longer than he 
read. My mind was the only 
place he could not monitor; 
imagination my only place 
of freedom and escape. 

 
 

In the scene from the book, Deborah “did not stay for the completion of whatever was 

being done” (Greenberg 1968, 53), suggesting that while her body was restrained her mind 

would escape, yet there was no description as to where it had escaped to. The event that led 

to her being held in restraints had also involved a disappearance from the real world into the 

world of her mind, where a cruel and vicious parallel reality had taken over. The notion of 

aspects of mental illness being tied to a need for escape was also reflected in the memory that 

surfaced within me, where I was physically trapped but my imagination would escape to a 

fantasy of death. The composition became a vehicle to explore what may be occurring within 
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the mind while the body was trapped—be it physically or mentally—to consider where the 

mind escaped to or why it was escaping.  

There was also a sense of paradox within both experiences. While the description of 

Deborah being restrained in a cold-sheet pack at first sounded horrifying and was often 

painful, it also gave her respite from the torture within her mind, becoming part of what 

helped her feel safe enough to explore her emotions through therapy (knowing she could be 

restrained if it got too much). Throughout the course of the book, she came to ask to be put 

into a pack whenever her inner world was becoming too much to bear. In my own experience, 

there were similar aspects of paradox, where the abuse at times provided safety from negative 

life experiences outside of it. The complexity of these contradictions is not easy to impart in 

words. Thus, abstract sound became a vehicle through which to explore these complexities 

without the restriction of a word-based language, where the sounds could act as metaphors 

with fluid meanings. My aim was to embody something of the feeling that emerged from 

reading the text, and my sensing a shadow of my own experiences within it.  

To compose the work, I began with the primary metaphor introduced on page forty-

one—that the sampling process would represent something of the mind’s distortion of 

reality—then built a series of more specific metaphors upon the primary one. The next was 

to have Caddy’s cello recordings represent Deborah’s experience of self. I decided to work 

with cello recordings for several reasons. Firstly, Caddy and I had a longstanding duo, and I 

was attempting to find a new method of collaboration that would deviate from our usual 

sound. Secondly, there is a history of using stringed instruments to represent experiences of 

madness (consider famous examples such as Stanley Kubrick’s use of the works of 

contemporary classical composers Györgi Ligeti and Krzysztof Penderecki in his film The 

Shining (1980), where the stringed instruments are key in illustrating the main character’s 

descent into madness; and the use of the same composers by Martin Scorsese in Shutter Island 

(2010) for the same reason; and Penderecki’s composition Threnody for the Victims of Hiroshima 

(1961), which also used discordant strings to reflect on the trauma and madness of the extreme 

act of terrorism and violence in Hiroshima, to name only a small few). Thirdly, sounds made 

by a cello do not occur in the real world without being mediated by a performer, just as the 

mind mediates a person’s experience of the world around them. Fourthly, the sounds were 

performed without my input (the recordings were improvised compositions and sonic ideas 

created by Caddy alone), which meant I had no direct relationship to the sounds, just as I had 

no direct relationship to Deborah’s experiences. Fifthly, to my ears Caddy’s recordings 

embodied psychological struggle, anxiety, and the more complex, difficult side of the 

emotional spectrum, as does I Never Promised You a Rose Garden. Finally, this rule restricted 
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my palate of source material (I usually work with samples taken from a variety of sources), 

and this restriction reflected the themes of confinement, isolation, and loss of agency that run 

throughout the text and adjacent memory. 

I then formed further metaphors between specific sounds, compositional gestures, and 

aspects of the narrative. A complete list of these compositional metaphors can be found on the 

in Table 1, spanning page 44 and 45. These metaphors were used as loose parameters devised 

to guide my compositional decisions but not wholly dictate them. In doing so, I aimed to 

allow subconscious, intuitive ideas to emerge through the creative process, rather than 

controlling all aspects of the composition with a rigid adherence to rules. I was not aiming to 

convey a specific, well-defined emotion or experience through the composition, but to find 

this emotion or idea through the compositional process, to explore them on an implicit rather 

than explicit level, without the need for words. I was also just aiming to create an interesting 

sounding composition—at this point in the research, this was of first and foremost 

importance. This method was an experiment in using musical language (as opposed to a word-

based language) to think through, and process ideas from the text, drawing on multiple layers 

of memory, past-experience, and perception, both conscious and unconscious, through their 

embodiment in sound. Metaphor was the tool through which to form a bridge between 

conscious and unconscious thought, sound and lived experience. 

 

Concepts	Extracted	from	I	Never	Promised	You	a	
Rose	Garden	

Referential	Compositional	Processes	
	

The	mind	storing	memories	 The	sampling	process,	which	involves	taking	short	
snippets	of	recorded	audio	and	storing	it	within	a	
sampler’s	memory	
	

Perceptual	distortions	performed	by	the	mind	
during	distress	

Manipulation	of	samples,	which	includes	
techniques	such	as	looping,	layering	and	pitch-
shifting	
	

Various	aspects	of	Deborah’s	experience	of	self	 Samples	taken	from	recordings	of	Caddy’s	cello	
performed	in	various	ways		
	

The	external	environment	of	the	hospital	room	
(as	distinct	from	what	was	generated	purely	
within	Deborah’s	mind)	

Samples	of	field	recordings	made	in	an	unused,	
half-demolished	car	park,	with	crumbling	walls,	
full	of	rubble	(this	car	park	held	a	similar	quality	
to	my	imaginings	of	the	hospital	room—hard,	
sparse,	uninviting	and	in	a	state	of	disrepair)	
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Layers	of	psychological	experience	that	occur	
through	time—i.e.	the	mind	processing,	
imagining	and	drawing	together	thoughts,	
memories,	experiences	and	emotions	to	
construct	narrative	and	meaning	
	

The	arrangement	of	sounds	within	the	
composition	

Table	1:	Compositional	Metaphors	used	to	create	A	Shut	in	Place	(2012).	Table	by	author.	

	
It is also important to note that in translating this process into words for this 

dissertation (that is, into simple metaphors that form direct links between sound and ideas), 

and a binary table, it becomes somewhat oversimplified. There were also many other layers 

of ideas shaping the compositional decisions. These came from the poetry of the text, from 

the way Greenberg wrote of the experience of psychosis, and its existence between two worlds: 

the living and the imagined. The compositional decisions were also influenced by the way I 

imagined Deborah’s hallucinations felt on the skin or hovered around her body. These, too, 

connected to my own experiences, not of hallucinations but of feelings, thoughts, imaginings, 

and senses, which also influenced the shape of the work. It is somewhere between listening to 

the sound composition, and understanding these metaphors, that a deeper meaning can be 

found. In the listening, the unknown is known and the unsayable felt. In the writing, these 

ideas begin to take a concrete shape. The aim was to find something between the words and 

the sounds that articulates an understanding that cannot be expressed with either medium 

alone. This idea is extended through the following listening analysis. 

 

2.4 Listening Analysis: Thinking through Sound and the Shattered Self 

I performed a listening analysis on the final version of A Shut in Place to draw out 

some of the embodied, unconscious expressions that may have emerged through the creative 

process (and the process of listening back), translating them into unambiguous, clearly 

communicable words. This was not an objective analysis but a creative one, a way of 

observing the internal experiences that occurred while listening to the composition with 

metaphors in mind. It was a way to think through sound, with the sound acting as a catalyst 

for explicating thought processes around the themes represented in the text. This became a 

dialogue between my thoughts and the sounds, illustrating George Lakoff and Mark 

Johnson’s process of “imaginative rationality” from Metaphors We Live By, where one kind of 

experience is understood in terms of another (2003, 235). In this analysis, I was using the 

sound to understand my experiences of the text, and its correlation to my own lived 

experiences, to better understand how I might use sound composition in the creation of my 
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own first-person madness narrative. 

The analysis was based on the metaphors I had developed to compose the work. I was 

listening as though the cello were a metaphor for the self,23 and interpreting it as such, where 

the composition represented aspects of the mind’s experience while distressed. I observed the 

internal processes (thoughts, feelings, sensations, memories, etc.) that occurred while 

listening, focusing my thoughts on a key question: if the cello represents the mind’s 

experience of the self while trapped, what might the composition reveal about the self and/or 

its experience in this state? 

Through this analysis (which involved listening to the composition many times), I 

divided the composition into two distinct parts: one, internal (Deborah alone), and two, 

external (Deborah engaging with the outside world). These sections were based on the sonic 

absence or presence of sounds from the external environment, which I related to different 

experiences of self-perception (see Table 2). 

 

	
Section	One		
0	sec.	–	3	min.	19	sec.	
	
	
INTERNAL	
(Deborah	alone)	

	
Section	Two		
3	min.	20	sec.	–	8	min.	23	sec.	
	
	
EXTERNAL	
(Deborah	engaging	with	the	outside	world)	

	

	
Samples	taken	from	cello	recordings	
without	an	obvious	sense	of	external	
space	in	the	recording	(i.e.	
recordings	made	with	a	microphone	
close	to	the	cello	in	spaces	with	little	
ambient	sound,	meaning	only	the	
sound	of	the	cello	is	obvious	within	
the	recording)	

	
↓	(metaphor)	
	
	

	
Samples	taken	from	both	field	recordings	and	
cello	recordings	that	contain	an	obvious	sense	
of	the	environment	external	to	the	cello	(i.e.	
recordings	made	within	a	large,	reverberant	
space	with	a	lot	of	background	sound,	meaning	
the	sound	of	the	environment	is	prominent	in	
the	recordings)	
	
	

↓	(metaphor)	
	
	
Self-perception	under	influence	of	something	
outside	of	the	self	
	

Self-perception	in	the	absence	of	
outside	influence	

Table	2:	Internal	vs	external	experiences	of	self-perception	in	A	Shut	in	Place	(2012).	Table	by	author.	

                                                
23 Not limited to Deborah’s experience of self only, as reflected in Table 1, but extended to 

my own experience of self, and a broader, more general notion of self. 
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There is a distinct change in the sound of the cello within each section, which I heard 

as a representation of a change in the experience of self-perception. In the first section, the 

sounds that stem from the cello are all long, drawn-out and solid. Even though they vary in 

timbre, timing, and pitch, the sounds all maintain this monolithic quality, representing an 

underlying, solid experience of self-perception. In the second section, the primary cello 

gesture comes in at three minutes and fifty-eight seconds, and has a completely different 

quality than in the first. Here, the cello sounds as if it is splintering and breaking apart, the 

splintering building in intensity over a few minutes, like a rising storm. In the context of this 

framework, this sound represents a shattering and rupture of self-perception in response to 

an interference from the external world. 

 I experienced this shift in self-perception as an illustration of a theory from therapist 

and verbal abuse expert, Patricia Evans, which states that when a person regularly has their 

inner experience incorrectly reflected back to them by the outside world they become 

disconnected from themselves, distrusting of their own inner experience, feelings, sensations 

and intuitive knowledge (Evans 2002, 40-41). Giving the example of a three-year-old boy 

named Jack falling over and hurting his knee, she says:  

 
His parents said almost simultaneously as they pulled him up, “You’re not hurt. 
You have nothing to cry about. You’re just trying to get attention, wasting 
time and causing a scene.” Each of these statements invalidated Jack’s 
perceptions and was the opposite of the truth. Jack’s experience was presented 
to him backwards. An inner occurrence, his experience, was defined from 
outside of himself by his parents. ... If he took in his parents’ definitions of his 
experience, he would have to discard his own. He would feel very “guilty” for 
making them angry, he would also feel that he, himself, was utterly rejected. 
After all, to a child, he is his experience. (Evans 2002, 40-41)24 

 

The ramifications of such repeated, incorrect, and backward definitions of inner 

experience, Evans argues, can be profound—from causing a person to be “somewhat confused 

and unsure of himself and his choices” to becoming completely disconnected from themselves, 

and their inner experience, to the point where they base their “choices and actions solely on 

someone else’s thinking or on what [they are] told without critical evaluation” (Evans 2002, 

44). It is a common control strategy that aims to gain power over another person by 

shattering their trust in their own perception, so they become more malleable and easier to 

control.  

                                                
24 From Controlling People © 2002 by Patricia Evans and published by Adams Media, an 

Imprint of Simon & Schuster. Used with permission of the publisher. All rights reserved. 
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Through the listening analysis, I heard this idea reflected in A Shut in Place when the 

cello produced the splintering sound. This occurred not long after the external world had 

first appeared in the work as a low-pitched drone (which was constructed from a sample taken 

from a field recording in a car park—the compositional metaphor for the world external to 

Deborah). I heard this as an aural opposition to the high-pitched cello that was occurring at 

the time it was first introduced—that is, the low-pitched drone represented something from 

the outside world incorrectly reflecting the cello’s experience back to the cello (where the 

cello is a metaphor for the self). After this point, the splintering cello fades, and the opening 

cello phrase returns, but this time it is weaker, thinner, and grittier than before, and it soon 

disappears. The piece ends with another sound sampled from a field recording of the car 

park—the cello was shattered, weakened, and finally silenced to be replaced by the outside 

world. By listening to the sound as metaphor, I found the compositional structure to reflect a 

pattern caused by verbal abuse—the shattering of self-perception that can be caused by 

incorrect reflection of the self from the outside world.  

 

2.5 Discussion 

 In understanding the compositional structure of A Shut in Place through the 

experience of verbal abuse, this analysis led me to a deeper reflection on the relationship 

between symptoms of mental illness and a person’s external environment—both within 

Deborah’s experiences as well as my own, and then in relation to my broader understanding 

of mental illness. For instance, in my first reading of I Never Promised You a Rose Garden my 

attention was on the remarkable recovery Deborah made against expected odds through the 

psychotherapeutic process of decoding her symptoms as metaphors. Once I engaged in this 

listening analysis, my attention shifted to the narrative thread regarding her family, which 

suggested a familial pattern of suppressing thoughts and emotions for fear of repercussions. 

Despite her family’s love and best intentions, Deborah lived within a toxic home environment 

that forced her to suppress emotions, which came to express themselves through her psychosis. 

This led me to question whether symptoms of mental illness merely reflect illness in an individual, 

or whether that individual is reflecting their environment, expressing what lies unexpressed 

by those around them? 

This line of questioning also led me to redefine my relationship to my own symptoms 

of mental illness. From my first encounter with a doctor at age seventeen, these had been 
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explained as the result of a “chemical imbalance”25 that was causing clinical depression, which 

could be corrected with medication. At the time, this diagnosis had led me to an altered 

perception of self, one that suggested my emotional responses were not to be trusted. My 

emotions became understood as symptoms of an illness, not a reasonable response to my 

environment or life events, which placed the fault within me, and within my own brain. It was 

an incorrect reflection of my experience to me from the external world (at the time, I was in 

fact experiencing abuse from a partner that was no doubt contributing to my low mood and 

anxiety). For years, the illness framework then shaped my relationship to myself, my emotions, 

and the people around me, as well as my interaction with the mental health system. If I was 

feeling depressed, my belief was that I needed to be fixed. Treatment focused on ways to manage 

symptoms—medication, diet, exercise, skills-based therapy, and a presumption that the root 

cause of the problem was within me.  

The processes of composing and analysing A Shut in Place helped to improve this 

therapeutic process by shifting away from the “problem” in me to examining the role of 

external factors in shaping my symptoms of mental illness. It was not that I had not entertained 

this idea before, but that the specific sense of understanding I achieved through sound tapped 

into a deeper intuition about when and where its application made sense (which was different 

to the way it had been addressed within therapy). This new line of thinking placed the illness 

somewhat outside of myself, and into the space between myself and the outside world, which 

decreased my feelings of stigma and empowered me to give weight to my emotions—seeing 

their value and listening to what they were saying about my life, rather than dismissing them 

                                                
25 The “chemical imbalance” theory of mental illness, “suggests that psychiatric disorders or 

their symptoms are caused by abnormalities in the chemicals in the brain” (Moncreiff 2009, 9), and 
that, “taking psychiatric medication is like taking insulin for diabetes, that the drugs will help rectify 
the chemical imbalance and that without drugs the condition will rapidly reoccur” (10). This idea 
pervades public and professional consciousness, yet has no supporting evidence. See The Myth of the 
Chemical Cure: A Critique of Psychiatric Drug Treatment (2009) by psychiatrist, academic, and author 
Joanna Moncrieff for further information, as well as The Anatomy of an Epidemic: Magic Bullets, 
Psychiatric Drugs and the Astonishing Rise of Mental Illness in America (2010) by science and medicine 
journalist Robert Whitaker, which illustrates the increase in psychiatric disability and episode 
recurrence since the inception of psychiatric medication (an idea also reflected through Moncrieff’s 
research). It is also worth noting that mad activist organisation MindFreedom International were 
instrumental in forcing the American Psychiatric Association (APA) to rescind the chemical 
imbalance theory from widespread publicity via their infamous hunger strike in 2003. This strike 
involved a collaboration between MindFreedom and select members of the scientific community, 
who wrote a letter to the APA requesting scientific evidence to support the APAs claim to the 
chemical imbalance theory. A core group of MindFreedom activists engaged in a hunger strike until 
the APA either provided this evidence or retracted their claims. No evidence could be supplied. The 
full dialogue between MindFreedom, the scientific community who supported them and the APA 
can be found on MindFreedom’s website (See: MindFreedom, n.d.). 
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as mere symptoms of mental illness. Making changes within my environment based on these 

observations in turn improved my mental health. 

The use of metaphor while composing also presented an effective way of shifting my 

compositional outcomes by shedding old habits of sound composition. Instead of the usual 

sudden, startling moments of change that were common in my previous work with Caddy26 

(as well as my solo practice in general), A Shut in Place focused on more gradual shifts in 

timbre and mood. While there were less moments of drama, there was a heavy, sustained 

emotional tension, which suggested a new technique for representing certain aspects of my 

lived experience through sound. The process of composing and analysing A Shut in Place also 

became a means for speaking through the lived experience of mental illness using sound art 

practice. It did not provide an objective means through which to interpret acousmatic sound 

and compositional gestures, but it did reflect a way in which sound could become part of a 

process of thinking through and reimagining lived experiences of mental illness. This led me 

to focus the remainder of the research on developing the use of sound as metaphor within the 

process of composing, in a way that could deepen my understanding (and in turn the 

representation of) my lived experiences of mental illness through sound.  

                                                
26 This can be evidenced when listening to A Shut in Place as compared to the other tracks on 

the album, Host (2012), that it is released on. These other tracks were not a part of this research, and 
I did not use a similar metaphor-based strategy when composing them.  
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Chapter 3 

 

Madness Studies: Building a Library of Mad Sounds 
 
 

Slowly the darkness began to weave its way into my mind, and before long I 
was hopelessly out of control. I could not follow the path of my own thoughts. 
Sentences flew around my head and first fragmented into phrases and then into 
words; finally, only sounds remained. 
 

- Kay Redfield Jamison, An Unquiet Mind (1995, 79) 
 
 

3.0 Introduction: Toward The Absence of Inclination 

This chapter addresses how I came to compose the six minute and thirty-one second 

electroacoustic composition titled The Absence of Inclination (2013). The piece emerged from a 

series of short madness studies devised to form relationships between approaches to sound 

creation and aspects of living mental illness. There were five studies in total, which led to the 

construction of a sample library of over fifty mad sounds. I experimented with these sounds 

in several performance contexts, and composed The Absence of Inclination based on the results. 

This chapter outlines the five madness studies, the experimentation with mad sounds 

conducted through performance, and the compositional devices employed to create The 

Absence of Inclination. It ends with a discussion of the problems in narrating madness that arose 

at this point in the research, which were first addressed through adapting the work from a 

stereo headphone presentation to a six-speaker listening environment. The findings then lead 

into a responsive investigation performed in Chapter Four. 

 

3.1 Five Madness Studies 

 The following five madness studies form simple connections between sounds, 

compositional gestures, and ideas extracted from my research into lived experiences of mental 

illness. While some were based on descriptions of my own experiences, others were drawn 

from first-person madness narratives or other psychological texts, with the studies focused on 

experimenting with how these experiences might be embedded within sound. 

 

3.1.1 Study One: The Sound of Tension 

Tension can be defined as the strained state of two forces acting in opposition, as well 

as mental or emotional strain. Anxiety creates tension within the body, adding physical pain 
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to psychological distress. Depression can manifest as a profound physical experience—despite 

the will to move, there can be a strong sensation of being held down by an invisible force, 

making something as simple as a walk from the lounge room to the kitchen a tremendous 

effort. It can feel like being wedged between two resistant forces working in strong 

opposition, and having to move against both. This generates a fatigue of extreme tension, 

which permeates both body and mind. The key premise of this study was to examine whether 

the sound of physical tension could perform as a metaphor for the psychological or emotional 

components of anxiety and depression, in the same way that, within language, psychological 

tension is understood through the metaphor of physical tension. 

To do this, I recorded a range of objects placed under various types of stress, which 

included broken glass being pressed under foot, friction from rope tensing on playground 

equipment, a bow being forcefully pushed and pulled against a snare drum (see Fig. 1), the 

tension of fingers running across a balloon’s surface that had a boundary microphone attached 

(see Fig. 2), as well as other similar objects and actions. While some sounds felt weak and 

ineffectual, others seemed to embody the emotional and psychological tension the study aimed 

to create. This observation suggested that not just any sound of tension could act as an 

embodied metaphor for the experience of anxiety and depression, but that this approach could 

generate strong results when focused in specific ways. These sounds became part of the 

sample library of mad sounds.  

 

3.1.2 Study Two: Categories of Unpleasant Sounds 

In his book The Complete Guide to Asperger’s syndrome (2007), psychologist Tony 

Attwood describes three categories of sounds that people with Asperger’s syndrome often find 

Figure	2:	Documentation	of	balloon	recording	with	a	
DPA	4060	microphone	mounted	inside	a	boundary	
layer	mount,	taped	to	balloon's	surface.	Photo	by	
author. 

 

Figure	1:	Documentation	of	performance	technique	
for	recording	the	snare,	which	became	a	key	sample	in	
subsequent	compositions.	Recorded	using	a	DPA	2011	
microphone	positioned	above	the	drum.	Photo	by	
author. 
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distressing due to sensory sensitivities.27 These are, “sudden, unexpected noises,” “high 

pitched, continuous sounds,” and “confusing, complex or multiple sounds” (Attwood 2007, 

275). These three categories also correspond to compositional devices I often used within my 

compositional practice prior to this research. With this study, I set out to extend upon, and 

enhance, these compositional devices based on the written descriptions by people with 

Asperger’s syndrome, about their experience of distressing sounds (which are similar to my own, 

as I too have sensory sensitivities). Two descriptions of sonic experience that can be difficult 

for people with Asperger’s syndrome are as follows: 

 
I was perpetually nervous, frightened of everything. I hated trains going over 
railway bridges whilst I was underneath, I was frightened of balloons bursting, 
the suddenness of party poppers and the crack made by Christmas crackers. I 
was very cautious of anything that might make an unexpected loud noise. It 
goes without saying that I was terrified of thunder. (Hadcroft quoted in 
Attwood 2007, 276)28 
 
The following are just some of the noises that still upset me enough to cover 
up my ears to avoid them; shouting, noisy crowded places, polystyrene being 
touched, balloons and aeroplanes, noisy vehicles on building sites, hammering 
and banging, electric tools being used, the sound of the sea… and fireworks. 
(Jolliff et al. quoted in Attwood 2007, 276) 
 

For this study, I recorded many of the sounds mentioned above, as well as any sounds 

I noticed in my day-to-day life that caused me personal distress. These included the high-

pitched sound of a drill, construction work, balloons popping, microwaves, home renovations, 

ceramic scraping on cast iron, and trams going over bridges from underneath. These 

recordings were then used as source material for samples. It is also worth noting that, in 

recording and sampling these sounds, their distressing quality was transformed, and they 

became enjoyable to my ears. 

 

 3.1.3 Study Three: Anamnesis 

 Anamnesis is a sound effect described in the book Sonic Experience: A Guide to Everyday 

                                                
27 As stated in the prologue, any disorder discussed in this dissertation that is listed in the 

DSM has been referred to under the moniker of mental illness and/or madness, even if such disorders 
may not be illnesses, psychological in nature, or pathological in any way. Asperger’s syndrome is a key 
example, as it is considered by many within the autism community, and some mental health 
professionals, to be a positive neurodivergence not to be pathologised. I have, however, included it in 
the madness studies because, despite current wisdom, Asperger’s syndrome is bound up in the history of 
madness and pathologisation, and it still treated through psychiatry. It is also within my own 
diagnostic history and thus its symptoms are relevant to my own experience of madness. 

28 The Feeling’s Unmutual: Growing Up with Asperger’s Syndrome (Undiagnosed) by William 
Hadcroft © 2005. Reprinted with permission of Jessica Kingsley Publishing through PLSclear. 
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Sounds (2006) by French phenomenologist, urban planner, and musicologist Jean-François 

Augoyard and French composer Henry Torgue. It is defined as follows: 

 

Anamnesis, an evocation of the past, refers to situations in which a sound or a 
sonic context revives a situation or an atmosphere of the past. This effect can 
span very different periods of time while retaining its intrinsic nature: it can 
happen on the scale of an entire life—a song that evokes a childhood memory—
or a short span of time—for example, when a film soundtrack plays on the 
exposition of a sound element previously heard. However, the more distant and 
unexpected the reference, the more the emotion may overwhelm the listener. 
The effect is not based on the sound or on its meaning. It is rather the listener 
who gives it anamnesic value. Two people listening to the same sound 
environment can develop very different evocations, but these effects could not 
happen without the occurrence of sound. The anamnesis effect merges sound, 
perception and memory. It plays with time, reconnecting past mental images 
to present consciousness, with no will other than the free activity of 
association. (Augoyard & Torgue 2006, 21) 

 

 For this study, I considered how I might create a short sound composition that would 

be reminiscent of a sound-based sensation I experienced as a child, one that is indescribable 

yet was profound in its impact. If I experienced it as I was falling asleep, I would slip into a 

dream state heavy with terrifying and overwhelming emotions; into nightmares that felt real 

and exhausting. The sensation presented itself in a form for which I have no words—part 

sound, part feeling; a jumble of words and sensations. When it would occur, it would jolt and 

confuse my perception of memory, time, and space. I would be frightened to fall asleep, and 

urge myself to stay awake. However, by the time I was experiencing it, it was often too late, 

as I was already slipping into a dream world. My knowledge of this lack of control intensified 

the fear. 

I attempted to recreate this with sound by using noise and timbres that contained a 

felt sense of my experience of the sensation. It had its own internal rhythm, which I mimicked 

with voice. There was also an underlying unpredictability to the feeling with a sensation of 

neurological noise, so I combined the voice with an unpredictable array of noise-based sonic 

events. This held something of the jumbled feeling associated with the sensation. The 

juxtaposition of these two rhythms—one predictable and one not—seemed an effective means 

for creating a feeling of disorientation and distress. The work was about one minute long, and 

became part of one of the untitled performance pieces that emerged from the madness studies. 
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 3.1.4 Study Four: The Sounds of Madness 

 
 

“We do not like the thought of listening.” 
 

- Daniel Paul Schreber, Memoirs of My Nervous Illness (1903, 90)  
 

 
In Memoirs of My Nervous Illness (1903), Daniel Paul Schreber describes how at the 

beginning of his nervous breakdown in 1893, he began to hear “a recurrent crackling noise” 

(47) within the walls of his bedroom. In times of anxiety I have also experienced hypnogogic 

hallucinations that sound like things are crackling or breaking apart. This study involved 

recording several different kinds of crackling sounds for use within compositions, which 

included frying pasta in oil, scrunching together different types of papers and plastics, rattling 

marbles inside wire mesh and atop of various drum surfaces (see Figs. 3, 4 & 5, page 56), and 

freezing a contact microphone within water and breaking the ice (see Figs. 6, 7 & 8, page 57). 

These sounds were then used within several of the untitled performances that resulted from 

these studies, and formed part of the library of mad sounds. When working with these sounds 

within performance contexts, I was considering how they might create aural representations 

of the “walls” of an enclosure within one’s own mind.  

 
3.1.5 Study Five: Velocity vs. Viscosity 

 
 
Insanity comes in two basic varieties: slow and fast. 
[…] 
The predominant quality of the slow form is viscosity. 
Experience is thick. Perceptions are thickened and dulled. Time is slow, 
dripping slowly through the clogged filter of thickened perception. 
 

- Susanna Kaysen, Girl, Interrupted (1993, 75) 
 

 

Velocity vs. Viscosity is a chapter from Girl, Interrupted (1993) by Susana Kaysen, a 

first-person madness narrative based on the author’s own experience of an eighteen-month 

institutionalisation for the treatment of borderline personality disorder in the 1960s. It is a literary 

interpretation of Kaysen’s lived experience, where she combines medical records interspersed 

with snippets of real life stories, fictional variations on medical questioning, and fantasy. 

Kaysen takes a non-linear approach to storytelling, where the reader is often placed amid a 

memory with very little context—just enough to get a sense of the larger narrative but with  
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Figure	3:	Documentation	of	recording,	marbles	in	wire	mesh	recorded	
with	2	x	DPA	4060	mounted	on	a	jecklin	disc.	All	photos	by	author.	

 
Figure	 4:	 Documentation	 of	 recording	 marbles	 on	 snare	 drum	
recorded	with	DPA	2011	mounted	above	drum’s	surface.	

 
Figure	 5:	 Documentation	 of	 recording,	 marbles	 on	 surface	 of	 bass	
drum.	Recorded	with	DPA	2011	&	2	x	DPA	4060	mounted	on	a	jecklin	
disc.	
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Figure	6:	Documentation	of	contact	microphone	frozen	inside	a	bowl.	
All	photos	by	author.	

 
Figure	7:	Documentation	of	breaking	ice	away	from	contact	
microphone.	

 
			Figure	8:	Documentation	of	breaking	ice	away	from	contact	microphone.	
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no certainty as to its truth. At times, it can be difficult to tell what is memory and what is 

fantasy. This blurring of reality and fiction, combined with the non-linear approach to time, 

mirrors the way memory can interact with present experience—how a moment past can 

spring to mind then disappear with no clear sense of narrative resolve. The book provides 

vivid insight into life within a psychiatric hospital, and the social interactions that take place—

but only fragments here and there reflect what it is like to live with the inner-experience of 

madness. 

The Velocity vs. Viscosity chapter is one such fragment. It is focused on variations in 

the speed and quality of internal experience, and its relationship to emotion and mood. This 

description is one I relate to myself. With this study, I aimed to examine how the key ideas 

from this chapter might be translated to sound, to gain a better idea of how my own 

experiences may also be represented through sound. It involved four experiments, the first 

focused on the text alone, while the following three build upon it to form various relationships 

between the sound and the text—some more literal, others more metaphorical. 

The first experiment began with an exercise by French-Romanian avant-garde poet 

Tristan Tzara from A Book of Surrealist Games (Brotchie 1995, 36). This exercise gives 

instructions on how to create a dada poem. Following these instructions, I printed the text 

from the Velocity vs. Viscosity chapter, chopped out each individual word, put the words in a 

bag, shook them, and then pulled out word after word to create poems with a random 

sequence of words. Four example excerpts are as follows: 

 
Dadaist poem #1 
Is movements flattens of and fact thoughts  
an perceptions know activity much if patterns beyond thought the you plethora 
there perceptions,  
without that the about of perceptions approach particular movement attached 
yet plethora it’s and of thoughts  
particular prethought avalanche a or of effervescence too the before dislodging  
about of and perceptions having activities  
impossible panic to or viscosity the to of. 
 
Dadaist poem #2 
The the dulled 
are jerk thickened when it itself is sluggish 
slow and stupor slowly thickened the tapped 
through perception 
couldn’t lower Perceptions pulse Time knee The filter brackish 
temperature are bothered is is and diminished dripping immune The thick 
the organism Experience system out torpid is reflexes the body as is leg is 
the or low 
Even of in the the to is clogged half-asleep 
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Dadaist poem #3 
much too thoughts perceptions having  
of of and about about beyond the 
plethora is perception perceptions 
plethora There the is the fact perceptions of an 
 
Dadaist poem #4 
Yet than tongue never smooth the perception sensation commenting pillow 
involuntary knowing repetition repetitive that, -sides, the perception. 
Perceptions half-asleep. Avalanche exogenous throat, silent flattens minute 
prerecorded having prethought underload? self-hatred Experience 
temperature awareness circumstances deficiency? Viscosity observer worse, 
sluggish, tapped 
 

In examining these poems, I found that even in absence of the narrative sequence, the 

words themselves still evoked something of the experience Kaysen was describing. That is, 

despite the loss of context, and the altered sequence of words, some essence of the experience 

described in the book chapter remained. In fact, the fragmentation of the text became more 

reflective of my own experience of distress, where thoughts can become jumbled and 

sequentially confused but still hold a profound sense of emotion. This observation was set 

aside, and later returned to when developing the text component for the Love Songs (2018) 

composition, which will be discussed in Chapter Six.  

My second experiment involved whispering Dadaist poem #4 into a microphone at a 

Figure	9:	Documentation	of	creating	dada	poems.	Photo	by	author. 
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very close range inside a small, constructed recording enclosure (shown in Figs. 10 & 11). I 

chose to use a close whisper within an enclosed space to reflect the claustrophobic feeling of 

distressing thoughts. I was less concerned with making the words understandable than 

creating a sound that had the feeling of inner dialogue when distressed. I then treated this 

recording in Pro Tools with a method that further obscured the content of the text (from the 

perspective of meaning), while emphasising the fragmentation and randomness of the dada 

poems. It involved cutting the audio into tiny fragments, spreading them across multiple 

tracks panned to varying degrees of left and right, and shuffling the fragments into a 

somewhat random29 order, as shown in figure twelve. 

   
Figure	10	&	11:	Documentation	of	small	constructed	recording	enclosure.	Recordings	of	whispers	made	using	
a	Nagra	SD	with	stereo	mic.	Photos	by	author.	

 
Figure	12:	Screenshot	of	Pro	Tools	session,	illustrating	sound	fragmentation	technique	

 
 My third experiment was performed by chanting one of the Dadaist poems, recording  

layer upon layer upon layer of chants of the same words. The result of this experiment formed 

part of the library of mad sounds. 

                                                
29 I say “somewhat random” here as, while I was shuffling the fragments, I would also listen 

back and make changes to their position based on the way the texture sounded as a whole. This 
differed to the creation of the dada poems, where the words were chosen at random with no further 
intervention from me. 
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The final experiment examined how I might translate Kaysen’s notion of the changing 

speed and viscosity of the inner experience of mental illness to sound. My approach was 

influenced by the work of Italian composer of orchestral and chamber music Giacinto Scelsi, 

renowned for his use of microtonal oscillations within instrumental work. Prior to this 

research, when I would sample a sound, I would spread it across a full keyboard, creating 

many octaves of the same sample at different speeds and pitches, using a standard semitone 

between each note. For this study, I once again spread each sample across a full keyboard but 

mapped the keyboard based on various sized microtones. I then experimented with 

performance techniques that enhanced the alteration to the speed and density of sound created 

by the differing microtonal spacing. These experiments were performed using samples 

generated through the previous madness studies. The results became the basis for composing 

The Absence of Inclination. 

 

3.2 Composing The Absence of Inclination 

The Absence of Inclination evolved from several untitled performances30 that I built 

around sounds from the madness studies. These performances were not in themselves first-

person madness narratives (and were not framed for audiences in this way), but I used them as 

opportunities to engage with the mad sounds on an intuitive level. I was searching for links 

between performative gestures, and the research concepts that I could later develop and refine 

into compositions framed as first-person madness narratives. The Absence of Inclination was 

extracted from these performances, reshaped, and refined to become its own, short first-

person madness narrative of just six minutes and thirty-one seconds. The 

narrative/composition was based on the psychological experience of moving through feelings 

of tension and distress into mild derealisation, a psychological state “in which a person’s 

perception of reality is altered in such a way that everything feels unfamiliar or unreal” 

(Pedersen 2018). It is often a symptom of anxiety, or the result of trauma. The Absence of 

Inclination is composed from six samples created through the madness studies: 

 

1. The fragmented whispers from Study Three: Velocity vs. Viscosity; 

2. A sample of a high-pitched drill from Study Two: Categories of Unpleasant Sounds; 

3. The tension of wood pressing against the metal of a spinning wheel used for ceramic 

making from Study One: The Sound of Tension; 

                                                
30 These performances were at the Now Now Festival (2012) at Red Rattler, Sydney; Gentle 

Steps with an Open Mouth (2013) at Monkey Bar, Melbourne; and the Sound Full Opening Performances 
(2013) at City Gallery Wellington, New Zealand. 
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4. The tension of a bow against a viola string I was pulling tight from Study One; 

5. The tension of a bow being scraped and pulled across the rim of a snare drum from 

Study One; 

6. A high-pitched ringing sound created through analogue synthesis and layered 

through sampling from Study Two. 

 

The piece opens with the whispers at a very soft volume. Samples two and three 

gradually emerge, followed by sample four which fades in as though it will take over. Sample 

five then abruptly cuts in at the same time as the other sounds are muted. This sample then 

makes up most of the remaining piece. The performance technique applied to this sample 

came from my thinking about altering the speed and viscosity of the sound in relation to the 

text from Study Three: Velocity vs. Viscosity. It involves triggering the initial sample at its 

natural pitch (which then plays out for around twenty seconds before more layers emerge), 

then gradually triggering higher and higher pitched versions of the same sound at faster and 

faster speeds. It was developed through Study Three: Velocity vs. Viscosity, which changes 

both the speed and density of the sound over time. Somewhat paradoxically, the more layers 

that are triggered, the thinner the sound becomes, which is due to the rise in pitch. I further 

emphasised this thinning by slowly decreasing the volume (as the volume decreases, so does 

the amount of bass frequencies that can be heard, thus thinning the sound even more). As it 

recedes, sample six—the high-pitched ringing—takes over to represent the experience of 

derealisation.  

In making this final compositional decision, I had a specific life experience in mind. 

This had occurred after I left a therapy session where I had just been discussing a past-

experience of trauma that was still unprocessed. As I walked through the shopping centre 

nearby my therapist’s office, an unexpected emotional tension overwhelmed me, and my 

hearing cut out, accompanied by a high-pitch ringing that circled to one ear. At the same 

time, I felt a distancing from the world around me, like objects were both real and not real; 

like I was both there and not there. I felt dislocated between two worlds. After not too long, 

this experience resolved in an instance, just as this track abruptly stops. I was back to walking 

through the world as normal, but with a strange sense of something lingering.  

 

3.3 Discussion: The (Non)Narrative of Diagnosis 

I composed The Absence of Inclination as a first-person madness narrative, with the idea 

that it might be the beginning of a longer work, one that would communicate the larger 

narrative of my lived experience over time. However, in my attempts to extend the work, I 
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became confronted with a major impasse in my research: how do I create a narrative of my 

experience when no clear narrative exists? By this I mean there is no clear diagnosis for my 

mental illness, no clear cause and effect (with the likelihood of multiple causes), no single 

treatment that has been wholly effective,31 and no clear beginning or end. As physician Lewis 

Mehl-Madrona highlights in his book Narrative Medicine: The Use of History and Story in the 

Healing Process (2007), diagnosis itself is bound up in the process of storytelling: 

 
Making a diagnosis is synonymous with constructing a story. It is an act of 
making meaning from isolated observations. It is a social activity in that 
everyone has to agree with the diagnosis (the story) for it to be a good one.  
Part of selling a diagnostic story is telling it in such a way that the involved 
laypeople (family, patients, and friends) will believe it. Our diagnostic stories 
are prescriptive in that they provide a rationale for people to do what we tell 
them. When people don’t share our rationale, they don’t follow “doctor's 
orders.” We have to build a good story to get people’s cooperation. This was 
as true in the days of leech bleeding and bloodletting as it is today. When 
people reject our story, they seek out others, such as those told by alternative 
medicine doctors, Chinese medical practitioners, shamans, witchdoctors, faith 
healers, and more. These people do just what we do—tell a story to build a 
rationale for a different kind of treatment. (Mehl-Madrona 2007, 10)32  

 

My own lack of definitive diagnosis (and reluctance to bind my identity to any one 

diagnostic story) reflects a struggle with narrative at the core of my own experience of mental 

illness. My narrative is one of shifting between stories; shifting between diagnoses and 

frameworks to understand my symptoms without rejecting any one perspective. It is based on 

a profound experiential understanding of the limitations in knowledge surrounding mental 

health diagnosis, and its connection to storytelling. Such an understanding is not unique to my 

own experience, as exemplified in the afterword to psychologist and author Lauren Slater’s 

ambiguous first-person madness narrative, Spasm: A Memoir with Lies (2001). In this, she states, 

“[i]llness, medicine itself, is the ultimate narrative; there is no truth there, as diagnoses come 

in and out of vogue as fast as yearly fashions” (222). She observes how mental health diagnoses 

are “radically altered from decade to decade” and notes something is amiss. To her, medical 

“authority seems illusory, the etiologies constructed,” which led to her writing an illness 

                                                
31 I take a holistic approach to the management of my own mental illness, which incorporates 

physical, psychological, and lifestyle interventions that address a range of potential causes, with no 
clarity as to which may be the definitive one. I often need to alter my approaches. 

32 Narrative Medicine by Lewis Mehl-Madrona, MD, PhD published by Inner Traditions 
International and Bear & Company, ©2007. All rights reserved. 
http://www.Innertraditions.com  Reprinted with permission of publisher. 
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memoir where the boundaries between reality and fiction are blurred, becoming a “slippery, 

playful, impish, exasperating text, shaped, if it could be, like a question mark” (223).  

Slater’s observations point to the primary issue at the heart of my own experience of 

mental illness and its treatment, and the problem in my attempts to create a first-person madness 

narrative from them. To tie myself to any one diagnosis or means of conceptualisation 

undermines my understanding of the illusory nature of aspects of medical authority, of my 

experience of narrative fluidity in madness, and the epistemological barriers (that is, the lack 

of definitive scientific evidence to explain or diagnose mental illness, which reflects the limits of 

collective knowledge about mental illness) to understanding its symptoms, causes, and treatment. 

In the beginnings of my research, I had believed there was a narrative to be told, that my 

research would involve developing methods to tell it through abstract sound—developing a 

language that worked in a similar way to that of words, but with an added layer of affect and 

abstraction. My early attempts to extend The Absence of Inclination were shaped by this belief, 

but this led to a need for a singular story, a need to be certain of a cause and effect of my 

illness, for a clear diagnosis, or of aspects of my experience that could be adhered to and 

communicated with certainty (and with words). Yet I was now understanding this was untrue 

to my experience, and from this point onward I began searching for ways to address this 

narrative contention through the research.  

For The Absence of Inclination, I experimented with two solutions. One was an 

adaptation of its original presentation strategy. The work was first commissioned for the 

National Gallery of Victoria’s Melbourne Now: Now Hear This (Electroacoustic Composition) 

(2013-14) exhibition, which presented a series of ten electroacoustic compositions by different 

artists on a playlist on headphones within the gallery (see Fig. 13). This format meant that 

the work was experienced by audience 

members from beginning to end—a 

temporality that connects with a 

conventional narrative progression. I 

was compelled by this format to 

understand my composition through a 

narrative framework, which led to my 

desire to extend it into a longer 

narrative with a linear trajectory. In 

considering the impasse in my 

research, I experimented with adapting 

this work to an installation format that 

Figure	13:	Documentation	of	Melbourne	Now:	Now	Hear	This	
(electroacoustic	composition)	(2013-14)	at	the	National	
Gallery	of	Victoria,	installation	view.	Photo	by	author. 
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would shift the audience’s experience of this temporality, reflecting the lack of narrative 

inherent to my lived experience of mental illness. 

 This adaptation comprised of a six-speaker installation in a pitch-black room at 

Seventh Gallery, Fitzroy, presented during the Gertrude Street Projection Festival. I covered 

the walls of the small gallery space (which was an enclosed room within the back of a larger 

gallery) with black fabric to reduce both acoustic and light reflections. I then spaced six 

speakers around the perimeter of the room to create a single acoustic horizon (see Fig. 14, 

page 65). The concept of acoustic horizons was drawn from the book Spaces Speak, Are You 

Listening? Experiencing Aural Architecture, a collaboration between consultant and independent 

scholar Barry Blesser, and interdisciplinary researcher Linda-Ruth Salter. It is an 

“experiential boundary” (Blesser & Salter 2007, 22) determined by the furthest sound that a 

person can hear from their listening position. Once this boundary was formed by the speakers, 

I placed glow tape on the floor to map out an area from within which audience members could 

experience this acoustic horizon (making it logistically possible to navigate the gallery in 

darkness without running into speakers—see Fig. 15, page 66). The idea was that as they 

moved through the pitch-black space, their proximity to the speakers would change. 

Experientially, the sound was felt as a barrier to forward progression, a metaphor for the 

barrier I was confronted with in the forward progression of narrative when attempting to 

understand my experiences of mental illness. The track was also edited into a seamless loop by 

removing the opening voices, so the beginning and end of the track contained similar 

frequencies that blended almost imperceptibly when the track looped. Played on repeat, The 

Absence of Inclination transformed into an endless repetition of the key compositional 

gesture—the swelling and receding of a moment of intense psychological tension and 

confusion, interspersed with a quiet tension, and a sense of derealisation. The moment 

audience members first encountered this swell would vary depending on when they first 

entered the space. It may be mid-phrase, or it may be at those moments the sound was quiet, 

lingering on the threshold of perception. In those moments, sounds from the external 

environment would often intrude into the listener’s awareness, expanding the acoustic 

horizon beyond the speakers and the gallery space. This created a sense of the world 

expanding and contracting between the physical and psychological worlds. As the sound rose 

in volume it became a kind of psychological enclosure, much like how Diamanda Galás refers 
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to her work with four speakers as placing the audience “in my cage” (Galás quoted in Juno 

1991, 10).  

 
Figure	 14:	 Documentation	 of	 installing	 six-channel	 version	 of	 The	 Absence	 of	 Inclination	 (2016)	 at	 Seventh	
Gallery,	Fitzroy,	showing	speakers	placed	around	the	perimeter	of	the	room,	lined	with	black	curtains.	Photo	by	
author.	

  
Figure	15:	Documentation	of	glow	tape	on	floor	to	demarcate	space	for	the	audience	members	to	move	through	
the	installation	when	the	lights	are	out.	Photos	by	author.	

 
Figure	16:	What	audience	members	see	while	listening	to	the	installation—complete	darkness.	Photo	by	
author.	
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Having the audience navigate a pitch-black space was also influenced by the sculptural 

installation How It Is (2009) by Polish sculptor Mirosław Bałka. This giant structure has an 

industrial aesthetic with a large ramp at one end, which leads audience members into the open 

end of structure. Once inside, the walls are lined with plush, black fabric. The only light comes 

through the opening, so as one walks further into the giant structure, less light reaches and 

reflects through the space, and they become shrouded in darkness. The ramp that leads into 

the structure has been likened to “the ramp at the entrance to the Ghetto in Warsaw, or the 

trucks which took Jews away to the camps of Treblinka or Auschwitz” (Tate Modern 2009), 

the work reflecting on Poland’s traumatic past. In interacting with the work, “slowly, step by 

step, you will start to touch darkness” (Bałka quoted in Tate Modern 2009), which reflects an 

experiential impact of trauma, where all that was once known disappears in an instant (as was 

the case of my own Polish family’s experience of the Holocaust, which led to the deaths of my 

great-grandparents, as well as my grandparents’ displacement from Poland—a trauma that 

has resonated across generations). My experience of How It Is involved a heightened sense of 

loss of connection to my environment, and the people around me. In the darkness I felt alone, 

somewhat overwhelmed by my senses and emotions, yet acutely aware of the people just 

beyond my reach. My experiential being felt non-existent, and disconnected from a specific 

time or place, floating in existential uncertainty. This experience of existential disconnect 

also influenced the presentation strategy for The Absence of Inclination installation, the 

darkness reflecting this loss of connection to narrative, and the external world; the sound 

enhancing the tension of this experience. The narrative represented became the absence of a 

beginning or ending; a perpetual cycle of different levels of tension swelling and receding. 

My other response to this narrative impasse was to take a step back and ask, if I remove 

the notion of narrative and diagnosis from my representation and understanding of mental 

illness, what is left? The answer: experience in the moment. Chapter Four describes my 

analysis of The Absence of Inclination and A Shut in Place (2012) from this experiential, moment-

based framework for understanding mental illness, defined by the experiential notion of 

perceptual collapse.	 
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Chapter 4 

 

Mental Illness as Perceptual Collapse: A Listening Analysis 

 
 

When my life started to feel as though it were slipping from my hands, my 
instant inclination was to scream, to cry out for help from anyone who could 
hear me; but that meant I would run the risk of destroying my façade of adult 
sensibility, of strength, so instead of exploding, I would implode; that collapse, 
inevitably, brought about depression. 
 

- Meri Nana-Ama Danquah, Willow Weep for Me (1998, 254) 
 

 
4.0 Introduction: Suicidality and Perceptual Collapse 

In a talk entitled Why We Choose Suicide (2013), presented at the TEDxToronto 

conference on choice, Canadian mental health advocate Mark Henick begins, “I was barely a 

teenager the first time I tried to kill myself,” going on to describe, with chilling detail, the 

two suicide attempts he made in his youth. He explains how in the moments before his second 

attempt he felt that his “perception was collapsing, it was squeezing out that instinctual hope 

that everybody has inside them.” He discusses a perceptual “bubble” in which we all live, the 

limits of which expand and contract based on an interaction between our biology, psychology, 

and society, emphasising that “our perception is its limits.” Giving the example of a motorist 

getting cut off in traffic, he illustrates how everyone’s perception narrows from time to time. 

He describes how in that moment the mind might collapse in on the license plate, and the 

anger felt toward the other driver, at the expense of all else. Yet while perception will expand 

again for most within minutes or maybe hours of such an event, he asks us to imagine 

remaining “stuck there in that dark, narrow place. That’s what it can be like to live with a 

mental illness” (Henick 2013).  

Within this chapter, I examine aspects of my own lived experience of mental illness and 

its representation in my compositions A Shut in Place (2012) and The Absence of Inclination 

(2013), through the lens of perceptual collapse. My attraction to this term came from a desire 

to sidestep the use of medical terminology in thinking about and examining my lived 

experiences—freeing myself from the confines of diagnostic labelling, narrative, or external 

interpretations of symptoms. It also perfectly describes my own experience. The term itself 

reflects an experiential perspective, allowing the analyses of my compositions and lived 
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experiences of mental illness to come from the inside out, focusing on the experiential quality 

of my symptoms, and their manifestation within sound art practice. This became a more 

meaningful way of understanding my experiences than through medical-based terminology, 

freeing my mind to relate to, and understand them, in a more expansive way. This analysis 

led to my conception of five experiential categories of perceptual collapse, which form 

connections between my own lived experiences of this state and my methods of sound art 

practice. This chapter describes these five categories, examining their representation through 

my own compositions in connection to the artworks, research, and lived experiences of others. 

 

4.1 Process for Listening Analysis 

The process for the analysis involved a number of interconnected steps: the mindful 

observation of my experiences of perceptual collapse (that is, if I was experiencing distress 

that had the quality of perceptual collapse, I would mindfully observe my experience in the 

moment, as well as in retrospect); an analysis of the methods used to create A Shut in Place 

and The Absence of Inclination, and how they were interconnected with these experiential 

observations; an analysis of works by other artists and composers that have some connection 

to the categories of perceptual collapse developed through the analysis; and a review of 

literature that interconnected with the ideas observed through this analysis. During the 

process, I considered a series of questions: what does the mind experience when perception 

collapses? How does the mind construct meaning when in a collapsed state? What is the 

quality of collapsed perceptual experience? How do my methods of sound art practice 

intersect with these experiences? The following section describes the results of this analysis, 

through the five categories that define my own experience of perceptual collapse. 

 

4.2 Five Categories of Perceptual Collapse  

 

 4.2.1 Category One: Emotional Weight 

In Chapter Three, I discussed a certain type of depressed state that underpinned the 

first of the madness studies, The Sound of Tension (discussed in section 3.1.1). This state is 

characterised by a tension and heaviness in the body that makes even the slightest movement 

feel difficult and strained. Muscles fatigue quickly as if the body is subjected to a greater 

gravitational pull. Thoughts feel similarly weighted, their movement hindered and slowed. 

All experience feels big and heavy. This notion of depression’s relationship to emotional 

heaviness is a common theme within first-person madness narratives. Take, for instance, this 

description from Black Pain: It Just Looks Like We’re Not Hurting (2008) by Terrie M. Williams 
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of her experience of depression: “I had the sensation of a huge weight, invisible but gigantic, 

pressing down on me, almost crushing me into the bed and pinning me there” (190). And this 

description of catatonic depression by James Melton in Agnes’s Jacket (Hornstein 2009): “I 

remember feeling a profound heaviness. I remember getting out of bed and trying to stand 

up in the morning and just feeling like my head was so heavy. There was this feeling of 

blackness that I could hardly bear” (216). 

The idea of emotional weight was represented through sound in The Absence of 

Inclination by exerting pressure onto objects that hold tension, creating sound from weighted 

force. The main sample driving The Absence of Inclination (which can be heard from 1 min. 55 

sec. to 5 min. 35 sec.) is a recording of a bow being forcefully pushed and pulled across the 

metal rim of a snare drum, the hair stretched close to and sometimes beyond breaking point. 

The bow and the skin of the snare drum both held tension, while the pressure applied to these 

objects determined the quality of the sound. Similarly, the main source of sound for A Shut in 

Place was the cello, an instrument that relies on tension in the strings and bow combined with 

pressure applied by the performer to create sound. Anthea Caddy’s performance technique 

emphasises this tension, often pushing the cello to sound as if on the edge of breaking. This 

imbues the sound with an intense emotional weight.  

Drawing a relationship between difficult emotion and physical weight connects with 

George Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s notion of an “orientational metaphor” (2003, 14), which 

is common in the English language. Such metaphors are based on the way human bodies are 

spatially oriented and physically interact with the world. “Up-down, in-out, front-back, on-

off, center-periphery, and near-far” (25) are all concepts used as orientational metaphors. An 

orientational metaphor commonly applied to emotion is “happy is up/sad is down,” which the 

authors illustrate as follows: 

 
HAPPY IS UP; SAD IS DOWN 
I’m feeling up. That boosted my spirits. My spirits rose. Thinking about her 
always gives me a lift. I’m feeling down. I’m depressed. He’s really low these days. 
I fell into a depression. My spirits sank. 
Physical basis: Drooping posture typically goes along with sadness and 
depression, erect posture with a positive emotional state. (Lakoff & Johnson 
2003, 14) 
 

The emotional weight in A Shut in Place and The Absence of Inclination is in part created 

through the application of pressure onto objects, which involved pushing downward on 

objects to create sound from the pressure exerted by this excess weight. This adheres to the 

orientational metaphor “sad is down” (Lakoff & Johnson 2003, 14), by associating emotional 
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weight with downward force. In the physical world adding weight causes downward motion, 

and places additional stress on the object being weighed down. Using these physical 

metaphors for the mind suggests that just as a physical structure will collapse under the 

pressure of excess weight, so will perception when subjected to pressure from excess 

emotional weight. 

This metaphor of the pressure of emotional weight is also present in the methods used 

to create certain sounds on Scott Walker’s album The Drift (2006). As shown in the 

documentary, Scott Walker: 30th Century Man (Kijak 2006), a large wooden box was constructed 

in the studio of approximately shoulder height with a slightly smaller width, and an open 

bottom. This was raised from the floor so microphones could be placed underneath to capture 

sound resonating inside the box. Walker instructed musicians to perform percussive elements 

using this structure. One example involved banging a concrete brick on its top. As the 

percussionist Alasdair Malloy explains, in doing this, “the image Scott has in his head is the 

sound of this guy banging his glass on top of a bar counter” (Kijak 2006). For the eighth track 

from the album, “Psoriatic,” a large metal bin is pushed and pulled across the top surface of 

the box, the sound acting as a metaphor for sliding tiny thimbles across a desktop—once 

again, magnifying the experience of a small sound. Walker relates the heavy, enlargement of 

these smaller sounds to his own emotional experience of the world, where everything feels 

big and “way out of proportion.” Another example comes from the recording session for the 

second track, “Clara,” where a section of percussion is performed by punching a large slab of 

meat carcass. This track evolved from Walker’s own experience of seeing moving images of 

the dead bodies of Italian dictator Benito Mussolini and his mistress Claretta Petacci hanging 

in the town square when he was only six years old, before the presentation of a movie; an 

image which, at that age, no adults would explain to him (Walker quoted in Kijak 2006). It 

left a strong, disturbing impression on him that became the starting point for this work. The 

punching of the meat carcass reflecting the limp heaviness of the bodies in the image, and in 

turn the emotional weight of his experience of this image as a child.  

 This notion of emotional weight may also present as a kind of shadow that adds 

weight to an experience that may not in itself be so emotionally intense. This is reflected in 

A Shut in Place, where the opening cello phrase is layered with a sampled version of itself 

translated to a lower pitch, which shifts lower and lower as the piece moves on. This use of 

low frequency sounds adheres to the “sad is down” metaphor where high frequency is up 
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(happy), and low frequency is down (sad).33 This pitched down version of the main cello phrase 

acts as an emotional shadow, which gradually pulls the mind down into a deeper state of 

depression, the weight of which causes this perceptual collapse. Metaphorically speaking, this 

emotional weight can weaken the structure of perception; the more added emotional weight, 

the more prone it is to collapse.  

Diamanda Galás’s album Plague Mass (1990) is also heavy with intense, violent 

emotional weight. Its tenth track “Consecration,” begins with Galás chanting in a deep voice, 

joined over time by a bed of more deep, chanting voices. As the track progresses, another 

lower, pitch-shifted version of her chanting is introduced (an emotional shadow), then a 

swelling of deep, guttural growls. This layering of low-pitched sounds imbues a heavy, 

powerful emotion, reflecting Galás’s rage toward the Catholic Church for its homophobia and 

silence in the face of the HIV/AIDS epidemic (Beauchamp 2013). As Galás states, her “work 

is the thing itself, it is the sound of the plague, the sound of the emotions involved” (Galás 

quoted in Juno 1991, 14). In this way, her sound, too, becomes a metaphor for the profound 

heaviness of emotion during perceptual collapse. 

 

4.2.2 Category Two: Perceptual Disorientation 

 
 
I would stand still a lot. There were a lot of confused moments and I would 
stand still and try to understand how to inhabit the world. Try to find any way 
at all to breathe, to gesture, to reach, to speak, to do any action in the world 
that could be me. So I took a step. The feeling that flashed in my mind was 
that I did not know if I had taken a step tomorrow or today or whether I had 
stepped forward or not. I was just lost in time and space. 
 

- James Melton, Agnes’s Jacket (Hornstein 2009, 210)34 
 

 

The Absence of Inclination opens with indecipherable whispers, which seem to flutter 

from ear to ear with no clear direction of source. From these whispers, further sound begins 

to emerge, together becoming a wash of deep, wave-like texture. At one minute and fifty-five 

                                                
33 It has also been shown that listeners may be inclined to interpret music presented at lower 

than normal pitch as sadder, which further supports the translation of the “sad is down” metaphor to 
musical language. Refer to “The Effect of Pitch Exposure on Sadness Judgements: An Association 
Between Sadness and Lower-Than-Normal Pitch” (Huron, Yin & Chordia 2010) for more 
information. 

34 Reprinted by permission of SLL/Sterling Lord Literistic, Inc. Copyright by Taylor & 
Francis. 
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seconds into the track, a loud, abrasive sound cuts in. It once again has no clear point of 

directional origin. The same sound seems to emanate at different moments from all 

directions—left, right, middle—moving out of sync. This was achieved by copying the same 

mono sound (looped) to three separate tracks within Pro Tools, panning one to the left, one 

to the right, and one to the centre, and staggering the beginning and end points of the loop. 

This created a chaotic stereo spread of sound that gives no definitive point on which to anchor 

the source within space, disorienting the sound field and perception of time and space.  

In moments of distress, thoughts, too, can be disorienting. Rumination may become 

jumbled, fast, slow, or overwhelming, providing no definitive point on which to anchor. Many 

trains of thought can lead in different directions with no clear reconciliation or connection; 

cognitive dissonance feels like a disorientation in perception as there is no clear place to 

anchor. Understanding must be drawn from a confusing mass of thoughts and experiences, 

with no clear distinction between right and wrong, reality and fiction.   

The ambiguity of the sounds used to construct A Shut in Place also reflect this kind of 

perceptual disorientation. Most sounds are sampled from cello performances by Caddy, but 

they are not easily identifiable as cello (except for the opening phrase). Caddy’s use of 

extended technique—which draws strong influence from musique concrète by mimicking 

sounds from the natural world—sheds the sound of much of its association with the 

instrument. When heard acousmatically, it may at times be perceived as a cello, but more 

often in its relation to real-world sounds, like an intake of breath, fireworks, the scraping of 

an object against polystyrene, or the splintering of wood. At times, it may also transcend all 

associations with the external world to function as pure, abstract sound. The tension between 

these possible readings mimics the multiple directions of thought that can lead to perceptual 

disorientation. When there is no clear source, there is no clear place for perception to anchor. 

This lack of a perceptual anchor is also inherent to Brian Kane’s theory of acousmatic 

underdetermination, which is defined by the impossibility of determining with certainty what 

has caused a sound that is heard acousmatically. According to Kane, this creates a specific 

kind of unease in the acousmatic situation, which accounts for its “gripping tension and 

mystery” (Kane 2014, 148). Pierre Schaeffer himself also notes that within the acousmatic 

situation, when sound is reduced to its smallest fragments, as can occur through sampling, 

“everything can become unrecognizable. It is at this level that the bell becomes a voice, the 

voice a violin, and the violin a seabird” (Schaeffer 2012, 41). Within my own work, I emphasise 

this underdetermination, choosing sounds that have an inherent ambiguity, and employing 

techniques that enhance it. This creates a sonic environment that is ambiguous, and can be 

experienced in multiple ways, even within the one instance. This reflects the perceptually 
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disorienting experience of perceptual collapse. 

Perceptual disorientation can also be enhanced through the process of sampling and 

looping real-world sound, which creates the paradoxical feeling of an unnatural familiarity. 

Even if the origins are in some way recognisable, the sounds are not experienced as they 

would be in the real world. They are placed within a perceptual space that is neither real nor 

artificial in an absolute sense. The sounds often retain just enough information to be perceived 

as a real environment, event, or instrument, but not enough to decipher with certainty the 

source of those sounds, which can imbue an element of distress. As one listener described: 

 
The sounds felt as if something familiar—a recognisable instrument, for 
instance—had been twisted and distorted into something that they usually 
don’t sound like, and that they might not even like sounding like. (Joanna, email 
to the author, July 25, 2016) 
 

In the same way, perceptual collapse may be precipitated by a lack of information to 

form a clear picture of a situation—there is just enough information to cause anxiety and 

distress, but not enough to provide understanding or closure. The situation carries with it an 

inherent disorientation. 

The Absence of Inclination uses several further compositional gestures that promote 

varying levels of disorientation. Emerging from the initial whispers come two high-pitched 

sounds that are close in frequency but with slightly different timbres. Great attention was 

given to performing the fade in of these two sounds to create an almost imperceptible 

experience of the sounds interweaving at different levels and speeds. This transformation and 

transition between the two sounds occurs on a level close to the perceptual threshold, which 

gives an intuitive sense that something is changing without a clear and conscious awareness 

of how the change is occurring. The use of imperceptible gestures can cause a disorientation 

in perception, which could be likened to that of awakening on a moving train upon arrival at 

a destination without any sense that time has passed, yet knowing that you must have been 

moving. Although seeming as its gestural opposite, the harsh cut at one minute and fifty-

eight seconds achieves a similar effect to finding oneself suddenly in a new place with no 

experience of the journey there: it disorients the bearings of perception by jolting the listener 

into a new place. 

As part of his own sonic exploration of insanity, Austrian guitarist and composer 

Robert Lepenik’s composition PoSTepeno (2012) uses a technique that could also be thought 

to represent a perceptual disorientation through sound. This work was “inspired by a multi-

part collage created circa 1890 by an anonymous schizophrenic patient (known only as Frau 



	

	 75 

ST)[35] at the Viennese Oberdöbling asylum” (Entr’acte, n.d.). Composed for piano and sine 

tones,36 it comprises of minimal layers of sine tones that slowly move up and down in 

frequency alongside gentle, distanced piano notes. The limited palette of sounds bear a 

relationship to the state of perceptual collapse, in that it limits the amount of information that 

can be used to make sense of the world, as experienced in the restricted space of perceptual 

collapse. Although this work is gentle in nature, the constant shifting of the underlying sine 

tones has a destabilising effect. By providing no clear place to anchor, these tones gently 

disorient the bearings of perception, and undermine the stability of the piano.  

Oslo-based, North American sound, media, and installation artist Camille Norment 

uses interactions between expectation and environment to create installations that also 

disorient perception. Two works of this kind include Groove (2001) and Notes from the 

Undermind (2001). Groove consists of two inaudible tones that can be felt by the body, 

perceived only when a gallery attendee passes through a specific point in space. As Norment 

(2001a) notes, “the effect is unexpected and momentarily disorienting with its invasive patters 

of ‘sound’. … Subjects may question their own perceptual experience as the persistence of 

paranoia strikes the mind through body.” This could also be said of my own experience of 

perceptual collapse, which can have a disorienting physicality—felt in the body as well as the 

mind. Notes from the Undermind is a mixed media installation, consisting of a padded cell that 

contains resonating poles, which ring at different frequencies. The artist describes this 

dissonant ringing as symptomatic of psychosis (Norment, n.d.), while the padded walls 

reference the history of the treatment of madness within institutions, where patients are 

sometimes locked within padded cells. Together, these evoke the unnerving quality of 

perceptual disorientation through subtle perceptual shifts, once again connecting such an 

experience to the psychological occurrence of madness. 

Renowned Japanese contemporary artist Yayoi Kusama has lived with severe mental 

illness since she was a child, characterised by neuroses, delusions, hallucinations, and perceptual 

anomalies. Since the age of forty-eight (she is now ninety) she has been living within a 

psychiatric hospital by choice, with her artist studio nearby (Chappo 2015; Lenz 2018). She 

works across sculpture, painting, video, installation, and writing, spending most of her time 

creating artworks that depict her unique perception of the world. To walk into one of her 

installations is to walk into an immersive experience of perception disoriented by phobias and 

obsessions. One such example is her phallic soft-sculpture works, which include the 

                                                
35 Frau is the German word for Ms/Mrs. 
36 A sine tone is the purist sound that can be produced through synthesis. 
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Accumulation series (c. 1962-4), Sex Obsessional Chair (1962), and Aggregation: One Thousand 

Boats Show (1963), where she covers objects such as sofas, armchairs, the inside of high heels, 

ladders, boats, canvases, and cabinets with soft, sewn phallic objects—somewhat like a 

proliferation of penis-like, soft toys covering everything within a domestic space. The objects 

become disturbing, inescapable, and stomach-churning, as the penis (and patriarchy) 

permeates all that would otherwise be touched. Kusama refers to this as, “psychosomatic 

art”—a form of self-therapy: “I began making penises in order to heal my feelings of disgust 

towards sex,” with the obsessive reproduction of these objects a strategy to conquer her fears. 

These began as a toddler from witnessing a sex act between her father and a mistress, and 

growing up in an environment where sex was considered dirty and shameful (Kusama 2011, 

42). These works reflect the way such phobias born from triggers of the deep past can impact 

perception, and shape experience in the present day. It, alongside her full body of work, 

suggests the inextricable link between perception, fear, memory, and trauma, and how 

unresolved trauma can reveal itself through perceptually disorienting symptoms of mental 

illness.  

 

 4.2.3 Category Three: Temporal Expansion 

The primary sampling technique within my practice involves the repetition of sound 

samples in a way that masks the beginning and end points of a loop, creating the illusion of a 

boundless, monolithic sound mass. This is achieved by selecting sounds to sample that have 

a consistent quality in their beginning and end, then choosing a duration for each sample that 

ensures its repetition will be perceptually masked. Each sample is set to endlessly loop, 

triggered at least two or three times (often many more) at slight variations in pitch, further 

masking the beginning and end points of the loop. This expands each sound beyond its own 

limits—a short, repeated sound transformed into a single sound event with the potential of 

an infinite timeframe. It becomes endless and boundless, with a sense of repetition but also 

something beyond it. It is fuller, richer, and denser than the original. This is more than just 

a simple process of looping a sound, but a process of temporal expansion.   

In my own experience of perceptual collapse my mind also engages in a kind of 

temporal expansion. A prior event or idea is continued in the mind through thought and 

memory. The mind expands the memory, it extrapolates more detail, and increases the 

significance of an event that may have occurred in only a small space in time. It is not just 

repeated, but expands through time becoming fuller, richer, and denser with each pass. The 

emotion and the experience that provoked it feels boundless, endless, and unrelenting. There 

is no distinction between it and the rest of the world, the entirety of which has been consumed 
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by the collapse in perception. It is as if suspended in a moment of expanding time, times passes 

yet stagnates in the same moment.  

Psychological research into perception has shown that emotion and mood can alter a 

person’s experience of time. In her paper, “Time Perception, Emotions and Mood Disorders” 

(2013), Professor of Psychology at Blaise Pascal University Sylvie Droit-Volet concludes that 

“individuals suffering from depression experience a slowing down of time compared with 

normal people.” Depressed patients are more likely to relate to statements such as “the day 

seems to go by very slowly for me” or “the world has become timeless for me” (Droit-Volet 

2013, 260), indicating the relationship between depressed mood, and a perceived stagnation 

in temporal experience. 

The sound works of French electronic music composer Eliane Radigue also have a 

profound effect on the experience of temporal perception. Her body of work “explores slowly 

evolving states where musical change is perceived as environmental in scale, constant in 

evolution and virtually imperceptible in transformation” (Sound and Music 2011). She has 

composed many long-duration works (averaging eighty minutes) using an ARP synthesizer. 

The first work “Kyema” from her Triliogie de la Mort (Trilogy of Death) (1998) was “inspired 

by The Tibetan Book of the Dead and invokes the six intermediate states that constitute the 

existential continuity of the being” (Deep Listening Institute, n.d.). The experience of 

alteration in temporal perception arises from the interaction between differing frequencies 

pulsating at different rates. Time anchors to these rhythms, and as they slowly shift—often 

on the edge of conscious awareness—so too does temporal perception. In this way, time seems 

to both stand still and remain in perpetual motion, as if suspended in a moment of shifting 

time; a stagnant state of transition. 

Despite being drawn from very different sound sources (Radigue’s from analogue 

synthesis, my own from real-world sound), a similar rhythmic interaction that alters time 

perception also occurs in The Absence of Inclination. The continuous clicking-type sound drawn 

from the snare sample has an inherent rhythm, its temporal expansion (from the applied 

looping technique) creating flowing waves of shifting repetition across the stereo field, 

disorienting and imprecise but rhythmic nonetheless. Time anchors to this disjointed rhythm, 

which slowly morphs—imperceptibly at first—with faster and faster versions of itself. 

Perception of time shifts with the increasing speed of the sound, just as perception of time can 

shift with changing emotions. 
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4.2.4 Category Four: Experiential Paradox 

When my perception collapses, I experience a narrowing of my focus to a limited piece 

of information at the exclusion of all else. This increases the size and significance of that 

information, imbuing the experience with an expansive quality—what is narrow feels vast. 

The mind fills out the collapsed perceptual space by finding and creating detail within its 

narrow field. Emotions expand. Thoughts extend through time as rumination. More detail is 

observed, and more meaning is given to what is thought to have caused the emotion. Every 

part of the situation increases in size and importance. The perceptual collapse involves a 

simultaneous feeling of restriction and expansion—a paradox of experience. 

A Shut in Place and The Absence of Inclination were both constructed from narrow or 

restricted amounts of sonic material that were expanded through the compositional process. 

They were created from samples, which themselves are short, narrow fragments of audio 

information. A Shut in Place was also restricted to samples of cello recordings (with two 

exceptions). When working with this restricted sonic material, the sounds were expanded 

temporally, and many of the performative and compositional choices further expanded the 

depth of field and frequency range of the sounds. For example, A Shut in Place begins with a 

single cello phrase, repeated. This phrase is layered with a sample of itself, effected in such a 

way that it spreads more widely across the stereo field than the original recording. It is also 

at a lower pitch, gradually moving further down in pitch as the piece progresses. This gives 

the feeling of the cello phrase expanding outwards and downwards. The main sample of the 

snare drum in The Absence of Inclination was originally a mono recording, but it was spread 

across multiple audio tracks that were panned to different positions within the stereo field, 

with the start and end points staggered, thus vastly expanding the depth of field of the 

recording. Most other samples in both The Absence of Inclination and A Shut in Place were 

performed by triggering each original sample, which was set to loop (temporally expand), 

then triggering multiple versions of the same sample at higher or lower pitches, and faster or 

slower speeds over time, giving the impression of the sound expanding outwards, upwards, 

downwards, and in intensity. These works were composed from a narrow, restricted amount 

of sonic material and, by doing so, the sound expanded. 

Restriction of sonic material leading to expansion is fundamental to the work of Italian 

composer Giacinto Scelsi, whose use of microtones influenced the performance approach to 

The Absence of Inclination (as discussed in Chapter Three, section 3.1.5). In the late 1950s, 

Scelsi began working with single tones (Ross 2005). His first completed work in this style, 

Quattro Pezzi su una Nota Sola [Four Pieces on a Single Note] (1961), includes four 

movements that use “variations in tessitura (unisons and octave doublings), dynamics and 
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timbre, as well as introducing microtonal fluctuations and the occasional harmonic shadow,” 

with each movement based around a succession of the single notes F, B, Ab, and A (McComb 

1992). In the liner notes to Natura Renovatur (1967), which also continues this style, Scelsi 

discusses the way sound expands when focused on a single note: 

 
If you play a sound for a very long time, it grows. It becomes so big that you 
start to hear many more harmonies, and it becomes bigger inside. The sound 
envelops you. […] The sound fills the room you are in, it surrounds you, you 
can swim in it. (Scelsi 2001) 
 

What he describes is an experiential paradox, a practice of restricting focus to expand 

perception. His compositions elicit this by focusing on single notes, causing the instruments 

to interact through microtonal vibrations as one giant, swelling, and shifting sound mass. 

This style is famously said to have stemmed from Scelsi’s own experience of madness, during 

which time he performed a single note on a piano over and over within a psychiatric hospital, 

“not losing his mind but finding the source of his mature style [of composition]” (Ross 2007). 

This was an intense focus of the mind, which allowed it to expand to a healed state. 

In my own work, multiple versions of the same sample are triggered at varying pitches 

to create a monolithic sound mass from a single sample. This was something that, prior to 

this research, I would typically perform by using a midi keyboard mapped on a Western scale 

of semitones. However, when creating many of the sounds used in The Absence of Inclination, 

scripts were added to instruments in the software sampler, which adapted the standard 

keyboard to play microtones, influenced by Scelsi’s work. These scripts decreased the pitch 

differential between triggered samples to varying degrees,37 adding greater harmonic depth 

to the expanded sound through microtonal vibrations. Scelsi also describes a further paradox 

in the experience of sonic expansion: 

 

But the sound is both creator and destroyer. It is therapeutical. It can heal, but 
it can also destroy. […] When you enter a sound, it surrounds you. You 
become part of this sound. Gradually, you are devoured by this sound and you 
need no other sound. […] It’s all in this sound, the entire universe is in this 
one sound that fills the room. All possible sounds are contained in this sound 
from the start. (Scelsi 2001)  
 

The experience of perceptual collapse as described by Henick in his talk that inspired 

this chapter, also both heals and destroys. The intensity of emotions, loss of control, and 

                                                
37 For instance, some were set to reproduce quartertones (i.e. .25 cents between notes), with 

others as .1, .2, or other variations between notes. 
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perceptual constriction, which he describes as making him feel like “an asthmatic who had 

lost his glasses in a hurricane” (Henick 2013), are counteracted by the satisfaction of gaining 

agency over his own life, through his decision to suicide. As he explains of the feeling right 

before his second attempt: 

 

In that moment, my entire life was completely within my control. And when 
you’re living in a hurricane like this all the time that’s a really unfamiliar but 
really satisfying feeling, to feel like you have control over your whole life. So, I 
stayed like that for a while, I just stood there in that feeling, experiencing that 
feeling of having agency over my life again. (Henick 2013) 
 

From within this state of perceptual collapse the only control to be gained over the 

emotions is through thoughts of the destruction of self. The self is devoured: it is 

paradoxically healed and destroyed. 

Paradoxical responses to listening to A Shut in Place can also exist between different 

audience members. For example, at an Inter-Disciplinary.Net conference on Storytelling, Illness 

and Medicine held in Budapest, March 2016, I played A Shut in Place to conference delegates, 

and then engaged them in discussion about their experience of listening. The following two 

contrary responses reflect the paradoxes within the sound: “The sound makes me feel that the 

pain never stops” (Sophia, email to the author, July 20, 2016), as compared to, “unlike others, 

instead of the pain that I anticipated, there was safety, security, and finally with the ending—

a great sense of personal peace” (Peter Bray, email to author, July 19, 2016).38 Paradoxical 

responses can also occur within the same listener: “I want to hug you and hit you at the same 

time, you sent me back to one of the painful experiences I had went through” (Liat Mor, email 

to author, July 21, 2016). This reflects the paradox of re-experiencing the memory of pain as 

an audience member, through the safe space of artistic metaphor. This is similar to my 

experience as a composer, where working with these sounds creates a safe space for me to 

examine difficult life experiences. 

 

4.2.5 Category Five: Protective Disrupture  

The compositional structure of The Absence of Inclination reflects a movement through 

perceptual collapse that ends with a protective disrupture. This structure progresses as 

follows: the work begins with soft, unintelligible whispers, representing persistent thoughts 

                                                
38 Responses are referenced with first and last name or first name only, based on the 

responders’ requests. Full responses can be found in Appendix C alongside a transcript of the paper 
presented at the conference that sparked the discussion. These responses were collected via email in 
the months after the conference to reflect some of the discussion that had taken place there. 
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and emotions with unclear meaning, which push the mind and body to the limits of distress. 

Airy, gentle metallic sounds open perception, and waves of emotion begin to arise. The harsh, 

complicated sound of tension (from the snare and the bow) cuts in. This sample is at first 

triggered at its original pitch and speed. Then gradually over the period of a few minutes 

further iterations of the same sample are triggered at varying speeds and pitches, with a focus 

on fluidly shifting the sound to a denser variation of higher pitch and faster speed. Through 

this technique, the sound appears to morph into something new, expanding to become both a 

larger and smaller version of itself: an experiential paradox, which then fades away. This is 

an expansion and contraction of sound, a simultaneous swelling and receding. It ends with a 

fine, high-pitched tone, which was symbolic of the psychological experience of derealisation 

(as described in Chapter Three, section 3.2). This type of derealisation provides respite from 

the intensity of the perceptual collapse that precedes it; it is a rupture from the surrounding 

world, designed to protect one’s self. 

In the context of perceptual collapse, this rupture suggests that a collapse in 

perception may be a protective mechanism, a psychological response to a perceived threat in 

the environment (a protective disrupture). This disrupture is a psychological attempt to 

protect oneself in a situation where there is no power to change the circumstance. This 

connects with the idea that mental illness can exist within the space between the self and the 

outside world, a protective layer between a person and their physically or psychologically 

dangerous environment. This is a common theme within first-person madness narratives, 

many of which report experiences of bullying, childhood abuse, unpredictable familial 

environments, explosive family members, domestic violence, anti-Semitism, intergenerational 

trauma, and more, which feed into the experience of mental illness. A striking example comes 

from research psychologist and mental health advocate Eleanor Longden, who positions her 

own severe mental illness as a protective disrupture from a cruel and tormenting upbringing. 

Her story involves being diagnosed with schizophrenia after first hearing voices in college, 

followed by years of persistent and terrifying voices, visions, and delusions, which led to 

multiple hospitalisations and many medications, which were of minimal use in managing her 

symptoms. At the time, her psychiatrist declared that she “would have been better off with 

cancer because it would be easier to cure.” However, once she came to understand that these 

voices and delusions were “meaningful messages from [her] mind about unbearable things 

[she’d] endured as a child and young adult” their content shifted. While she still hears voices, 

she now describes them as “guides and allies, not tormenters” (Longden 2015). She has not 

needed medication or interaction with mental health services since this transformation over ten 

years ago. Now a research psychologist at the University of Leeds in England—something 
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that would have been unthinkable during her period of severe schizophrenia—she uses this 

firsthand experience within her research to advocate for a rethinking of the brain disease 

model of schizophrenia, shifting toward its conception as a psychological injury that forms as 

self-protection. I posit this as a form of protective disrupture.  

The notion of protective disrupture as a compositional device appears within both A 

Shut in Place and The Absence of Inclination, not just in the example provided above, but also in 

the moments where each track has a harsh cut from one point to another. In A Shut in Place 

this occurs at the point where the splintering cello sound acts as a metaphor for a shattering 

of self, as discussed in Chapter Two, section 2.4. In this context, this shattering of self can be 

understood as a protective disrupture from abuse. In The Absence of Inclination, the notion of 

protective disrupture occurs not just at the end as discussed above, but also within the harsh 

cut in of the tense sound of the snare drum that occurs at one minute and fifty-five seconds. 

This suggests that the physical tension depicted through this track may be a protective 

response to a harmful environment—an idea that is used as a springboard for extending this 

track into the sound-based first-person madness narrative of Glue and Return (2016), which 

will be discussed in Chapter Six. 

 

4.3 Discussion 

As cognitive linguist George Lakoff and philosopher Mark Johnson state in Metaphors 

We Live By (2003, 5), “we act according to the way we conceive of things.” In conceiving of 

my lived experience of mental illness through the lens of perceptual collapse, the analysis 

performed through this chapter has produced an alternate conception of my experiences that 

moves toward different actions—both in my research and my lived experience of managing 

mental illness. It has freed me from making sense of my experiences through medicalised 

understandings alone. I can now feel and sense these experiences on a level that does not 

require words, expanding the potential ways in which I can respond to my symptoms. For 

example, now, once I feel like a problem has taken on the quality of the condensed expansion, 

of something that has both expanded and contracted, I understand that I am experiencing a 

perceptual collapse. The collapse involves a loss of context, a cessation in seeing the broader 

context within which I am experiencing my distress (even if my thoughts have convinced me 

otherwise). I can feel the essence of perceptual collapse, and the multifaceted layers within it, 

and I can recognise this through my understanding of sound and sound processes. Once I 

have recognised this collapse, I can then take a step back and ask myself: what can I do right 

now to expand my perception?  
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The benefit of this is there are multiple ways to address this question. It does not 

exclude the medical perspective, as at times a biomedical approach may be needed to expand 

my perception (for instance, through medication or supplementation that shifts the way my 

body functions and brain perceives), or a discussion with a trusted psychiatrist. However, it 

does not have the same limiting effect of the medical perspective on mental illness. The question 

may also be addressed through other means, such as sitting and sensing a larger picture using 

the inner feeling of sound (a technique that is hard to describe in words—somewhat like a 

meditation on the feeling of perceptual expansion), or to think about a larger context of a life 

event. It could be to write about the experience including contextual information, to read 

about other people’s experiences of similar situations, to visualise a different perspective, to 

listen to a sound that feels expansive, or to seek out information that expands my narrowed 

perception. The key here is that it can provoke creative thought on how to expand my 

perception, including methods that may sit outside the medical perspective. This creates room 

to experiment with creative solutions that respond to the experience in the moment, from the 

inside out, and the specific circumstances surrounding it, without imposing an external means 

for understanding the distress.   

The five experiential categories of perceptual collapse also offer a set of methods and 

concepts that can be used as a starting point in creating a first-person madness narrative using 

sound, one that begins from an experiential standpoint rather than a narrative one. They 

present ways to represent the experiential aspects of mental illness through sound, allowing 

me to side-step the problem of the lack of clarity surrounding narrative and diagnosis flagged 

at the end of Chapter Three. These categories provide the foundation for my composition of 

Love Songs (2018), the making of which will be described in the following chapter. This in 

turn leads to a new way of understanding the narrative of my lived experience of mental illness 

through the process of metaphor in sound composition.   
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Chapter 5 

 

Listening through Trauma and Madness: Narrating the Making 

of Love Songs 
 
 
Challenging our usual expectations of what it means to tell, to listen, and to 
gain access to the past, Lanzmann suggests that historical truth may be 
transmitted in some cases through the refusal of a certain framework of 
understanding, a refusal that is also a creative act of listening. 
 

- Cathy Caruth, Trauma: Explorations in Memory (1995, 154) 
 

 

5.0 Introduction: The Psychodynamics of Composing Love Songs 

This chapter narrates the thinking behind my thirty-four-minute electroacoustic 

composition titled Love Songs (2018), which evolved from the perceptual collapse analysis 

performed in Chapter Four. Where this previous chapter focused on understanding the 

experiential, in-the-moment nature of perceptual collapse through a reflective analysis of 

works I had already composed, in creating Love Songs I was instead asking what might be 

understood about my experience of perceptual collapse by examining it through the 

compositional process. The methods developed to perform this process became a creative act 

of listening, one where the ambiguity inherent to acousmatic sound provided space for 

creative contemplation of my experience of perceptual collapse. This extended beyond the 

experiential moments of distress discussed in the previous chapter, to fragments of the 

narrative and conceptual frameworks surrounding these experiences. The method for 

composing involved a more complex interaction between metaphor and the notion of thinking 

through sound than in previous chapters, with creative analysis becoming part of the 

compositional process. I shaped sounds to contemplate concepts or experiences connected to 

perceptual collapse, and then reflected upon how these sounds deepened my understanding 

of these experiences. I further shaped the composition based on these deepened 

understandings, creating a cycle of composition and analysis grounded in understanding my 

lived experience of perceptual collapse. This method drew upon my years of experience in 

psychodynamic-informed therapy, which has involved weekly to twice-weekly discussions 

with a therapist to reflect upon and understand the conscious and unconscious forces shaping 

my relationship dynamics, and their entanglement with symptoms of mental illness.  
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The ideas that emerged through this process reveal the entanglement of trauma, 

symptoms of mental illness, its treatment through the mental health system, and larger systems of 

oppression,39 which can influence a person’s perception of their symptoms of mental illness or 

trauma. The trauma discussed is specific to that of insidious forms of abuse within intimate 

relationships. This is a type of abuse that can be difficult to recognise and name as abuse, yet 

has a profound effect on the person experiencing it (particularly through the degradation of 

mental health). It does not involve physical violence but covert manipulation that, on a 

superficial level, may be hard to distinguish from common, non-abusive relationship conflict. 

However, upon deeper interrogation it can be understood as abuse. As abuse counsellor and 

author Lundy Bancroft describes: 

 
It’s true that almost everyone does yell at one point or another in a 

relationship, and most people, male or female, call their partners a name from 
time to time, interrupt, or act selfish or insensitive. These behaviours are 
hurtful and worthy of criticism, but they aren’t all abuse, and they don’t all 
have the same psychological effects that abuse does. At the same time, all of 
these behaviours are abusive when they are part of a pattern of abuse. Being 
yelled at by a respectful partner feels bad, but it doesn’t have the same chilled, 
ugly atmosphere that an abuser’s yells do. 

The term abuse is about power; it means that a person is taking 
advantage of a power imbalance to exploit or control someone else. Where 
ever power imbalances exist, such as between men and women, or adults and 
children, or between rich and poor, some people will take advantage of those 
circumstances for their own purposes. (…partner abuse has been found not to 
exist in societies where males and females have equal power.) Thus the 
defining point of abuse is when the man starts to exercise power over the 
woman in a way that causes harm to her and creates a privileged status for 
him. (Bancroft 2002, 123-124)40 41 

 

                                                
39 Systems of oppressions are, “[b]uilt into the very fabric of our society [through] cultural 

values and habits which support the oppression of some persons and groups of people by other 
persons and groups.” They are, “created by a series of acts of abuse which establish and maintain 
dominance” (Just Conflict, n.d.).  

40 Please note: Bancroft’s use of gendered language when discussing abuse does not discount 
that women can abuse, that men can be victims, or that abuse can exist within non-binary, or gender 
diverse relationships. As he explains, he has “chosen to use the word he to refer to the abusive person 
and she to the abused partner… for convenience and because they correctly describe the great 
majority of relationships in which power is abused” (Bancroft 2002, xiv). Throughout this 
dissertation, I prefer the non-gendered pronoun they. However, at times I have reproduced 
Bancroft’s gendered language due to this research’s focus on speaking through my own experience 
of having been female-assigned within relationships with men, as well as to point to the larger issues 
of patriarchy (which relies on gender binaries) that underpin the kind of abuse described through 
this chapter.  

41 Why Does He Do That? Inside the Minds of Angry and Controlling Men by Lundy Bancroft © 
2002, published by Penguin Random House LLC. Reproduced with permission from publisher. All 
rights reserved. 
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Much of the thinking behind the composition of Love Songs reflects my own process of 

grappling with the distinction between abusive and non-abusive relationship conflict, the 

abuse’s interaction with symptoms of mental illness, and the intense confusion that can be caused 

by the most insidious forms of abuse. These may not occur as yelling, overt selfishness, or 

insensitivity as discussed in the quote above, as there are also “cool, calculating abusers who 

rarely explode in ire” (Bancroft 2002, 130). Such abusers may feign sensitivity, or use 

intellectual manipulation to undermine their victim’s perceptions (for instance, through the 

psychological abuse strategy of gaslighting, which will be described further in section 5.2.4). 

My own experience of the mental health system is that it can also reinforce this kind of abuse 

through the illness framework it uses to understand symptoms (as discussed in Chapter Two), 

compounding the confusion caused by the abuse.42 My creation of Love Songs involved a 

contemplation on the history of the mental health system and its underlying biases within my 

process of grappling with the confusion caused by abuse and mental health diagnosis. 

Composing became part of a refusal of this conventional therapeutic framework for 

understanding my experiences, a creative act of listening to my perceptions to develop a 

unique understanding of these experiences through sound. 

This chapter discusses the process of creating the Love Songs composition, by 

connecting compositional decisions to various concepts from my bibliographic research, 

therapy, and lived experiences. In this way, it narrates my lived experience of mental illness, 

and my understanding of it, through its connection to my compositional practice—becoming 

part of my first-person madness narrative by speaking through sound. This chapter reviews 

the ideas behind each movement of the composition, which leads to a final reflection on the 

completed work. 

 

5.1 Perceptual Collapse (Revisited) 

After the perceptual collapse analysis performed in Chapter Four, I began collecting 

sounds that in some way embodied aspects of the five experiential categories of perceptual 

collapse outlined in the previous chapter: emotional weight, perceptual disorientation, 

                                                
42 This observation is also supported by Patricia Evans’ thesis in The Verbally Abusive 

Relationship (2010), where she discusses the pathologising approach taken by certain therapists as 
reinforcing the abuse strategies of a partner. She also notes that, “[i]f a therapist is blind to the 
effects of patriarchy on some relationships, she or he may believe that a verbally abused woman will 
no longer be abused if she simply becomes more independent and self-assertive” (Evans 2010, 201). 
This mirrors my own experience, where in the past I have had a therapist encourage me to stay in 
abusive relationships I wished to end to work on my assertiveness, suggesting the incidents of abuse 
would cease if I changed my behaviour. They did not, but escalated. See Chapter XVIII, “About 
Therapy – And for the Therapist,” of Evans’ book for further information. 
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temporal expansion, experiential paradox, and protective disrupture. This collection of 

sounds involved experimentation with objects found around my home (such as wire, marbles, 

drums, a wok brush, a plastic table, and a broken CD case) to see how they might be used to 

explore these categories through sound. The types of materials I chose were not as important 

as the types of sounds they could create, which all held qualities that connected to the 

categories of perceptual collapse. I also invited several of my peers to contribute source 

material for this investigation. This included Taiwanese extended vocalist Alice Hui-Sheng 

Chang (voice), Australian improviser Jim Denley (flute), Australian pop singer-songwriter 

and theatre composer Emah Fox (voice), Australian composer, musician and academic Cat 

Hope (electric bass), and Australian sound artist Martin Kay (field recordings). I provided 

each artist with a summary of my five categories of perceptual collapse, and asked them to 

interpret these through sound. This invitation served two key functions. One was to diversify 

my sound palate, providing a more interesting range of sounds to work with than if I had 

worked on my own. The second was as a metaphor for my experience of forming perceptions 

of mental illness, which is influenced by those around me yet synthesised through my own set 

of memories, experiences, and knowledge. Working with the sounds of others became a way 

of considering how my perception might distort or reflect the world around me. This 

embedded the experientialist philosophy of subjectivism (where individual perception is 

shaped through a dialogue with the external world) into my working method. I was also 

building upon the metaphor first used in Chapter Two, which saw my processes for sampling 

and manipulating sounds as a metaphor for the way the mind—in this case, my mind—shapes 

external experience through its own set of filters, knowledge, and perspectives. These sounds 

of perceptual collapse formed the basis for the palate of sounds used to create Love Songs. 

 

5.2 Composing Love Songs 

The Love Songs composition evolved from the creation of a shorter work titled Object 

Permanence (2015), which was a twenty-minute electroacoustic composition commissioned by 

Australian label ROOM40 for diffusion across the twenty-speaker sound system at 

Audiorama in Stockholm, Sweden, by Australian sound artist and label director Lawrence 

English. This work was developed from my first experimentations with the sounds of 

perceptual collapse. I sampled fragments and listened to the way the sampler transformed the 

sounds, and how that caused me to reflect on my own experiences of perceptual collapse and 

what was behind it. The first sound that sparked my interest (which opens Object Permanence, 

and later came to open Love Songs) was a sample of Chang’s voice, pitched down to the lowest 

frequency possible on my keyboard. This keyboard was programmed into quartertones, which 
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decreased the interval between each note, as well as the perceptual awareness of shifts from 

one note to the next (a technique first developed within the third madness study, Velocity vs. 

Viscosity, discussed in Chapter Three, section 3.1.5). The natural sample was placed on the 

highest key of the keyboard, so the lowest note could be as low as possible, which was sixty-

eight keys lower. At this significant decrease in pitch, the sample was no longer recognisable 

as voice (nor with the familiar pitch-shifted voice sound), taking on an ambiguity and depth 

not present in its natural form. As I listened to this sound, and the way it would mutate and 

transform as I added layer upon layer (by triggering various sequences of keys), I began to 

contemplate several concepts connected to my lived experience of mental illness, which I felt 

were embodied in the sound (these will be explained in the following section). Recognising 

these concepts then informed the way I shaped my performance of this sample within the 

composition, and the compositional choices I made beyond that.  

After completing Object Permanence for the ROOM40 commission, I stepped away 

from the work, doing further research on the themes that had emerged through its creation. 

I later returned to the composition, discarding some parts, while reworking others, and 

extending it with new material to create Love Songs. The following five sections of this 

chapter correspond with the five movements of the Love Songs composition, which are “Object 

(im)Permanence,” “Erasure,” “Repetition Compulsion,” “Who is to Blame?,” and “Epilogue.” 

The five movements are designed to be listened to in consecutive order with no spaces in 

between. Each section here outlines the interconnected ideas underpinning the compositional 

choices within each movement, reflecting the metaphorical relationships between sounds, 

compositional gestures, and the conceptual underpinnings of the research. These conceptual 

underpinnings traverse the fields of philosophy, psychology, psychoanalysis, music theory, 

trauma theory, and feminism, reflecting the interdisciplinary frameworks through which I 

understand and relate to my lived experiences of mental illness, and the narrative that 

surrounds it. 

 

5.2.1 Movement 1: “Object (im)Permanence” (10 min. 37 sec.) 

This first movement begins with a slow fade in from silence, with a sound that 

embodied my contemplation of the following quote:  

 
Most people are unaware of the slow agony within themselves. For them, there 
is only one kind of agony, the one immediately preceding the fall into absolute 
nothingness. Only such moments of agony bring about important existential 
revelations in consciousness. That is why they expect too much from the end 
instead of trying to grasp the meaning of a slow revelatory agony. The end will 
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reveal too little and they will die as ignorant as they have lived. (Cioran 1934, 
27) 
 

This quote is drawn from Romanian philosopher Emil Cioran’s book On the Heights of 

Despair (1934). This is a “lyrical and ironical, poetical and paradoxical” book that “rejects the 

technique of dry philosophical argument in favour of suggestive and vivid imagery” 

(Zarifopol-Johnston 1992, xvii-xviii). Cioran’s work typically deals with issues of existence 

from a nihilistic and “euphorically pessimistic” (Thacker 2012, v) perspective. This quote 

comes from his musings “On Death” (Cioran 1934, 22-28), which examine the immanence of 

death within life, to which, he argues, most people are ignorant unless confronted with illness, 

or on the edge of death.  

A contemplation of this quote is embedded within this first movement of Love Songs, 

the sounds and their performance evoking reflections on these themes:  

 

s 

l 

o 

w 

 

a 

g 

o 

n 

y 

.  

 

Existential revelations in consciousness.  

 

 

Slow r e v e l a t o r y agony.  

 

 

These ideas set the pacing for the composition (embodied by its strange, unnerving 

yet soothing rhythm), and underpin the way the sound grows, builds, and reveals itself.  
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The bulk of this first movement is built from a nineteen-second loop of Chang’s voice. 

Her voice performs a long note, extended further through time using the temporal expansion 

technique. The first trigger of the sample is so low in pitch that the source of the sound cannot 

be identified through listening. This is Chang’s voice, but it does not sound like her voice. It 

is a low, slow version of itself, fragmented and transformed into an unsteady rhythmic texture 

that bears no similarity to the sound of voice. Instead it sounds somewhat machine-like. From 

the listening position, Chang is both here and not here—an idea I connected to the notion of 

object permanence and personality disorder drawn from psychoanalytic theory, explained as 

follows:  

Object permanence is the knowledge that objects exist even when they are unable to 

be perceived directly by the senses (APA Dictionary of Psychology 2015). It is a 

developmental milestone that is typically achieved within the first two years of life. Within 

object relations theory—an “offshoot of psychoanalytic theory that emphasizes interpersonal 

relations” (Daniels 2007)—object constancy is an interpersonal parallel to object permanence, 

extending the notion of object permanence into the emotional and interpersonal realm. It is 

the ability to maintain a “positive inner image” of another person,43 “irrespective of either 

satisfactions or dissatisfactions” (Anna Freud quoted in Akhtar 1994, 441). This is the point 

in a child’s development where they become able to maintain a stable inner image of their 

primary caregiver in the absence of their needs being met in that moment. Object constancy 

is thought to rely on the development of object permanence, as well as a caregiver’s overall 

reliability at meeting the child’s physical and emotional needs.  

In his paper, “Object Constancy and Adult Psychopathology” (1994), Salman Akhtar, 

a psychoanalyst and professor of psychiatry and human behaviour at Jefferson Medical 

College,  discusses how an inability to achieve object constancy can be associated with a range 

of psychopathologies that manifest within the interpersonal realm, referred to as personality 

disorders. Where an adult is lacking object constancy they may have an “inability to remember 

that people or objects are consistent, trustworthy, and reliable, especially when they are out 

of [that person’s] immediate field of vision” (Out of the Fog 2016). This may lead to 

behaviours or neuroses that affect the quality of their interpersonal relations. This idea was 

introduced to me by a psychiatrist while investigating anxiety around some of my own 

interpersonal interactions. The question arose as to whether this anxiety was a result of an 

inability to achieve object constancy within relationships, or a response to an inconsistency 

and dishonesty in my partner. Therapy focused on coming to understand whether the 

                                                
43 In object relations theory, people are synonymous to objects. 
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problem was caused by an inaccuracy within my perception, or a real problem within the 

relationship. At the time, this was a difficult, slippery question that had no clear answer. The 

question itself undermined my sense of trust in my own perceptions, increasing my distress. 

My manipulation and performance of Chang’s voice was a play with this notion of 

object permanence and constancy, and its paradoxical instability, in connection to my own 

experience of slow agony. Composing this work became part of my process of questioning 

(and coming to understand) the connection between object constancy and my own experience 

of slow agony. In the composition, Chang’s voice was the object, present yet absent—it was 

pitched down so low that although Chang’s voice could be heard it was not recognisable as 

her voice. As a consequence, it could represent (metaphorically) both object permanence and 

impermanence, constancy and inconsistency, reflecting the instability within my own 

understanding of my experience at that time. Over the span of the first seven minutes of this 

movement, many iterations of this same sample were gradually triggered at higher and higher 

pitches, causing the sound to build slowly in loudness, volume, and intensity. The peak of this 

build is an accumulation of this same sample triggered hundreds of times at different pitches, 

with the highest note being the natural pitch at which Chang first vocalised the sound—the 

object becomes its “real” self. From there, almost all other iterations recede, with the sample 

sounding at its natural pitch, as well as the lowest pitch (where it began), which remains for 

the rest of the movement. This shifting of sound was a metaphor for the concept of slow 

revelatory agony, with this gesture slowly revealing the source of the sound. Now the object 

is present yet frozen as an unnatural, temporally expanded, and perceptually disoriented 

environment.  

This next introduction of voice sample was processed through editing—a fragment of 

Chang’s vocalisation chopped into tiny pieces, rearranged, and spread across the stereo-field. 

One sample holds, the sound static. The other sample changes and fluctuates, disoriented in 

time and space as the agony continues. A recognised characteristic of trauma is that people 

become “disoriented spatially and temporally” (Burstow 2003, 1303). At the time of 

composing this work, I had at times rejected the notion that I had experienced trauma that 

contributed to my experience of mental illness, while at others I had embraced it. My 

understanding of my mental illness enacted a kind of circular process of switching between the 

two. Even when I acknowledged certain traumas, others remained unacknowledged, and I 

was still unsure as to how it played into my experience of mental illness. I had also questioned 

whether I had experienced repeated traumas, or just overlaid past traumas onto the present, 

thus experiencing the feeling of trauma in the absence of traumatic circumstances. The 
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process of making Love Songs was informed by my questioning of the ways in which trauma 

informed the narrative of my mental illness. 

While composing, I integrated the writing of Lundy Bancroft and Patricia Evans, two 

therapists and authors with extensive expertise on abusive relationships, into my 

understanding of my experience of mental illness. This integration occurred through the 

process of listening to and shaping the abstracted sounds. During this process, I questioned 

how or why the content of these texts might apply to my own life circumstances, in 

connection to my experiences of object constancy and slow agony. Had verbal abuse and 

manipulative, invisible control strategies in relationships been the source of much of my pain, 

mental illness, and sense of existential agony? At this point, I was not sure. Composing this 

work was part of my contemplation of this question. 

As the samples of Chang’s voice continue, another sample is introduced, which builds 

slowly. This is the sound of Jim Denley’s breath running through a flute, another sound of 

perceptual collapse. This is a fragment of his flute recorded, sampled, looped, and extended 

through time via multiple iterations of the same sample sounding at various pitches—again 

using the technique of temporal expansion. This sound gradually builds in loudness as it also 

lowers in pitch. Chang’s breath and Denley’s breath merge through these moments. The 

objects are merged; there is no clear distinction between the self and other. 

Then,  

the sound just stops. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.2.2 Movement 2: “Erasure” (4 min. 49 sec.) 

 
 
When people encounter controlling behaviour, they often feel “erased,” as if, 
to the perpetrator, they don’t exist. 
 

- Patricia Evans, Controlling People (2002, 5) 
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Emah Fox and I are in the hallway of my home, recording. We are in a confined space, 

the two of us confined together. Fox is vocalising the sound of perceptual collapse; I am 

recording and listening. Her voice moves through her, it is breath shaped through a tightness 

and pressure in her body. She is pushing herself into the sound, almost hurting herself to 

make the sound—her hands pressed against her throat as if choking. I take the recording of 

this sound and fragment it. I cut it into tiny pieces and shift those pieces around on the 

timeline within the editing software (Reaper), once again dislocating the sound in time and 

space. I sample this reconfiguration of Fox’s vocalisations. I turn the loudness down. Her pain 

(reflected through her vocals) is distant and reconfigured, a watermark in the silence. It is 

with this quiet, temporally confused sound that “Erasure” begins. 

In her essay, “Cassandra Among the Creeps” (2014), North American historian, writer 

and activist Rebecca Solnit discusses the erasure of women’s experience embedded within the 

history of Western culture, which is performed to maintain the patriarchal status quo. As she 

explains:  

 
Not uncommonly, when a woman says something that impugns a man, 
particularly a powerful one (not a black one unless he’s just been nominated 
for the Supreme Court by a Republican president), or an institution, especially 
if it has to do with sex, the response will question not just the facts of her 
assertion but her capacity to speak and her right to do so. Generations of 
women have been told they are delusional, confused, manipulative, malicious, 
conspiratorial, congenitally dishonest, often all at once. (Solnit 2014, 1) 
 

Psychiatry’s role in perpetuating these claims can be evidenced within the early works 

of Sigmund Freud, an Austrian neurologist, and the founder of psychoanalysis. As illustrated 

by psychologist Judith Herman44 in her book Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence—

from domestic abuse to political terror (2015), Freud’s “psychological theory… [which dominated 

psychiatry for a century] was founded in the denial of women’s reality” (Herman 2015, 14). 

As she explains, in his early years of study, Freud had at first, somewhat radically, listened to 

the experiences of his female patients, and determined that in “every case of hysteria there are 

one or more occurrences of premature sexual experiences” (Freud quoted in Herman 2015, 14). 

However: 

 

                                                
44 Judith Herman is a renowned psychologist who revolutionised the way borderline 

personality disorder (which is ostensibly a modern-day label for hysteria) is understood. She instead 
proposed the diagnosis of complex post-traumatic stress disorder (C-PTSD), which reflects the 
complexity and layers of trauma experienced by people with such a diagnosis. While not an official 
diagnosis within the DSM-V, it is becoming recognised within the mental health field, and the 
diagnosis of PTSD has expanded to incorporate some of its symptoms. 
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[within] a year, Freud had privately repudiated the traumatic theory of the 
origins of hysteria. His correspondence makes clear that he was increasingly 
troubled by the radical social implications of his hypothesis. Hysteria was so 
common among women that if his patients’ stories were true, and if his theory 
were correct, he would be forced to conclude that what he called “perverted 
acts against children” were endemic, not only among the proletariat of Paris… 
but also among the respectable bourgeois families of Vienna, where he had 
established his practice…Faced with this dilemma, Freud stopped listening to 
his female patients. (Herman 2015, 14)45 

 

 From this point onwards, Freud came to rethink his hypothesis on the connection 

between hysteria and trauma, focusing instead on the “erotic excitement” (Herman 2015, 14) 

of his female patients, and their construction of abuse fantasies, finally stating: “I was at last 

obliged to recognise that these scenes of seduction had never taken place, and that they were 

only fantasies which my patients had made up” (Freud quoted in Herman 2015, 14). As Solnit 

observes of this statement: “it was as though a handy alibi had been constructed for all 

transgressive authority, all male perpetrators of crimes against females. She wanted it. She 

imagined it. She doesn’t know what she is saying” (Solnit 2014, 2).  

In composing the previous movement of Love Songs, “Object (im)Permanence,” I was 

meditating on the confusion that had amounted from the suggestion that I might be 

experiencing a loss of object constancy within my relationships, and thus projecting trauma 

from the past onto the present. This concept was based upon Freud’s theories, which, on some 

level, are inherently tied to a history of undermining women’s experience of abuse. While 

composing “Erasure,” I was contemplating if my confused perceptions may be an extension 

of this silencing, with mental health treatment perpetuating the damaging patriarchal values 

that maintain white male power, even beyond discussions of Freud’s theories alone. The 

sound of Fox’s voice in Love Songs was part of this questioning—quiet, detached, temporally 

and spatially confused. This oppression relies on silence, shame, and the erasure of women’s 

experience. Silence and sounds on the threshold of perception become a recurring motif in 

this composition from hereon in, in contemplation of the mass silencing of women’s pain, and 

how this translates on a personal level. 

Amidst the sound of Fox’s voice a new sound cuts in, further masking this sonic 

representation of emotional confusion and pain. It is a field recording provided by Martin Kay 

of a large crowd filtered through the distance, which highlights the sound of traffic between 

the crowd and the microphone. The listener is dislocated from the source of the sound, the 

                                                
45 From Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence—From Domestic Abuse to Political 

Terror by Judith L. Herman, copyright © 1992, 1993, 1997, 2015. Reprinted by permission of Basic 
Books, an imprint of Hachette Book Group, Inc.  
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recording embodying a sense of social isolation and dissociation, “a phenomenon in which 

one’s experience is detached or separated from one’s awareness or conscious memory” (The 

Sage Glossary of Social and Behavioural Sciences 2009). In this movement, Kay’s field 

recordings represent disconnection from both the self and others—a silencing of the self 

through a disconnection from the world. 

As the piece moves on, a rupture in Kay’s field recording occurs. In a split second a 

much louder layer of multiple sounds interjects, so quickly that its origins are unrecognisable. 

Its loud volume causes a sudden jolt, resembling the shifting of consciousness between inner 

and outer worlds that can happen during a flashback, which is the sudden “re-emergence of a 

traumatic memory as a vivid recollection of sounds, images, and sensations associated with 

the trauma” (Gale Encyclopaedia of Medicine 2008). Flashbacks can at times be so short-lived 

that the person experiencing them may barely recognise them as a flashback, but experience 

them as an intense moment of overwhelming affect with no clear connection to a cause.  

Through these connections, this movement, “Erasure,” becomes a conversation 

between isolation, dissociation, flashbacks, and the collective, societal silencing of women’s 

pain. Composing involved a meditation on how these concepts connect with, and relate to, 

my own experience of mental illness. This movement of Love Songs ends by fading to silence.  

  

 

 

 

Complete silence.  
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Here, I wait.  

 

 

 

 

 

Relentlessly,  

nothing is happening. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.2.3 Movement 3: “Repetition Compulsion” (6. min 40 sec.) 

In his essay “Beyond the Pleasure Principle” (1920), Sigmund Freud first presented 

the phenomenon of repetition compulsion. This, he wrote, is the human compulsion to 

subconsciously repeat traumas (and other “unpleasures”) of the past: 

 
[W]e have come across people all of whose human relationships have the same 
outcome: such as the benefactor who is abandoned in anger after a time by each 
of his protégés, however much they may otherwise differ from one another, and 
who thus seems doomed to taste all the bitterness of ingratitude; or the man 
whose friendships all end in betrayal by his friends; or the man who time after 
time in the course of his life raises someone else into a position of great private 
or public authority and then, after a certain interval, himself upsets that 
authority and replaces him by a new one; or, again, the lover each of whose love 
affairs with a woman passes through the same phases and reaches the same 
conclusion. (Freud 1920, 28)  
  

As with the first movement, “Object (im)Permanence,” this third movement, 

“Repetition Compulsion,” begins by emerging from silence with a slow build in volume and 

intensity—this repetition in gesture, a metaphor for repetition compulsion. Again, this is 

formed from a sample of Chang’s voice, looped, pitched-down, distorted, and transformed 

through the process of temporal expansion. Once again, it slowly layers upon itself, with 

multiple iterations of the same sample building atop one another. This repetition of form and 

gesture begins here and continues throughout this movement (and the whole composition). 

There are re-enactments of the same gestures using different samples, recurrences of the same 
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sounds in different places, and repetition of the same ideas in different forms.  

Despite this repetition of form—beginning with a slow build—this movement also 

differs from the first. Unlike the beginning of “Object (im)Permanence,” this build is also 

layered with sounds other than just Chang’s voice: Jim Denley’s flute and Cat Hope’s bass 

simmer in the background. As discussed by feminist therapist and antipsychiatry activist 

Bonnie Burstow in her essay, “Toward a Radical Understanding of Trauma and Trauma 

Work” (2003), trauma itself also “occurs in layers, with each layer affecting every other layer” 

(Burstow 2003, 1309). Each new traumatic event is influenced by traumatic experiences from 

the past, as well as the cultural context of its occurrence, which inflicts everyday traumas 

upon women, people of colour, and others who do not fit the white, heteronormative, 

patriarchal status quo (1309-1310). Like Denley’s flute and Hope’s bass, these layers of 

trauma simmer in the background of each new traumatic experience, intensifying their 

impact. 

While composing “Repetition Compulsion,” I began to consider this notion of trauma 

in layers, and its connection to the concept of repetition compulsion and broader systems of 

oppression. This was inspired by my reading on verbal abuse, which reflected on how such 

abuses are “symptomatic of personal, cultural, and global problems which originate with the 

misuse of power.” This is explained in the book The Verbally Abusive Relationship: How to 

Recognize it and How to Respond (2010) by Patricia Evans, which discusses two types of power-

based realities that exist within abusive relationships, where each partner understands and 

experiences power in different ways. The first reality is based on a “power over” mentality, 

which is held by the abuser, who believes that in all relationships one person has power over 

the other. They also believe that their victim’s behaviour is motivated by this similar striving 

for power, and treats them as such. This is confounding to their victim who has a different 

conception of power in relationships, which is understood through the model of “personal 

power” (Evans 2010, 27). Within this model, each person in a relationship gains power 

through autonomy and mutual understanding. In an abusive relationship, the coexistence of 

these different, incompatible power realities creates a confusing swing of power within the 

relationship, which becomes impossible to resolve.  

In creating “Repetition Compulsion,” my compositional decisions were influenced by 

how these different forms of power can play out within intimate relationships, and how this 

connects to the social and global problems of power misuse. I considered the following 

questions while composing: How does my own experience of verbal and emotional abuse 

connect to others’ experiences? How are these personal experiences of abuse connected to 

systems of oppression? Can the experience of abuse be avoided when living within these 
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systems? How do my experiences from the distant past effect the recent past? I was not 

aiming to answer these questions so much as make compositional choices that reflected these 

ideas. The builds of sounds and beds of textures within the movement are interrupted, cut up, 

and reconfigured in connection to these themes. There are multiple cuts away to Fox’s voice 

from “Erasure,” representing a return of the past as a recurring memory, a reminder of the 

systemic silencing of women’s voices, and the confusion this can create.  

After this period of watermarked silence (once again a return of the same voice sample 

from the beginning of “Erasure”), a second wall of noise cuts in. This was originally performed 

as a third fade in, another repetition of gesture, but was edited to enhance the disjuncture 

between silence and noise, reflecting the dynamics of uneven power relationships. From this 

point on in the composition, this disjuncture between noise and silence becomes the more 

common repetition compulsion than the slow fade in. This represents a transition from a 

gradual emergence of abuse to its violent rupture. 

This second wall of noise in this movement is again constructed from a sample of 

Chang’s voice, but this time it retains more of its voice-like qualities, referencing an operatic 

wail. This alludes to Diamanda Galás’s use of voice to express pain, anger, and extricate the 

suffering of those who are silenced. In his book Listening Subjects: Music, Psychoanalysis, Culture 

(1997) Professor of Music Theory at the University of North Texas, David Schwarz, discusses 

Galás’s work Vena Cava (1993), which was dedicated to her brother who died in 1986 from 

HIV/AIDS. Schwarz describes Vena Cava as a form of lamentation, which in Greek tradition 

is known as: 

 
…a symbolic working out of the pain of loss at a wedding, exile, or death 
through ritualized acts, language, and music in public performances that 
incorporate individual suffering into a communal context. Lamentation 
frequently crosses and recrosses thresholds: between separation and 
incorporation, the world of living and the world of the dead, pain and pleasure, 
expression and construction, mourning for the deceased and mourning for the 
self. And these thresholds are enunciated and crossed by a woman’s speaking, 
singing, and crying voice. (Schwarz 1997, 138)  
 

The voice—especially women’s voices—are central to the ritual of lament. Schwarz 

emphasises that the “affect of lament” lies less in the text itself and more so in the 

“spontaneously executed ‘grain’ of the singer’s voice” (Schwarz 1997, 138). In “Repetition 

Compulsion” there are no words sung. The use of the voice focusses only on its grain, which 

is sampled and repeated to create continuous waves of the emotions of lament. But here it is 

looped and unnatural in its articulation, both expressed and unexpressed—a partially stifled 

lament.  
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Repetition itself is also considered “crucial to lament since lament is a repetition, a 

working out of the significance of an already experienced trauma” (Schwarz 1997, 139). In 

Love Songs, repetition compulsion is posited as a form of lament, a mourning for the self that 

was lost through trauma, and a re-experiencing of that trauma to understand it. It is a 

grieving for the self that has been lost through silencing and oppression. This movement ends 

with an abrupt stop, an abrupt end to this grief. But quietly, this grief continues in the 

background, beginning the next movement: “Who is to Blame?” 

 

5.2.4 Movement 4: “Who is to Blame?” (5 min. 33 sec.) 

 
 

It is not possible to be truly balanced in one’s views of an abuser and an abused 
woman… ‘neutrality’ actually serves the interests of the perpetrator much 
more than those of the victim and so is not neutral. Although an abuser prefers 
to have you wholeheartedly on his side, he will settle contentedly for your 
decision to take a middle stance. To him, that means you see the couple’s 
problems as partly her fault and partly his fault, which means it isn’t abuse. 
 

- Lundy Bancroft, Why Does He Do That? (2002, 704-705)46 
 

 

This movement begins as though it has already begun. It opens with the pain and 

lament from the last movement continuing softly in the background. At the end of the last 

movement this pain may have stopped, but it has not stopped. It lingers at a lower volume, 

the past setting the tone for what is to come.  

In her paper, “Encountering Trauma ‘One Moment Too Late’: Caruth, Lyotard, and 

the Freudian Nachtäglichkeit” (2016), Australian PhD researcher at Federation University 

Cassie Pedersen discusses the difficulty of positioning trauma in time due to the absence of 

conscious experience in the moment the trauma occurs. Pedersen argues that trauma exists 

not within the traumatic event, nor within the symptoms of trauma, but instead “resides in the 

belatedness of its experience, wherein a shock to the mind’s relation to an external threat 

precludes the ability of experiencing this threat” (Pedersen 2016, 6). Inherent to the 

experience of trauma is thus a dislocation of time between the event of the trauma, and the 

resulting impact on the survivor. 

                                                
46 Why Does He Do That? Inside the Minds of Angry and Controlling Men by Lundy Bancroft © 

2002, published by Penguin Random House LLC. Reproduced with permission from publisher. All 
rights reserved. 



	

	 100 

The movement, “Who is to Blame?,” which begins twenty-two minutes into the 

composition, is built around this temporal dislocation of trauma. While composing, I made 

structural choices that layered past, present, and future. I embedded emotion into the sound 

without certainty as to the cause of this emotion, glitches within the system of memory 

reflected through glitches in sound, and repetition of motifs drawn from previous movements 

articulated in different ways. These were designed to interrupt and take over from the process 

of grief and lament from the movement before, becoming part of it but also confusing it. The 

compositional gestures represent an attempt to process trauma combined with a fear of the 

return of trauma (which evokes its return). It was felt as both consistent and unpredictable—

an experiential paradox. The sounds from “Object (im)Permanence” also return in this 

movement, and are overlaid with other sounds. They colour the first build then fade to become 

an imprint in the distance. To end the track, a high-pitched ringing takes over, reminiscent 

of my own experience of hearing ringing in my ears disconnecting me from what was around 

me; a protective disrupture that at times accompanies moments of flashback. With it comes a 

disconnection from self, others, and present experience—a blurring of past, present, and 

future, and a dislocation of time.  

The blurring and dislocation of time also connects the experience of emotional abuse 

to the second category of perceptual collapse: perceptual disorientation. Perceptual 

disorientation is a common result of verbal abuse, which “by its very nature undermines and 

discounts its victim’s perceptions” (Evans 2010, 28). This is especially so of the technique of 

abuse known as gaslighting, whereby “the person gaslighting you makes you feel as though 

the ground is always shifting beneath your feet and that you have no centre of gravity” (Leve 

2017). Self-professed abuser Sam Vaknin has written on the strategies abusers, such as 

himself, use to disorient their victims. In a section of his book Malignant Self-Love: Narcissism 

Revisited (2003) he describes this perceptually disorienting effect of gaslighting (or ambient 

abuse as he names it), and the intentions behind it: 

 

The abuser causes the victim to lose faith in her ability to manage and 
to cope with the world and its demands. She no longer trusts her senses, her 
skills, her strengths, her friends, her family, and the predictability and 
benevolence of her environment. 

The abuser subverts the target’s focus by disagreeing with her way of 
perceiving the world, her judgment, the facts of her existence, by criticizing 
her incessantly—and by offering plausible but specious alternatives. By 
constantly lying, he blurs the line between reality and nightmare. (Vaknin 
2003) 
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This disorienting impact of gaslighting is reflected through the compositional choices 

that aim to disorient the listener in time, while maintaining a clear sense of control over the 

sonic reality. Rather than creating an overwhelming, noise-based sound field with sounds 

moving in almost random fashion (a technique that is more typically associated with 

experiential notions of trauma and anxiety), there is a sense of purpose behind these gestures, 

with the listening experience dictated by controlled fade ins, and sudden, purposeful cuts in 

and out. This reflects the paradox of the dense mass of indecipherable fear that can result 

from such trauma, which feels at the same time both chaotic and out of control, yet controlled 

and precise. 

The title, “Who is to Blame?,” reflects the complexity of understanding blame in the 

context of intimate relationships tainted with emotional abuse, where the abuser often places 

blame on the victim in overt or covert ways. This leads to confusion in the victim, who often 

spends time searching for the problem within themselves, or comes to believe they themselves 

may be the abuser. As Bancroft states, it is not uncommon for a victim to be left thinking, “I 

don’t know if there’s something wrong with him or if it’s me” (Bancroft 2002, 109). This 

misplaced blame can be further enhanced by a mental health system that diagnoses a mental 

illness within a victim based on their symptoms, without recognising their cause, as has been 

the case in my own experience multiple times. This diagnosis places blame on the victim for 

being ill, rather than on the abuser for causing these symptoms in their victim. The title also 

refers to the multiple threads of questioning that have informed the movements prior to this 

one—the role of patriarchy in the corrosion of women’s mental health, the societal tendency to 

victim blame, and the paternalistic approach of the Western medical system, all of which play 

a role in the abuse. The title, “Who is to Blame?,” refers to the question of whether the blame 

should be placed on the abuser, the victim, or the systems of oppression that create the 

environment for such relationships to thrive, as well as the seeming impossibility of 

answering this question while within such relationships. This complex and confusing 

question of blame instigates itself in this movement through the layers of interruption and 

continued false stops and starts, where the track seems to move on but then suddenly returns 

to where it began, or jolt to another section that is a repetition from past movements. Where 

is the beginning? 

              Where is the end? 

   And who is to blame? 
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5.2.5 Movement Five: “Epilogue” (6 min. 8 sec.) 

 
 

In torment there are islands of silence. 
 

- Louise Bourgeois (quoted in Larratt-Smith 2012b, 10) 
 
 

Silence like a cry without words; mute, although crying endlessly. 
 

- Maurice Blanchot (quoted in Kofman 1998, 10-11) 
 

 
 

Throughout the previous movements of Love Songs, the experience of silence has been 

building as a theme. This culminates in the one minute and forty-three second period of 

silence that begins the final movement, “Epilogue.” The term silence, here, is conceived of as 

a form of absence—not the idealised notion of silence as examined by John Cage in his 

infamous work 4’33” (1952),47 but as the absence of expected sound. This experience of 

silence—or aural absence—holds many emotional paradoxes. As Roy Sorensen, a professor 

of philosophy at Washington University, discusses in his essay, “Hearing Silence: The 

Perception and Introspection of Absences” (2009), there may be a biological imperative to 

associate silence with fear: “Just as animals stop and orient to an unexpected sound, they stop 

and orient to an unexpected silence. When a group is wary of predators or other enemies, 

silence may serve as an alarm” (134). Conversely, silence can also be “an experience of 

respect,” or reflect the “resolution of a crisis: blood pressure ebbs, heart rate declines, muscles 

relax” (135). Human biological responses to silence are thus complex and dependant on 

context. 

This conception of silence through absence and expectations, alongside its paradoxical 

emotional provocations, points to its potential as a tool of manipulation and control within 

compositional practice—an idea that underpins its use within this movement of Love Songs. 

Here, silence acts as a metaphor for (and draws influence from) the paradoxical role of silence 

within abusive relationships. On the one hand, silence (in the form of withholding) can be 

used as a covert tool of warfare in an abusive relationship, which can be difficult to identify 

and challenge. This abuse tactic involves the abuser withholding information about 

themselves and their life circumstances, remaining silent and aloof for long periods of time 

                                                
47 Through this work, Cage aimed to illustrate that silence is experientially impossible, 

existing only as a concept, never a reality. 



	

	 103 

while maintaining a cool attitude of indifference (Evans 2010, 82). It is a “purposeful silent 

treatment” (136) that differs to that of more typical silent treatments amongst couples in acute 

phases of conflict. Silence as an abuse strategy instead slowly undermines long-term intimacy, 

allowing the abuser to maintain control over the interpersonal reality, as the withheld 

information leaves the victim with no power or influence in the relationship.  

In this movement of Love Songs, “Epilogue,” the silence functions as a similar tool of 

manipulation, where the lack of autonomy and control of the audience is heightened using 

contrasts between silence and dense blocks of sonic texture. Through the length of time (1 

min. 43 sec.) chosen for the silence that opens “Epilogue,” I aimed to extend it long enough 

so that the expectation of a sound cutting back in would move through stages of increasing 

then dissipating, at first heightening fear, then continuing to generate a false sense of security, 

before cutting back in with a startling, loud block of noise. This is the same wall of sound 

used within the crescendo of the first movement, “Object (im)Permanence,” but with added 

layers. This startling cut acts as a metaphor for the manipulation inherent to insidious abuse, 

in which an abuser also toys with a victim’s sense of expectation, security, and fear.48 

Withholding in relationships may also be juxtaposed with moments of intense and 

(seemingly) intimate sharing, where the silence increases the perceived intensity of the 

intimacy. In Love Songs, the juxtaposition of silence with passages of noise also heightens the 

intensity of both the absence and presence of sound. As one reviewer of Love Songs noted: “the 

silence increases the perceived aggression or pathos of the noise, while the noise attenuates 

the blankness of the silence, filling it with its own void” (Thomas 2018). The silence allows 

for the noise to feel intense without needing to be painfully loud; within abusive relationships 

the silence allows for the moments of intensity to feel intimate without the need for true 

intimacy. This also heightens the victim’s experience of emotional extremes in the absence of 

                                                
48 In the documentary I, Psychopath, self-described abuser Sam Vaknin describes to his victim 

(the documentary maker) the way he toys with his sensory system while bullying:  
 
Your body was flooded instantly with adrenalin and its derivatives such as 
norepinephrine. Now, when these hormones pervade the bloodstream, your brain 
reacts. It shuts down certain centres and activates others. This is called a stress 
reaction, or a stress syndrome, actually. Then, when the abuse recedes, the 
adrenaline levels begin to drop. When they drop, the entire system goes into 
mayhem. The heart that received an adrenaline shock and pounded about 30-50% 
faster has to readjust. The blood pressure drops precipitously, and you move from 
hypertension to hypotension. Many systems in the body go haywire within a 
session of bullying, and especially after the session is over. So, what bullies 
usually do, they start and stop, start and stop. That achieves maximum 
physiological arousal and a maximal stress syndrome. This is the great secret of 
bullying: never overdo it. Small doses, the victim will do the rest. (Vaknin quoted 
in Walker 2009)  
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clear triggers for the emotions, enhancing the feeling that the problem is within themselves, 

not caused by their abuser. 

On the other hand, moments of silence (shutting down) in abusive relationships on 

behalf of the victim can be a sign of fear. Therefore, just as the silence in “Epilogue” can reflect 

the strategy of an abuser, it can also reflect the fearful position of a victim—an example of 

how sound can perform as a fluid metaphor to represent multiple and contrary perspectives 

in the one instance. This reading connects to the self-silencing that can occur from years of 

experiencing this kind of abuse in intimate relationships, as well as in larger social contexts. 

This connects back to the ideas underpinning the second movement, “Erasure,” and the 

pervasiveness of erasing women’s pain through layers of silence, as reflected in Solnit’s 

writing on this erasure of women’s pain, and its internalisation: 

 
Silence, like Dante’s hell, has its concentric circles. First come the internal 
inhibitions, self-doubts, repressions, confusions, and shame that make it 
difficult to impossible to speak, along with the fear of being punished or 
ostracized for doing so…. Surrounding this circle are the forces who attempt 
to silence someone who speaks up anyway, whether by humiliating or bullying 
or outright violence, including violence unto death. Finally, in the outermost 
ring, when the story has been told and the speaker has not been silenced 
directly, tale and teller are discredited. (Solnit 2014, 2) 

 

The complexity of silence underpins its use as a metaphor within “Epilogue” (and Love 

Songs in its entirety), in its ability to represent the paradoxical experiences or actions of both 

victim and abuser—which also connects back to the concept underpinning the last movement, 

“Who is to Blame?.” This long silence in “Epilogue” is then broken by a sharp, surprising jolt 

back to the ending of “Object (im)Permanence,” which returns mid-phrase to end this 

movement and the whole composition.  

 

The ending is the beginning.  

 

The beginning is the ending.  

 

This ending/beginning has accumulated more layers of confused texture and noise 

drawn from Chang’s voice and Denley’s flute, including the samples of their recordings that 

were used within “Repetition Compulsion,” which blurs the lines between movements. In this 

epilogue to the composition, the various movements accumulate and converge, building in 

pitch and tension as it draws to its conclusion. Then,  
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                  once again,  

 

                                               the sound just stops.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Again, silence. 
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Waiting.
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There is no clear resolution to the experience.
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In the context of verbal abuse, silence can be used by the abuser to prevent resolution 

for the victim after a disagreement or end of a relationship, so the abuser can maintain power 

over their partner (or ex-partner): 

 

When the verbal abuser refuses to discuss a problem, he prevents all possibility 
of resolution. In this way he exercises control over the interpersonal reality.  
Partners are frequently left with the sick, hurt feeling that is never really 
resolved. There is no feeling of closure. Upsetting incidents may reoccur in 
confusing flashbacks because they haven’t been fully understood or resolved. 
(Evans 2010, 45)49 

 

Like this, the ending of Love Songs is never fully resolved. It was a return to the 

beginning, with added layers of confusion. This reflects the temporal dislocation of trauma, 

its tendency to repeat, recur, re-emerge, and distort perception. Where an epilogue is 

“a section or speech at the end of a book or play that serves as a comment on or a conclusion to 

what has happened” (Oxford English Dictionary 2018), this epilogue suggests there is no 

clear ending or beginning to the trauma, and that violence can exist within both noise and 

silence; within both physical violence and invisible pain. It is the drama of contrast that builds 

the intensity and power, more so than the content of the extremes. This is as true for abuse 

as it is for sound composition, reflecting the power of sound as a metaphor for understanding 

the experiences of insidious abuse. 

 

5.3 Further Reflections 

I began composing Love Songs with the intention of exploring the notion of perceptual 

collapse through the compositional process, to see what might emerge. As I did, I began 

connecting and building upon themes using metaphor: slow agony became connected to 

object constancy, which became connected to reflections upon my own experiences of 

relationships, their connection to mental health diagnoses, the silencing of women, and the way 

dominant social structures of oppression can play out in one-on-one relationship dynamics. 

These were all ideas I was thinking about outside of my sound art practice (through reading 

and regular discussions with my therapist), which I came to better understand and process 

through my work with acousmatic sound. Using George Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s notion 

of “imaginative rationality” (Lakoff & Johnson 2003, 235)—which involves understanding 

one kind of experience in terms of another—I could understand my experiences of mental 

                                                
49 From The Verbally Abusive Relationship, © 2010, 1996, 1992 by Patricia Evans and 

published by Adams Media, an imprint of Simon & Schuster. Used with permission of publisher. All 
rights reserved. 
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illness and its connection to emotional abuse through my experience of sound, and vice versa. 

This gave me a way to understand the ideas and their position in my life through sound and 

feelings, without needing to put them into concrete words or a clear narrative, which can 

oversimply the complexity of such experiences. It was also a way to become comfortable with 

the ambiguity of aspects of my experience where I was unsure as to how abuse may have 

manifest in my relationships. To tell a clear story and define a clear narrative would have 

been untrue to my experience, and my understanding of madness more broadly. Embedding 

my narrative within an abstract sound composition created multiple ways it could be related 

to and understood. This felt truer to my experience of mental illness, and the way its 

surrounding narrative constantly shifts and changes (and at times can also feel devoid of 

meaning), as well as my experience of emotional abuse—an abuse that, by nature, can 

destabilise, shift, and undermine perception. 

The way I then came to contextualise the composition (through the title Love Songs, 

the track titles, and the book that accompanies it—which will be discussed in the following 

chapter—as well as in press, interviews, and concert programs),50 was the result of several 

reflective listening analyses, in combination with contemplation of the themes informing the 

compositional decisions. Once again, through these analyses I was engaging a process of 

imaginative rationality performed through sound. This involved a similar method to the 

listening analyses discussed in previous chapters, although this new analysis was less 

directive. Previous analyses involved asking specific questions to contemplate while listening 

(such as, what does this work tell me about Deborah’s experience or my own? Or, what can 

this work reveal about the experience of perceptual collapse?). In the case of Love Songs, my 

analyses were a more general reflection aimed at gaining further insight into the questions I 

had been raising through the compositional process. While listening (both during the process 

of composing and afterward), I would contemplate the thoughts, feelings, physical sensations, 

and memories that were evoked by the work, and their entanglement with the thread of ideas 

I had used to shape the composition. These contemplations led me to better understand the 

ideas, and their ability to be discussed using sound as metaphor. 

The first major theme to emerge from these listening analyses was a difficulty in 

recognising the difference between love and abuse. Many of the sounds and compositional 

gestures hold paradoxical experiences or ideas, such as the experiential paradox inherent in 

silence, discussed in section 5.2.5; or the paradoxical feelings the sound evoked while 

listening, which reflect the opposing perceptions of love/abuse, relaxation/anxiety, 

                                                
50 A list of interviews, reviews, and press (including web links) can be found in Appendix A. 
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submission/dominance, and exhilaration/depression, often in the one instant. The recurrence 

of these experiential paradoxes as metaphors is reflective of the confusion inherent to the 

experience of emotional abuse within so-called loving relationships—a call back to what self-

professed abuser Sam Vaknin notes about how ambient abuse “blurs the line between reality 

and nightmare” (Vaknin, n.d.). For a person who has experienced abuse within intimate 

relationships, from that point onward it can become difficult to tell the difference between 

love and abuse. Abuse can come to feel like love because that is what has been known and 

familiar (and abusers are often well versed at convincing their partner that abuse is love, to 

avoid the consequences of their abuse, such as their partner leaving them).  

The title, Love Songs, emerged from this recognition, from the way these sounds and 

compositional choices contained many paradoxical emotions connected to experiences in 

intimate relationships, and how this connected to the confusion between love and abuse. This 

choice of title also reflects how this skewed picture of love comes not only from lived 

experience of abuse, but from the way society feeds many unrealistic ideas about love and 

romance through love songs, and other aspects of popular culture, with many reflecting an 

unhealthy, flawed notion of love. Such ideas are discussed by North American feminist 

theorist, cultural critic, artist, and writer bell hooks51 in her book, All About Love: New Visions 

(2001), which highlights the importance of creating a clear definition of love to recover from 

(and be better equipped to recognise) abuse. By using the title Love Songs within the context 

of a work that explores abuse, I aim to bring these questions to the forefront: what defines 

love? What impact do definitions of love have upon lived experience? How can one recognise 

the difference between love and abuse?  

The title also points to the idea that an abusive relationship will not always be 

experienced as negative. For someone experiencing abuse from a loved one, the notion of 

“‘love’ may characterise an aspect of the relationship one has with an abuser… where the 

victim has an emotional attachment to the abuser, notwithstanding the pain or trauma that 

may accompany abuse” (Bennett 2005, 28). The title, Love Songs, also allows for people to 

contemplate the positive aspects of love while listening to the work, where each audience 

member experiences the work in different ways, and connects it to different aspects of their 

own lived experience. In this way, Love Songs becomes not just a work about abuse, but a 

meditation on the meaning of love and its experiential paradoxes. 

                                                
51 bell hooks is a pen name, which she chooses not to capitalise with the aim of 

decolonialising grammar and its arbitrary rules of hierarchy and power (Gutierrez 2016). 
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The experiential paradox of abusive relationships also exists within the altered 

experience of time perception that can occur in Love Songs. While listening, I often feel a slow, 

sludgy pacing of time (a temporal expansion of sorts). It can feel relentless; never ending. I 

want it to move faster, and it feels like it is holding me back—a feeling common to the lived 

experience of depression. Yet, when it stops, my experience changes. I am often left with a 

strange feeling that nothing has happened, that I have not listened to anything at all (and 

certainly not for thirty-four minutes). The experience of time seems short, almost like the 

work never began, like I was never listening, and no time passed (an experiential paradox 

when combined with the slowness that is felt while listening). Yet something has changed, 

something that cannot be articulated in words or fully comprehended.  

This has a strong similarity to the experience of certain kinds of trauma in 

relationships. For instance, after the ending of one of my emotionally abusive relationships, I 

felt almost like it never happened. I was dissociated from the experience; it felt disconnected 

from who I was afterward, yet would continue to impinge on my present as rumination and 

affective flashbacks. It was felt as an invisible, unknowable past attempting to make itself 

known. As Pedersen writes, the emotional impact of trauma is often not fully experienced 

until after the cause of the trauma has ceased (which is a key distinguishing factor between a 

trauma and a difficult life experience). As she states: 

 
Lyotard posits the dual temporality of trauma as a “double blow” that strikes 
consciousness in its infancy: while the first blow consists of a cause without 
affect, the second blow is an affect without cause... what is traumatic about 
trauma is that it is a missed encounter with an event that cannot be experienced 
by consciousness. (Pedersen 2016, 3)  
 

In its function as my own first-person madness narrative, Love Songs is a work where 

trauma permeates my experience of love, the impact of which is perceived as mental illness. 

Ambiguity and temporal displacement cloud the origins of this trauma, so it exists as only 

feelings and affect represented through sound. This trauma is half-processed, half-

understood, “a failed encounter… destined to reemerge” (Pedersen 2016, 2). This composition 

ends with the juxtaposition of silence and noise, and a return to the opening phrases of the 

composition, implying the ending is not the end. Like trauma, this work may be destined to 

re-emerge.   
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Chapter 6 

 

Presentation and Framing Devices for the (Non)Narration of 

Madness through Acousmatic Sound 
 

 

As therapist and patient give each other their responses (the therapist’s ‘free 
attention’ and the patient’s ‘free associations’), so artwork and spectator should 
respond to each other, the artwork being attentively there to allow the viewer 
to see and say what may have previously been unconscious. 
 

- Juliet Mitchell (2016, 16-17) 
    

 

6.0 Introduction: The Acousmatic Void 

When working with an abstract and ambiguous medium such as acousmatic sound 

there is an inherent question of how much information can be represented or communicated 

to an audience. In my years of experience as an acousmatic composer, I have found that 

responses from audience members tend to be unique to each individual. On its own, 

acousmatic sound could be considered meaningless, a void within which one must construct 

their own meaning or perceptions—a “blank phenomenological terrain” (López 2003), upon 

which audience members can project ideas or experiences, have imagination evoked, slide into 

free association, transcend thought, or delve into the unconscious. There may be 

commonalities to all people’s experience (such as the intensity or physicality of the sound), 

but interpretations are varied, vast, and often contradictory. Where one person may 

experience the sound as beautiful and soothing, the next may experience it as anxiety-

provoking and intense—or sometimes both in the same instant. Based on informal feedback 

from concerts over the years, I have observed the way people tend to draw associations 

between the raw experience of sound, and the thoughts, imaginings, or memories it has 

evoked within them, which they then use to make sense of what they have heard. These are 

often unique to the individual, while having some crossover with my artistic intentions. Some 

audience members may also experience the work as pure sound—as aesthetic musical material 

alone—although this seems more common in those who are themselves musicians. 

Regardless, there is often a meditative and self-reflective quality to the listener’s experience, 

where the sound compels them inward to encounter their imagination, memories, and psyche. 
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The intent behind this research has been to examine how the sound compels me 

inward; how I fill the acousmatic void while composing. This has involved investigation into 

how the gap in acousmatic experience creates a space to develop meaning and construct 

narratives of my lived experience of mental illness through the compositional process. I am 

also aware, however, that only so much of this meaning or narrative can be conveyed to the 

listener through the sound itself, and that, without context, audience members may be 

unaware of the narrative or concepts behind each composition. For this reason, I have also 

developed methods for shaping audience experience, to invite them to contemplate the themes 

that informed the works’ creation. This has involved the development of various framing 

devices for each composition, which were designed to shift audiences to understand and relate 

to the works as metaphor. This idea is supported by the research of Robert Weale of Du 

Montfort University, whose PhD dissertation, “The Intention/Reception Project: 

Investigating the Relationship Between Composer Intention and Listener Response in 

Electroacoustic Compositions” (2005), examines the role of frameworks for electroacoustic 

compositions in guiding audience reception. He reports that people with little prior exposure 

to electroacoustic music found that framing information was helpful for them to find “a way 

into the works” (19)—an observation I have also noted when introducing my work to people 

not well-versed in experimental music.  

This chapter will examine how my own presentation and framing devices, alongside 

adaptions to compositions, have been used to heighten the elements of representation or 

understanding that have underpinned the research questions and compositional processes. It 

discusses each composition and the framing devices (or lack thereof) placed around them in 

public presentations, and the reasoning behind the use of these devices.  

 

6.1 Framing A Shut in Place 

  

 6.1.1 CD Release 

A Shut in Place was composed as a stereo electroacoustic recording for distribution on 

compact disc, alongside two other tracks52 on a collaborative album with Anthea Caddy, titled 

Host (2012). Although the method of composing was influenced by the first-person madness 

narrative I Never Promised You a Rose Garden (1968), in presenting this work on CD, I make 

no direct reference to the connection between the book and the sound composition, or first-

person madness narratives in general. This was a considered choice based on several factors. 

                                                
52 These tracks were not created as part of this research. 
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While the book was a springboard for the compositional strategies based on metaphor that 

could be built upon through subsequent research investigations, I do not claim that the work 

itself represents Deborah’s or the author’s experience (or the lived experience of schizophrenia 

more broadly). This is in keeping with a key philosophy behind mad activism, which 

determines people as experts of their own experiences. To claim to understand or represent 

anyone’s experience other than my own would be disingenuous and misleading, working 

against the philosophy of mad activism that underpins my position as a researcher.  

Also, while the compositional and reflective processes did explore aspects of my own 

lived experiences, the composition was part of a larger collaboration with Anthea Caddy. 

Where my contribution to the composition was based on the ideas outlined through Chapter 

Two, the totality of her contribution was not. Our working process involved her generating 

sonic material without my input, which she then passed on to me to work with. I shaped these 

recordings into a composition based on my interpretation of the feelings and compositional 

gestures present within them. It was at this point that I became inspired to work with the 

ideas from the text, so the text itself did not influence Caddy’s performance and contribution. 

To confine the presentation to my perspective on the work alone would thus not be doing 

justice to what Caddy brought to the collaboration beyond it; and to discuss the book as part 

of the presentation strategy would not be an accurate representation of our collaboration, by 

confining it to one perspective not another. This does not mean that the work cannot still be 

used as a tool within the discussion of madness narratives (as will be shown in section 6.1.2), 

just that, in the context of general release, this aspect was not of primary concern. Together 

we chose framing devices that would leave it more open to interpretation in the context of 

the album and Caddy’s own contribution. 

Despite this, the framing device of the title itself (combined with inherent properties 

of the sound) meant that the work still conveyed something of the experience of madness to 

the audience. This is illustrated in the following review of Host (2012): 

 
The second track not only has the best title—‘A Shut in Place’, highly vivid 
description of a mental ward—but is also the most ominous music on the set, 
easily rivalling most sick industrial drones from the 1980s that used to rattle 
on about depravity and decay like kids playing in a trash-heap. Thankfully this 
bleak vision lasts only 8 minutes but it feels like an eternity to the prisoner, 
condemned to writhe in their straightjackets and beat head against bars in 
futile manner. One of the most effective “bedlam” music records I’ve heard, and 
I’ve heard ‘em all. (Pinsent 2012) 
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6.1.2 Lecture Presentation 

At the Storytelling, Illness and Medicine 11th Global Meeting of the Health Project 

conference run by Inter-Disciplinary.Net in Budapest, Hungary, in 2016, I presented a paper 

and piece, designed to provoke audience reflection into their experience of listening to A Shut 

in Place, in its connection to living mental illness. Unlike presentations of my work prior to this 

research—which most often consisted of sound only, presented in darkness without even a 

title—my approach to this presentation was to provide a clear framework through which the 

audience could engage with the sound. I first discussed my research in terms of its use of 

sound art practice to make sense of my lived experiences of mental illness (as well as physical 

illness with an unclear cause—using the term invisible illness to encompass both), with a 

focus on the ambiguity of acousmatic sound as a metaphor for experiencing ambiguity in 

diagnosis. I then asked delegates to gather in front of the speakers, switched out the lights, 

and played-back A Shut in Place through small loudspeakers. After they had listened, I asked 

conference delegates to share the thoughts, feelings, physical sensations, imaginings, or 

memories the sound had evoked for them. Many reflected that the sound connected with their 

own experiences of illness, or helped them to empathise with mine, or that of their patients. 

Most attendees were not well versed in sound art, and some expressed how they would not 

enjoy listening to such sound without this framework. The framework, however, allowed 

them to enjoy the experience because of the understanding it provoked around illness, 

suggesting a place for sound art within the broader context of understanding lived experience 

of physical and mental illness, especially within the healthcare profession.53 

 

6.2 Framing The Absence of Inclination 

 

6.2.1 Artist Statement  

When exhibited at the National Gallery of Victoria (2013-14), The Absence of Inclination 

was accompanied by a short artist statement, presented on the iPad from which the work was 

played-back. This statement was an edited passage of text extracted from Susana Kaysen’s 

novel, Girl, Interrupted (1993), with no additional information beyond it. This passage of text 

was taken from the chapter Velocity vs. Viscosity, which was the premise for the fourth 

madness study discussed in Chapter Three. It begins: “Insanity comes in two basic varieties: 

slow and fast” (Kaysen 1993, 75) and goes on to describe the ways in which inner experience 

slows down and speeds up at various moments during the experience of madness. 

                                                
53 A transcript of this presentation can be found in Appendix C, which includes listener 

responses that were later collected via email. 
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In its six-channel installation at Seventh Gallery (2016), a shorter version of this artist 

statement was exhibited on the wall at the entrance to the installation, visible just before 

entering the dark space to shape the audiences’ experience of what they were about to 

encounter (see Fig. 17). In using this text as a framing device, but not discussing the work 

any further, I aimed to suggest the role of the 

sound as metaphor for the experiences 

described, while also leaving space for 

listener interpretation. This was a 

straightforward way of framing the 

experience, to suggest to the audience 

members that they were about to step inside 

the experiences described, an experiential 

abstraction of this psychological state. 

 

6.2.2 Extended Work: Glue and Return 

Between undertaking the perceptual 

collapse analysis and completing Love Songs, 

I returned to the idea of extending The 

Absence of Inclination into a longer 

composition. This resulted in a twenty-

minute performance work, titled Glue and 

Return (2016), which was first performed at 

the Avantwhatever festival in Melbourne, 2016, then later adapted and recorded for 

presentation on Sydney-based experimental music show Ears Have Ears: Unexplored 

Territories in Sound (2016), on FBi Radio, curated by Scarlett di Maio and Brooke Olsen, with 

guest host Luke Telford. In a performance setting, it is designed for playback through a PA 

with subwoofers, ensuring the sound is felt as well as heard. This enhances the sound’s 

intense, experiential quality. It is also presented in darkness, which is imperative to enhance 

the experiential encounter with sound, fostering a loss of connection with the other senses. 

The darkness emphasises sound’s ability to overwhelm and confuse perception. I perform this 

work on the sampler from behind the audience. From this position, I can hear as the audience 

hears, mixing the sounds to accommodate for the general “feel” of the room. My performance 

includes adaptations to timing and amplitude based on the audience response and the unique 

acoustic properties of the performance space. Although my presence is visually absent (and 

thus, from the audience position, it may seem that I could just as well be playing back an audio 

Figure	 17:	Wall	 label	 before	 entering	 The	 Absence	 of	
Inclination	 (2016)	 six-channel	 installation	 at	 Seventh	
Gallery.	Photo	by	author. 
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recording), the sentient, performative feel of the sound is enhanced by the control I have over 

the way it interacts with the space when I am performing within it. 

Where the framing devices for The Absence of Inclination consist of written text, with 

the extension of this work for performance, an audible, textual framing device became 

incorporated into the sound composition itself. This was not the same text that was used to 

frame The Absence of Inclination, but a poem that inspired the compositional choices made to 

extend it (which will be described on the following pages). The poem was by media and 

performance artist Vanessa Godden, which reads: 

 
I woke up broken 
Brown 
You woke up smug with your scales  
Beige 
All I could hear, smell, feel, taste and see  
Crimson 
Is this what it means to be a woman? 
 

Godden is a North American and Indo-Caribbean media and performance artist, 

completing a practice-based PhD at the Victorian College of the Arts in Melbourne, Australia. 

Titled “Embodying Entanglement,” her research draws on her own lived experience of the 

complex entanglement of rape and racism, narrated through material engagements with the 

body (Godden 2019). Her artworks explore “how abjection and affect can be used to speak 

through experiences of trauma that have been rendered ineffable” (Godden 2018), alluding to 

“the deeply personal ways in which [her] trauma is embodied” (Godden 2019).  Within her 

video and performance work, trauma is never spoken or clearly depicted, its impact is instead 

reflected through the visceral and disturbing response her work evokes in its viewers. It 

embodies the affective, internal conflict that results from traumatic experience, where both 

the need to speak about the experience, and the need for its repression/suppression collide; 

or as Godden describes it, the works “convey the clash between catharsis and repression” 

(Godden 2018). For Godden, this clash stems from conflicting personal, familial, societal, and 

cultural pressures (Godden, email to the author, 28 August, 2018). For other trauma 

survivors, this clash can also reflect the impossibility of understanding trauma, which sits at 

the heart of traumatic experience. As Polish Holocaust survivor, poet, and activist Sonia 

Schreiber Weitz discusses, survivors themselves often struggle to understand what they have 

experienced: 

 

So there is a dilemma… Do we not talk about it? Elie Wiesel has said many 
times that silence is the only proper response but then most of us, including 
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him, feel that not to speak is impossible. To speak is impossible, and not to 
speak is impossible. (Schreiber Weitz quoted in Caruth 1995, 154) 

 

 This impossibility of speaking about trauma combined with the need to express it, 

purging it from one’s own body and mind, underpin many of the compositional decisions made 

to extend The Absence of Inclination into Glue and Return. My use of Godden’s poem as an 

audible framing device (which is spoken by Godden, and appears within the second section, 

about fourteen minutes into the performance) led to many of these decisions, influencing the 

process of creating the work, as well as the way I “read” the compositional narrative while 

composing and listening back to the completed work. This interaction between the poem, 

aspects of the underlying themes in Godden’s work, its use as an audible framing device, and 

how this shaped my listening to the work will be described through the following pages. 

Where much of Godden’s practice centres on the mouth and body, much of the 

extended source material also comes from the voice, breath, or body, with a few exceptions of 

synthesised sounds (which themselves, in this context, take on bodily metaphors). This source 

material includes sounds from the perceptual collapse study (specifically Alice Hui-Sheng 

Chang’s extended vocals and Jim Denley’s breath through the flute) alongside further voice 

recordings of myself, Emah Fox, Vanessa Godden, and Jessica Pinney. To create these 

recordings, Fox, Godden, Pinney and I came together in a room to experiment with 

vocalising feelings of pain, distress, and anger using extended vocal techniques. Each of us 

drew upon our own previous experience of creating artwork about our lived experiences of 

abuse or broader issues of violence against women,54 with the recording session themed 

around the expulsion of these experiences from the body, and the vocalisation of the lament 

for traumas past and enduring. The sounds of our combined voices, alongside Godden’s poem, 

then became the springboard for the extended compositional investigation.  

The process used for this investigation was not as complex as with the process of 

composing Love Songs. With Glue and Return, I instead focused on forming fast, intuitive 

connections between the sounds while composing, simply keeping its underlying themes in 

mind as I went. It began by extending The Absence of Inclination into a section of approximately 

ten minutes, staying focused on the experiential, physical nature of mental illness—the heavy 

                                                
54 Fox has drawn upon her own lived experience of insidious abuse within relationships in 

her synth pop single Give It Away (2017), which reflects upon “possessiveness, control and abuse 
dressed up as protection, care and intimacy” (Fox et al. 2017). She has also spoken out about sexism 
and abuse within the music industry (The Industry Observer, n.d.), being an active feminist presence 
in the Melbourne music scene. Jessica Pinney’s album Juarez (2008) with her band Johnny Saw 
Horses was “based upon the many unsolved murders and abusive crimes against women” in Juarez 
and Chihuahua, Mexico (Experimental Melbourne 2008).   



	

	 120 

emotions, “thickened perception,” and variations in speed as described by Susanna Kaysen in 

Girl, Interrupted (1993, 75)—especially the thick, sluggish feel of viscosity. At first, it uses 

synthesised, sampled low frequency sounds, thick and heavy, with a high-pitched shimmering 

overtop. This acted as a metaphor for electricity running through the nerves, thick and heavy 

with distress. This is layered with vague, throttled emissions of voice from samples of Chang’s 

perceptual collapse recordings. In these vocalised sounds, words are absent, lost, reflecting 

the unspeakability of traumatic experience. This is a stifled, smothered attempt at traumatic 

expression. 

The rising drone of sampled voice that sets in next (which is barely recognisable as 

voice) continues this stifled traumatic expression, performing as the rising tension of the 

unexpressed as it pushes itself into awareness. The primary tension sound from The Absence 

of Inclination returns here (approximately eight-minutes into the work), the sound that 

evolved from a bow being forcefully pushed and pulled against the rim of a snare drum. The 

recurrence and circularity of this sound reflects the feeling of being continually stretched 

beyond breaking point; stretched beyond limits, yet paradoxically never able to break. This 

section holds the thick, heavy tension of emotional weight, and the strain of being caught in 

an emotional perpetuity.   

       Then, a break:  

                                    the high-pitched ringing of 

derealisation. 

         A protective disrupture. 

 

     However, 

           the work then cuts to a section that includes 

Godden’s poem, with the section beginning at approximately eleven minutes into the work 

(Godden’s poem does not come in until around twelve and a half minutes). The opening sound 

that provides a bed for this section is created from the recordings of Fox, Godden, Pinney, 

and I screaming together in a room. It is pitch-shifted so far down that it is unrecognisable 

as voice, instead reflecting the heavy thickness of feelings experienced in the room at the time 

of its recording. Here, the audible framing device first appears as fragments of Godden’s poem 

flickering in and out of awareness. First, the word “crimson” comes and goes in an instant, 

mimicking a short, sudden instant of flashback. It is experienced so briefly and out of context 

that one wonders:  

Did it even happen?  

Was that a hallucination? 
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Am I sure of what I have heard?  

The heavy, droning bass continues, and, after a pause, 

more fragments of the poem begin to emerge in pieces, 

jumbled, layered, and out of order. There is more 

throttled choking. The trauma cannot be fully spoken, 

known, or understood.  

The final section of spoken words ends on, “is this what it means to be a woman?,” 

which leads to the piece building in textural sonic intensity to become a dense mass of 

indecipherable fear—a recurring experiential motif in my works about madness, and an 

apt description of the impact of insidious trauma and suppressed traumatic memory.  

                This sonic mass aims to extricate the 

energy of rage and lament for the history of gendered and racial violence. This is a slow-

burning, controlled rage—a powerful and logical response to this ongoing epidemic of 

violence, a trauma shared amongst many survivors; a rage experienced as fear and diagnosed 

as mental illness, in the case of my own experience. 

During this build of sounds, the tension sample from The Absence of Inclination returns 

once again, layered on top of the other sounds. Its recurrence places the physicality of 

depression and anxiety within the context of this larger social narrative, the rage against, and 

fear of, perpetrated violence against women. The sheer volume, density, and power of this 

sound begins to fade. This is not the emotion disappearing but rather the feeling that there is 

nowhere for this pain to go, no way it can be fully resolved or expelled, so it must just recede, 

lurk, and remain softly to colour experience. At this lower volume, the loops in the samples 

become more obvious, reflecting the perpetuity of being stuck in cycles of rage and fear. A 

thin, filtered, and manipulated sample of flute takes over, seeming almost alarm-like, but 

unlike an alarm it is weak and ineffectual. Finally, the work ends with a high-pitched ringing. 

Once again, a return to the experience of derealisation as discussed in Chapter Three, and a 

return to where the work began. 

 Upon reflecting on the completed work in the context of Godden’s poem as a framing 

device, I came to see the compositional structure as narrating a transformation in my own 

understanding of mental illness—a shift from understanding it as dysfunction within an 

individual, to a logical response to a shared, ongoing, and widespread trauma (or an 

interaction between the two). This narrative is embodied within the sound rather than clearly 

spoken. The ambiguity of perceptions, gaps in experience, and powerful affect evoked through 

acousmatic sound are representative of psychological states connected to my lived experience 

of trauma, and the experiences of those beyond me. This work is not just about my experience, 
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but my experience of others’ pain and its entanglement with my own, and our 

interconnectedness. By ending where it began, it reflects the recurring cycle of clarity and 

loss of understanding that surrounds trauma and its connection to mental illness—where 

experientially the acknowledgment of trauma can increase and decrease in cycles over time; 

where the trauma can feel resolved and in the past, then at times surprise with its recurrence 

through sudden flashbacks or perceptual collapse. This reflects the way that trauma “literally 

has no place, neither in the past in which it was not fully experienced, nor in the present, in 

which its precise images and enactments are not fully understood” (Caruth 1995, 153). 

When presented in concert, the jumbled words of Godden’s poem heard within the 

sound create a framework through which the audience can relate to the composition. While 

not an explicit framing device as such—in that the poem is fragmented, making it difficult to 

know the exact ideas Godden is expressing—these fragments can still point audience 

members toward a contemplation of its themes without the need for program notes. The 

decision to use the poem in this fragmented form stemmed not just from the experiential 

reflection of the fragmented time that can occur in trauma, and the impossibility of speaking 

the experience, but it also reflects the underlying philosophy of my work with first-person 

madness narratives, which maintains that people are experts of their own experience, and that 

one cannot claim to speak for or over another. Rather than presenting the poem in its entirety, 

suggesting the sound is representative of the words, my approach to shaping this composition 

was to speak to Godden’s poem—not to claim to represent it—by finding our shared space of 

trauma and working from there.55 However, due to its fragmented nature, the audience is 

most likely to experience the intensity of the sound (and perhaps an associated fear) without 

a clear understanding of what it represents. When presented on the radio show Ears Have 

Ears (2016), Glue and Return was thus accompanied by an artist statement that included 

Godden’s poem, and a brief description of the narrative of rage and fear that emerged from 

my compositional choices.56 The use of coherent program notes adds another layer that gives 

more privilege to the cohesive and evocative words of Godden’s poem, as well as my response 

to it, so the sound can be understood through (and speak to) this framework. When the text 

                                                
55 A section of this composition was also used as a soundtrack for one of Godden’s own video 

works, Churile (2016). This work involves a closely framed image of Godden’s mouth, which, as it 
opens and closes each time, reveals an accumulation of more and more hair on her tongue. With 
each increase of hair, the saliva around it also increases, dripping from the mouth in a gruesome 
reference to horror movie tropes. This work is viscerally disturbing and impactful, evocative of the 
physicality of repulsion caused by the impact of sexual trauma, without making any clear reference 
to that trauma. The viewer is left simply with a sick feeling, a sense of emotion for something not 
fully known or understood—as can happen with trauma. 

56 These program notes can be viewed in Appendix D. 
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and the sound are presented together, Glue and Return thus becomes an embodied, experiential 

narrative of rational madness in response to trauma. This echoes a sentiment expressed by 

mental health advocate and voice hearer Jacqui Dillon: 

 
I have come to view hearing voices as an adaptive and creative strategy, an 
example of the persistence of the human spirit to survive in the most extreme 
circumstances. To pathologize the experiences of people like me… only adds 
insult to injury and protects our abusers. People need to know about their 
cruelty and our resilience. I’m not sick; they are. My hearing voices was a 
perfectly natural response to the sadistic torment I experienced. Psychiatrists 
should stop asking, what’s wrong with you? And start asking, what’s happened 
to you?” (Dillon quoted in Hornstein 2009, 20)57 
 

6.3 Framing Love Songs 

 

 6.3.1 The Love Songs Book 

The Love Songs book is a one-hundred-and-twenty-three-page book of concrete poetry 

that accompanies the Love Songs composition when distributed on compact-disc. This is the 

primary distribution method for Love Songs, which is best suited to listening on high-fidelity 

headphones or sound systems (although it has been mastered with less bass frequencies than 

the concert version to accommodate lower fidelity systems as well). The book operates as a 

framing device for the composition. It is made up of quotes, written fragments, and large 

amounts of visual silence (blank space), touching upon the themes that informed the 

composition—trauma, mental illness, love, abuse, and its experiential impact. It works 

synergistically with the composition to become my own first-person madness narrative, which 

incorporates textual and experiential elements: the composition provides an experiential 

representation of the aspects of mental illness discussed through this research, while the book 

offers a textual representation of the narrative behind it. Taken together, they hint at the 

narrative behind my experience of mental illness, while simultaneously reflecting much of the 

experiential confusion inherent to it. In developing this framing device, I was concerned with 

how I could invite the audience into the process of contemplation that occurred throughout 

my compositional process. My aim was to present the ideas informing the work in a more 

direct way than with the audible text fragments in Glue and Return, while still maintaining a 

level of ambiguity and narrative uncertainty—one that reflected the experiential nature of 

trauma.  

                                                
57 Reprinted by permission of SLL/Sterling Lord Literistic, Inc. Copyright by Taylor & 

Francis. 
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 My approach to creating this book can be understood through the ideas of two key 

researchers: Brendan Stone from the English Literature department at the University of 

Sheffield, and Meredith Lynn Friedson, a researcher in psychological studies at Adelphi 

University. Each discuss the issue of madness and the difficulties in its representation from the 

perspectives of their differing disciplines. Stone’s work questions the ability for conventional 

narrative forms to do justice to the experience of madness, which he posits as “profoundly anti-

narrational in character” (2004a, 50). He argues that the essence of madness is lost when 

translated into conventional narrative form, because the concept of narrative requires a 

logical path, whereas the lived experiences of madness can be chaotic, and defiant of logic and 

reason. Friedson, whose PhD dissertation, “Subjective Darkness: Depression as a Loss of 

Connection, Narrative, Meaning and the Capacity for Self-Representation” (2014), supports 

this assertion that madness (in the case of her research area, depression) is experienced from a 

subjective standpoint as a loss of ability to represent or narrate internal experience. Her 

research draws upon her own lived experience of depression, the history of psychoanalytic and 

attachment theory, and interviews with five research participants. Each describe, in various 

ways, a loss in ability to represent their experience of depression through narrative or words. 

Based on this, Friedson argues that inherent to depression is the loss of words to describe it. 

This is familiar to my own experience of depression, an idea that underpins my attraction to 

using abstract sound to convey these experiences. 

Stone also contends that this anti-narrational and non-representational quality of 

madness is inherent to the lived experience of trauma, which, in a similar way, defies the 

convention of narrative through its experiential nature—including flashbacks, cyclical 

recurrence, and an inability to speak about or fully witness what has occurred. His essay, 

“Towards a Writing without Power: Notes on the Narration of Madness” (2004b), discusses 

the potential for developing a style of writing that embodies this loss of power inherent to 

trauma and madness. He draws upon the writings of Sarah Kofman, a French philosopher who 

“[t]hroughout much of her work… was concerned to highlight and challenge the way that 

traditional forms of narrative in their dependence on retrospective closure, linearity, unity, 

and coherence repress the possibility of multiplicity and otherness.” Drawing upon her own 

experience as Jewish, living with the aftermath of the Holocaust (which took the life of her 

father at Auschwitz), she argues for a speaking without power that “does not attempt to 

master the traumatic event” nor “make that which is aporetic—intrinsically full of doubt—

into something that can be fully known and understood (and, therefore, consigned to ‘history’ 

and forgotten)” (23). This notion of writing without power instead “attempt[s] to give voice 

to a language beyond the authority of an author” and considers how one might write “without 
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being able to write” (Kofman quoted in Stone 2004b, 23).  For Kofman, the “movement 

towards closure and coherence” within conventional narrative form, and its “inherent drive 

for mastery over the chaos and incomprehensibility of events, reproduces the dynamic that 

led to the Holocaust.” Stone argues, then, that Kofman “links the desire for philosophical and 

narrative mastery to a desire to exterminate that which is other—to destroy the unknown, 

and to delimit the infinite” (Stone 2004b, 23). 

 Kofman’s assertion, thus, suggests that attempts to represent trauma through a clear, 

cohesive narrative run contrary to the experience of trauma itself, which has no clear place, 

time, or reason, and by its nature can never be fully comprehended. The Love Songs book, in 

adjunct to the Love Songs composition, was designed with a similar idea in mind. I sought to 

create a text “without power”—a text that could leave space for the recurring, ambiguous, 

multiplicitous, and unresolved aspects of traumatic experience to remain, without forcing my 

experiences into a cohesive, clearly defined narrative with a singular perspective.  

To reflect this narrative loss through the book, I applied methods from my practice of 

composing works of musique concrète to working with text, translating the inherent 

ambiguity, abstraction, and contextual and narrative loss of acousmatic experience from 

sound to written text. For instance, wherein creating the Love Songs composition, I took short 

samples of sounds created by others as well as myself; to create the Love Songs book, I 

collected quotes from others, and interspersed these with fragments of my own words. I also 

removed context from the text, mimicking the loss of context that occurs within sampling 

and listening acousmatically. This was achieved by presenting quotes out of context, edited 

in such a way that they could take on multiple, ambiguous meanings. This created gaps in 

ideas, as well as physical gaps on the pages, which allowed space for the audience to 

contemplate, interpret, and reflect on the themes underpinning the text, and bring their own 

experiences and understandings of these themes into the work (filling in the gaps in a similar 

way as can happen with acousmatic perception). It also allowed for my own multiple versions 

of reality to coexist, removing the need to speak about trauma in a way that removed its 

ambiguity and contradictions. This approach to working with text was also influenced by the 

madness study I performed in Chapter Three (section 3.1.5)—Velocity vs. Viscosity—where I 

observed that specific words themselves taken out of context still had an ability to reflect 

aspects of madness in a way that deconstructed narrative, while emphasising its experiential 

qualities.  

This was further enhanced by the gaps, blank spaces, and visual design of the text, 

which bore some connection to my use of silences in the Love Songs composition, with the 

text emerging from and filling the silences and unknowns. The blank spaces do not represent 
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an emptiness but an unspeakable fullness—a reflection of the way trauma is something that 

cannot be fully known or understood. The way I shaped the text around these spaces (in terms 

of the order and design) is also drawn from my compositional practice, mimicking the way I 

shape samples from the external world to represent aspects of my own inner experience.  

The visual design was also influenced by the novel, House of Leaves (2000), by Mark Z. 

Danielewski. This book is a psychological horror/romance that explores the psychological 

tension of love and relationship breakdown through the metaphor of physical space, alongside 

a descent into madness. Beginning in the format of a faux academic text, it gradually expands 

into multiple layers of narrative that blur the lines between reality and imagination. A key 

thread of the story follows a couple with young children who move into a new house. Over 

time, they discover the dimensions of the house are not what they seem, with the physical 

space shifting in impossible ways (for instance, the outer dimension of the house is smaller 

than the inner dimensions, which grow throughout the course of the novel). This impossible 

space mirrors the breakdown of the couple’s relationship—a metaphor for the impossible 

space between two people and its inability to be reconciled. The layout of the text reflects this 

psychological breakdown—at times expanding to reflect the expanding space of the house, at 

others constricting to reflect the claustrophobia of the psychological experience. Such devices 

informed my creation of the Love Songs book, where the placement of the text fragments on 

the pages sought to reflect experiential aspects of the concepts embedded in the textual 

fragments (see Fig. 18 through to Fig. 37, pages 129-147).  

The selected quotes for the Love Songs book were extracted from my research into 

emotional, verbal, and psychological abuse, as well as trauma theory and first-person madness 

narratives. In selecting passages, there was a focus on the experiential impact of abuse on a 

victim, and a negotiation of these experiences through the framework of mental illness—some 

experiential, some depicting a more academic, detached, and analytical perspective, which 

reflects the multiple ways I relate to my own lived experiences of trauma and mental illness. It 

includes checklists to recognise the impact of emotional abuse upon a victim, without 

mentioning the abuse or its function as a checklist for its impact. This removal of context 

heightens the ambiguity surrounding the words, bringing readers into a similar 

underdetermined space as is inherent to acousmatic sound. 

The third quote in the book (see Fig. 21, page 132) reflects upon the experiential 

impact of abuse and mental illness, alongside the underlying ideas around alternate conceptions 

of narrative to represent this impact. It is drawn from a paper by Alison Torn, a senior 

lecturer and researcher in narratives and mental health at the University of Leeds, titled 

“Chronotopes of Madness and Recovery: A Challenge to Narrative Linearity” (2011). Torn 
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outlines how the typical linear approach to understanding narratives of madness leads to a 

false notion that people who experience madness are experiencing “narrative impoverishment” 

(131). Like Stone, Torn argues that a linear view of narrative is incomplete. She proposes that 

instead narratives of madness may be better understood as inhabiting a “circular timespace”—

one where a kind of “cartwheeling” takes place, and recovery grows from the reconstruction 

of the self through rumination and circular experiences of time. This reconstruction of self 

does not adhere to more typical recovery narrative frameworks, where illness occurs at a 

specific point, and recovery comes once the person returns to their pre-illness self. Instead, 

recovery becomes a process of reconstructing the self in a way that integrates the illness, 

occurring in a spiral-like fashion, where movement is circular, but recovery exists at a 

different point to where it began. Torn argues that, “research [on madness narratives] should 

not only be undertaken on those coherent, written narratives,” but should also “strive to 

access people’s incoherent, atemporal narratives” (147). She argues that to better understand 

the way madness is experienced and recovered from, “there needs to be an engagement with 

people’s individual circuitous stories, so that understanding meaning underpins the personal 

process of recovery” (148).  

The process of creating the Love Songs book was a process of engaging in this circular 

experience of narrative and recovery, where I collected hundreds of quotes and text 

fragments, sorting, repeating, and reordering them, sifting through them to understand my 

experience and allow its narrative to emerge through the process of constructing the book. 

This was an extension of the psychological process of rumination, where rumination itself 

focuses on bits and pieces of events, thoughts, or experiences, which repeat relentlessly, over 

and over within the mind. Although considered a negative symptom (cognitive behavioural 

therapy, for instance, aims to cease or decrease rumination), my own experience mirrors what 

Torn argues within her paper—that this relentless, circular pattern of thinking, which circles 

through multiple perspectives and ways of understanding a situation, while disruptive to 

everyday life, can also be a necessary means for sorting through and processing a deeply 

stressful or traumatic event. It can be a way for the mind to cartwheel through an experience 

to find a resolve, which could not occur were the rumination not to take place. 

The approach to creating the Love Songs book also reflects the experientialist 

philosophy on subjective experience within which “understanding emerges from interaction, 

from constant negotiation with the environment and other people” (Lakoff & Johnson 2003, 

230). By constructing my narrative from a series of quotes interspersed with fragments of my 

own words, I was mirroring the way a person’s understanding of their subjective experience 

forms through an interaction with their environment, and the words of others, shaped 
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through their own perceptions. Also, while the placement of the words in the book are 

authored by me, many of the words are not my own. This raises the question of who “authors” 

an individual’s experience. This idea is of particular relevance in the case of verbal abuse, 

which is defined by Patricia Evans (2012, 8), as “a lie told to you about you” (a quote also 

placed out of context in the Love Songs book—see Fig. 29, page 140), where one person (the 

abuser) defines another (the victim), so that over time the victim’s self-perception becomes 

distorted. The strategy of blending others’ words with my own to create my narrative also 

begs the question of who is the protagonist of this first-person madness narrative, leaving 

room for multiple perspectives, interpretations, and reader positioning.  

As a framework for the composition, the book invites audience members to relate to 

the sound as metaphor for the ideas presented through the book, while also leaving space for 

them to fill in the gaps through their own experience. This transforms the acousmatic void 

into a space of metaphor that reflects upon the lived experience of insidious abuse within 

relationships. The success of this approach can be evidenced within reviews of the Love Songs 

CD release:  

 
 
To listen ~ and to read the liner notes ~ is to ask disturbing questions about 
our own relationships. How healthy are we really? Those who have 
experienced the end of a relationship due to dysfunction, or even worse, stayed 
in one, will be able to relate. One of the tracks is titled, “Who Is to Blame?” 
This isn’t just about those who have broken our hearts, but those whose hearts 
we have broken; not their ugliness, but our own. For some, this will be an 
unpleasant experience. (Allen 2018) 
 
 
… Soddell chooses very gradual fade-ins, or sudden bursts seemingly coming 
from nowhere. Were I the type to hear every sound as a metaphor… I’d say 
that this mirrors the ways in which pressure can slowly build up in a 
relationship between two people, or how deeply repressed feelings can 
suddenly explode given the right trigger. (Thomas 2018) 
 
 

These reviews reflect how it is somewhere between listening to the sound composition, and 

understanding it as metaphor, that the deeper meaning of the work can be found. This idea 

was first introduced in Chapter Two, and continued throughout the research, culminating in 

the creation of the book to accompany the Love Songs composition. Examples from the book 

can be found below and on the following pages (Fig.18 through to Fig.37). 
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Figure	18:	Thembi	Soddell,	Love	Songs	(2018),	book	page	1. 

 



	

	 130 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure	19:	Thembi	Soddell,	Love	Songs	(2018),	book	page	5.	Quote	from	Cassie	Pedersen	
(2016):	“Encountering	Trauma	‘One	Moment	Too	Late’:	Caruth,	Lyotard	and	the	Freudian	
Nachträglichkeit.” 
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Figure	20:	Thembi	Soddell,	Love	Songs	(2018),	book	page	7.	
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Figure	21:	Thembi	Soddell,	Love	Songs	(2018),	book	page	11.	Quote	from	Alison	Torn	
(2011,	144)	"Chronotopes	of	Madness	and	Recovery:	A	Challenge	to	Narrative	Linearity".	
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Figure	22:	Thembi	Soddell,	Love	Songs	(2018),	book	page	15.	Quote	from	George	R.	Bach	
and	 Ronald	 M.	 Deutsch	 cited	 in	 Patricia	 Evans	 (2010,	 27):	 “The	 Verbally	 Abusive	
Relationship:	How	to	Recognize	It	and	How	to	Respond.” 
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Figure	23:	Thembi	Soddell,	Love	Songs	(2018),	book	page	17. 
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Figure	24:	Thembi	Soddell,	Love	Songs	(2018),	book	page	37.	
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Figure	25:	Thembi	Soddell,	Love	Songs	(2018),	book	page	41.



	

	 137 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure	26:	Thembi	Soddell,	Love	Songs	(2018),	book	page	47.	
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Figure	27:	Thembi	Soddell,	Love	Songs	(2018),	book	page	53.	
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Figure	28:	Thembi	Soddell,	Love	Songs	(2018),	book	page	63.	
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Figure	29:	 Thembi	 Soddell,	Love	 Songs	 (2018),	 book	page	65.	Quote	 from	Patricia	 Evans	
(2012,	 8):	 “Victory	 over	 Verbal	 Abuse:	 A	 Healing	 Guide	 to	 Renewing	 Your	 Spirit	 and	
Reclaiming	Your	Life.” 
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Figure	30:	Thembi	Soddell,	Love	Songs	(2018),	book	page	73.	Quote	from	Lundy	Bancroft	
(2002,	110):	“Why	Does	He	Do	That?	Inside	the	Minds	of	Angry	and	Controlling	Men.” 
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Figure	31:	Thembi	Soddell,	Love	Songs	(2018),	book	page	75.	 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	

	 143 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure	32:	Thembi	Soddell,	Love	Songs	(2018),	book	page	107.
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Figure	33:	Thembi	Soddell,	Love	Songs	 (2018)	book	page	113.	Quote	 from	M.	Scott	Peck	
quoted	in	bell	hooks	(2001,	5)	All	About	Love:	New	Visions	
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Figure	34:	Thembi	Soddell,	Love	Songs	(2018),	book	page	115.	
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Figure	35:	Thembi	Soddell,	Love	Songs	(2018),	book	page	116.	
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Figure	36:	Thembi	Soddell,	Love	Songs	(2018),	book	page	119.	
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Figure	37:	Thembi	Soddell,	Love	Songs	(2018),	book	page	123.	Quote	from	Kay	Redfield	
Jamison,	An	Unquiet	Mind	(1995,	79).	
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 6.3.2 Love Songs in Concert 

I have presented the Love Songs composition in concert several times, both in its 

completed form as well as in parts, or as early versions of the work.58 For some concerts, I 

have presented the sound composition alone, and for others I have included various framing 

devices. All concerts require a good quality sound system with subwoofers. Where possible, 

I use a four-speaker system, not to convey complex spatial information (the four speakers are 

simply reproducing two pairs of stereo files with slight variations), but to create a feeling of 

immersion within the sound—enhancing the experiential nature of the first-person madness 

narrative, and the immersive, overwhelming nature of the experiences it represents. The 

opening movement, “Object (im)Permanence,” contains a large amount of low-frequency 

information, which in its ideal presentation is a powerful, affective, bodily experience of sound 

that gradually overwhelms the listener.59 This seeks to reflect the powerful, affective, bodily 

experience of mental illness, which, despite its designation as a mental illness can have a profound 

impact on the body—a symptom that, within the early stages of an episode, I am often more 

aware of than changes within the mind itself. These powerful bass frequencies also interact 

with the performance space in ways that increase the impact of the sound. For instance, at a 

performance at the Institute of Modern Art in Brisbane (2016), this specific opening sound 

shook the lighting rails of the gallery space, reflecting how the physicality of the room can 

become implicated in the sound’s impact. This further heightened the affective, powerful, 

overwhelming, and frightening nature of the sound, a clear metaphor for the lived experiences 

of mental illness, and the way it expands beyond the self and onto the outside world. 

All concerts are presented in darkness, or as close to as possible given logistical 

constraints (light tight rooms can be difficult to create in uncontrolled venues, and where 

health and safety regulations often require lit exit signs). Where Francisco López provides 

blindfolds at his concerts to work around this issue, ensuring his sound is experienced in 

complete darkness (although in my experience light has still leaked through the edges of the 

blindfold), for my own purpose I dislike their use. On the most part, this is from a sensory 

perspective—the feel of the blindfold against the face becomes a heightened sensory 

experience that detracts from the sensory immersion in the sound. It can increase the 

                                                
58 This includes concert presentations as part of Openframe at Audiorama, Stockholm (2015); 

Re::Set at Abbotsford Convent, Melbourne (2015); Sound as Consequence at the Australian Centre for 
Contemporary Art, Melbourne (2016); Listening at the Edge of a Knife at the Institute of Modern Art, 
Brisbane (2016); Biegungen im Ausland at Ausland, Berlin (2017); as an album preview at Mengi, 
Reykjavik (2018); and an album launch at The SUBSTATION, Melbourne (2018). 

59 I often boost around 40Hz in concert settings to emphasise this effect (depending on the 
system), enhancing the interaction of the sound with the space. 
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awareness of containment within the physical body, and the physical presence of the eyes. 

Experientially, the feel of being in a pitch-black room is very different to being blindfolded in 

a room with light—to open the eyes in a pitch-black space and see darkness blurs the 

boundaries between internal (psychological) and external (consensual, joint) experiences, and 

creates a deep feeling of a paradoxical state of entrapment and freedom; whereas to open the 

eyes with a blindfold on creates a disconnection between inner and outer worlds. Where 

blindfolds have a psychological connection to human intervention, darkness itself can also 

occur via sources beyond human control. This becomes more reflective of the way that, as 

mentioned above, mental illness can expand beyond the self and project onto the outside 

world—an experience bigger than the self, with its own sentience and causes beyond the 

edges of human knowledge. It also interconnects with the experiential nature of the 

overwhelming fear and anxiety within mental illness and trauma—in particular, the impact of 

insidious abuse where the source of the fear is so difficult to identify, and it can feel impossible 

to distinguish internally driven anxiety from externally driven fear. Experientially, insidious 

abuse seems to fill the air within which one lives and breathes, but it cannot be touched, felt 

(in a physical, tangible sense), or seen. This absence of physicality becomes overwhelming 

and, as previously noted from abuser Sam Vaknin, “blurs the boundaries between reality and 

nightmare” (Vaknin, n.d.). For this reason, complete darkness within the environment has a 

more profound metaphorical connection to this sense of absence and presence—the absence 

of a known cause, but the presence of the abuse’s effect. Of course, the profundity of this effect 

does not occur within a semi-darkened room, however, it is closer than with blindfolding, 

where the blindfold’s connotations of human control and physical restraint negate its benefits. 

In minimal light, it is easier to imagine the feeling of absence and presence, and its 

psychological connotations, even if not fully immersed in the experience (although complete 

darkness is always preferred). For some, complete darkness (without a blindfold) can also be 

a space of comfort and relaxation,60 enhancing the notion of experiential paradox 

underpinning the work. 

The visual absence within concerts is further enhanced by my (and my equipment’s) 

position within the room, which is always out of sight of the audience. Through this, I aim to 

highlight the notion of the sound as performer, heightening its sentient quality as it moves 

about an acoustic space. For the Love Songs concerts, my role as performer is minimal. Most 

                                                
60 My own most preferred method of relaxation is within a sensory deprivation tank that is 

pitch-black. I also sleep each night within a pitch-black room as light disturbs my sleep, which is 
also much preferred to sleeping with a sleep mask. Even with a sleep mask, there is a sense that I can 
somehow feel the presence of light. 
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of the work of adapting the composition to the space is done during sound check (with 

especially long sound check times, often of several hours), occurring before the audience 

arrives. During the concert, I perform only basic volume modulations, and alter the timing of 

the opening fade in and silences based on audience response. As discussed in Chapter Five, 

the timing of the silence within “Epilogue” aims to move listeners through various stages of 

expectation—shifting from anxious awaiting to a false sense of security or boredom. In concert 

settings, it is possible to feel the audience’s response to this silence, and identify the point 

where this shift takes place. This is based on listening to the subtle sounds made by audience 

members. This is similar with the opening fade in of “Object (im)Permanence,” where the 

timing shifts for each space, and each audience, depending on various levels of ambient sound 

and attention—both in the space and created by the audience. My role as performer is thus 

premised on subtle variation through close and attentive listening to the other sounds that 

occur in the performance space. 

The level of textual framing devices used has varied across concerts. Early versions, 

before the composition was complete, and the concepts fully realised, had no framing devices. 

Later versions have involved simply the title Love Songs, and the titles of each movement 

being provided in the promotional material as follows: 

 

Love Songs is a 34-minute electroacoustic composition in five continuous 
movements:  
 
1. Object (im)Permanence 
2. Erasure 
3. Repetition Compulsion 
4. Who is to Blame? 
5. Epilogue 

 
This work has been composed by Thembi Soddell using sounds sampled from 
Alice Hui-Sheng Chang (voice), Jim Denley (flute), Emah Fox (voice), Cat 
Hope (electric bass), Martin Kay (field recordings), and Thembi Soddell 
(objects).61 

 

For the album launch at The Substation in March of 2018—which was after the album 

and book were complete—I also provided a four-page program, which included selected 

quotes from the Love Songs book. The aim of this framing device was to give audience 

members the opportunity to shift into an understanding of the work as metaphor, but only if 

they chose to do so.  

                                                
61 This information was provided for its presentation at Ausland in Berlin (2017), which was 

an earlier version of the work, and Mengi in Reykjavik (2018). 
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6.3.3 Love Songs Acousmatic Lecture-Performance 

A more directive approach to shaping the audience’s relationship to the listening 

experience was developed through the Love Songs acousmatic lecture-performance. This 

lecture presents key themes from this dissertation, with a focus on those aspects of direct 

influence on the creation of Love Songs, 

followed by a presentation of the 

composition in darkness. It is given in an 

acousmatic format, with a screen for the 

PowerPoint presentation and podium lit in 

front of the audience—yet I am absent from 

this position, out of sight, and behind the 

audience (see Fig. 38). My presence is as a 

disembodied voice, the lit podium 

emphasising my absence, and the gaps 

between source, cause, and effect inherent to 

acousmatic sound, trauma, and mental illness. 

This presentation was first developed for the 

Gender Diversity and Music Making 

Conference at Monash University in 2018, 

which focused on two movements from the 

Love Songs composition: “Repetition 

Compulsion” and “Who is to Blame?.”  

The lecture was designed to provide a 

creative, accessible summary of the research 

findings—a way of engaging the public with 

the research methods and the ideas behind the work, and providing a “way in” to the 

composition that may be otherwise inaccessible for people unfamiliar with the fields of sound 

art, mental health, and/or mad activism. Where the Love Songs book provides an 

accompaniment to the Love Songs composition that is ambiguous, open to interpretation, and 

can be engaged with at the listener’s discretion, the Love Songs acousmatic lecture-

performance provides an explicit framework through which to relate to the sound. The 

performative presentation mode aims to emphasise the perceptual gaps discussed throughout 

the lecture by providing the audience with the experience of its ambiguity—am I in the room 

or am I not? Am I speaking live or is it pre-recorded? The audience can only guess, and exist 

Figure	38:	The	Love	Songs	Acousmatic	Lecture-
Performance	presented	at	the	Gender	Diversity	and	
Music	Making	Conference	at	Monash	University,	
Melbourne,	July	2018.	Image	courtesy	of	Nat	Grant	
(email	to	the	author,	July	9,	2018). 
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within the underdetermined acousmatic space of not knowing, reflecting the epistemological 

limits of acousmatic sound, mental illness, and trauma. The lecture ends with a presentation of 

“Repetition Compulsion” and “Who is to Blame?” in darkness, inviting the audience into the 

composition as a space of their own self-reflection. Once the piece is over, and the lights are 

back on, I appear in the auditorium for questions in line with a typical lecture format. The 

Love Songs acousmatic lecture provides the most explicit framing device developed through 

the research, which brings together the various layers of abstraction and literality explored 

throughout the project.  
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Chapter 7 

 

Findings and Conclusions 
 

 

7.0 The Being of a Gap: A Shared Ontology of Acousmatic Sound, Trauma, and Living 

Mental Illness 

I began this research with the intention of creating a first-person madness narrative 

using sound. It was directed by two key research questions: how might the lived experiences 

of mental illness be represented using sound art practice? And how might sound art practice 

be used to understand the lived experiences of mental illness? These questions were 

synergistic, in that experiments in representing the lived experiences of mental illness 

influenced my understanding of these experiences, and vice versa. My rationale for working 

with sound to create my own first-person madness narrative began with two key experiential 

observations: one was the difficulty in expressing aspects of my lived experience of mental 

illness in words; the other was a felt sense of connection between the invisible, unsettling 

intensities of sound and my lived experience of mental illness. The research became a way to 

better understand this felt sense, and to create more concrete connections between my sound 

art practice and my lived experiences of mental illness. This relied on developing a method of 

composing works of musique concrète that contrasted with Pierre Schaeffer’s focus on 

objectivity in understanding the sound object, as well as those composers who focus on 

maintaining acousmatic sound’s connection to its real-world cause. 

The perceptual gap of acousmatic sound and its resulting underdetermination became 

the primary tool in developing the methods of this research. The theory behind this 

perceptual gap stems from Brian Kane’s writing on acousmatic sound, where Kane (2014) 

proposes that the tension inherent to acousmatic experience comes from the experiential 

spacing between source, cause, and effect of a sound, where the listener is experiencing the 

gap between them, and thus the impossibility of determining the true cause of a sound. As a 

composer, I would observe the way my mind would fill in this gap while composing. I could 

use this gap to form connections between sounds and compositional gestures, and lived 

experiences or concepts relating to mental illness. This facilitated a process of thinking through 

sound as a language of metaphors, free from the confines of words. These metaphors then 

shaped my compositional decisions, and the frameworks I placed around the artistic outcomes, 
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as well as my understanding of my lived experiences of mental illness and, by extension, 

trauma.  

My research into trauma also uncovered an experiential connection between trauma 

and acousmatic sound. Where acousmatic sound is understood as the experience of an effect 

in the absence of its cause, trauma, too, can be understood in this way. As discussed by 

Professor Cathy Caruth of Cornell University, the post-traumatic symptom of a flashback 

reflects “a history that literally has no place, neither in the past, in which it was not fully 

experienced, nor in the present, in which its precise images and enactments are not fully 

understood.” (Caruth 1995, 153). It could be argued, then, that the experience of trauma lies 

not in the event itself, nor in its physical, emotional, or mental impact, but in the gap between 

the experience of its cause and effect, where the post-traumatic symptoms, such as intense 

emotions, nightmares, or panic attacks, manifest in delayed time, well after the event of the 

trauma has ceased, and often with no clear connection to it. Experientially, the trauma can be 

felt without the presence of its cause. As with Kane’s ontology of acousmatic sound, where 

“the being of acousmatic sound is to be a gap” (Kane 2014, 149), from the position of living 

through trauma, the being of trauma, also, is to be a gap. 

My experience of mental illness can also be understood through a gap between source, 

cause, and effect. My day-to-day life is impacted by an illness that has no clear cause, cure, or 

even a name. No diagnosis can be given with certainty, and no single treatment can be rendered 

wholly effective. Ambiguity is a space I must negotiate each day, where I make decisions on 

how to manage my illness with an acute awareness of the limitations in knowledge about mental 

illness, and the limitations of its potential treatments. Epistemologically, the cause of my mental 

illness sits beyond the edges of human knowledge—where the concept of mental illness is itself 

fraught with philosophical inconsistencies, and the cause and effect remain unclear. 

Ontologically, this mental illness, like acousmatic sound, is the being of a gap. Where Kane 

defines the underdetermination inherent to acousmatic sound as the impossibility of 

reconciling the sound with its source and cause, to live mental illness can also be to live within 

a space of underdetermination, within the impossibility of reconciling the illness with its source 

and cause. By creating my own first-person madness narrative with a medium full of gaps, 

uncertainty, and underdetermination, I could maintain and represent the ambiguity of this 

experience—I could speak my experience without speaking of it in a definitive sense, and 

narrate without imposing a clear narrative upon that which cannot be simply narrated, 

becoming an experiential (non)narration of trauma and madness through acousmatic sound. 

Throughout the course of the research I did, however, come to deeper understandings 

of my experience of mental illness that have been narrated (to some extent) through this 
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dissertation, which also shifted the narratives I place around my experience within day-to-day 

life. In Chapter Two, I drew metaphor-based connections between sounds, narrative aspects 

of the first-person madness narrative, I Never Promised You a Rose Garden (1968), and my own 

lived experiences of trauma. This led to the creation of A Shut in Place (2012), an analysis of 

which provoked discussion on the connection between my own experience of mental illness and 

emotional abuse, as reflected through the compositional structure. Through this, I discussed 

the incongruity between the mental health system’s understanding of my symptoms, and the 

lived reality of my experience—focused on the way in which the chemical imbalance story of 

mental illness can distort and upset a patient’s understanding of their experience, reinforcing 

the emotional abuse that can lead to their symptoms. By changing the story around my 

symptoms, I observed that this changed the symptoms themselves, which raises questions 

regarding the narrative implications of diagnosing mental illness within an individual without 

considering context or environment, especially if a person has experienced emotional abuse.  

The connection between diagnosis and storytelling is further explored in Chapter 

Three, where the discussion of my composition, The Absence of Inclination (2013), and the 

various methods used for its presentation, is influenced by my understanding of diagnosis as 

a process of storytelling—one for which there may be multiple stories with equal validity to 

explain symptoms. This shifted the progression of the research from a focus on representing 

and narrating experiences of madness through sound, to understanding them from an 

experiential perspective. As described in Chapter Four, this led to an analysis of my 

compositions, A Shut in Place and The Absence of Inclination, through the lens of perceptual 

collapse, a term taken from a talk by mental health advocate Mark Henick (2013). This analysis 

examined the in-the-momentness of the experience of mental illness, removing the need for the 

label of illness. It led to my definition of five experiential categories through which to perceive 

the experience, and represent it through methods of sound art practice. The chapter also 

reflects how coming to understand my experience of perceptual collapse through sound art 

practice gave me a new depth of understanding of my experience of distress, which is drawn 

from the inside out, rather than the outside in (as occurs through medical diagnosis). This 

understanding provided a newfound autonomy over my experience, a type of control I do not 

have within a medical framework, with the possibility of developing new strategies through 

which to manage my distress. It has also created a strong framework through which to 

represent experiential aspects of mental illness using sound, with the five categories of 

perceptual collapse providing clear techniques through which to do so. These categories are 

summarised within Table 3 (page 157), which describes the psychological experience of each 

category, alongside the compositional techniques through which it can be articulated.  
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Category Experience Sonic Articulation 
Emotional 
weight 

The weight of emotions can colour 
experience and place downward stress on 
the body and mind, weakening the 
structure of perception. This weight can 
be experienced in the body, which feels as 
though it is pushing against an increased 
gravitational pull. The more challenging 
the situation, the heavier the emotion. The 
more emotional weight, the more 
vulnerable perception is to collapse. 
 

Emotional weight can be embodied 
in sound through metaphors such as 
low frequency sound representing 
heavy emotions, or through creating 
sounds with strong downward force. 

Perceptual 
disorientation 

An ambiguous situation lacks key 
information with which to anchor, 
disorienting the bearings of perception. 
Without an anchor for perception, it is 
especially vulnerable to the pull of 
emotional weight, precipitating 
perceptual collapse. 
 

This can be represented in sound 
using a range of disorienting 
techniques, such as selecting sound 
sources that are difficult to identify, 
or disorienting and shifting the 
location of sound within space. 
 

Temporal 
expansion 

During a distressing event, the mind can 
fixate on specific snippets of distressing 
information at the expense of a broader 
context. This expands the experience 
through time via a superimposition of 
past, present, and imagined reality, which 
can loop and repeat in various layers. 

Temporal expansion is fundamental 
to my primary sampling technique, 
which extends a small snippet of 
recorded sound into a monolithic 
sound mass of infinite time 
potential. Other techniques involve 
the use of pulsations or unusual 
rhythms layered concurrently in each 
speaker to alter a listener’s 
perception of time. 
 

Experiential 
paradox 

Experiential paradox is central to the 
experience of perceptual collapse. As 
perception narrows in on a restricted 
amount of emotionally charged 
information, this information grows in 
detail and significance. There is a feeling 
of expansion within this restriction. 
 

In sound composition, working with 
a restricted amount of sonic 
information causes it to expand, 
becoming richer and more detailed, 
as does single-focused listening. 

Protective 
disrupture   

The notion of protective disrupture plays 
with the idea that mental illness exists 
within the space between the self and the 
outside world, a protective layer between 
a person and their (often dangerous) 
environment. 
 

This disrupture can manifest in 
sound composition through sharp 
cuts, broken connections and 
ruptures in compositional schema 
(e.g. toying with expectations). 
 

Table	3:	Summary	of	the	Five	Categories	of	Perceptual	Collapse.	Table	by	author.	
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These categories of perceptual collapse set the stage for the remainder of the research, 

where the subsequent compositions, Love Songs (2018) and Glue and Return (2016), were based 

upon sounds created with these experiential categories in mind. The process of creating Love 

Songs explored this in most detail. Through the compositional investigation I asked, what 

might I further understand about the experience of perceptual collapse by examining it 

through the compositional process? This question led to the development of a process of 

finding narrative through sound. This narrative is depicted through Chapter Five, which 

drew connections between symptoms of mental illness, the experience of insidious forms of abuse 

within intimate relationships, and the mental health system’s role in reinforcing this kind of 

abuse. These are all pieces of the puzzle that make up my own experience of mental illness, 

with Chapter Five reflecting the process of contemplation that can occur through the practice 

of sound composition. My approach to creating, and then presenting, this narrative through 

acousmatic sound and its framing devices, maintains the gaps, ambiguities, and 

inconsistencies inherent to my lived experience of trauma and mental illness. This creates a 

narrative text that combines experiential (aural) and textual elements that can be perceived 

in multiple ways—as both a narrative and non-narrative reflection upon my experiences; both 

full of meaning and devoid of it.  

 

7.1 Experiential Listening 

 While the questions of this research were focused on the representation and 

understanding of mental illness through sound art practice, underpinning this was the aim of 

developing a method of practice that was meaningful to me as a composer—one that diverged 

from Schaeffer’s notion of reduced listening while also building upon it. In reflecting on the 

methods used throughout this research, I observed a mode of listening that underpins my 

practice, which I refer to as experiential listening. This term connects the multiple foundations 

of the research—speaking through lived experience drawn from mad advocacy, its 

philosophical grounding in experientialism, and the practice of experiential therapy. In this 

form of therapy, experiential listening is a practice employed by the therapist that involves 

“listening to the not yet fully articulated felt sense from which a speaker is talking” (Friedman 

2005, 217): 

 
The listening response is an attempt to make contact with and carry forward 
this experiential flow. It is not enough for the therapist to just say back the 
client’s words. Words are not feelings. The listener is trying to point his or 
her words at the concrete experiential flow for which the listenee is making 
symbols (words). The listenee checks the listener’s words against this ongoing 
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flow. When the listening response is just right, it has an experiential effect—
the flow of experiencing is carried forward. (Friedman 2005, 222) 
 

A similar approach underpinned the dialogue I established with sound while 

composing for this research, through which I aimed to discover and articulate the felt sense 

of my experiences of mental illness. In this analogy, my position as composer becomes that of 

both patient and therapist, where I approach my compositional decisions with the similar 

mindful eye of the therapist in experiential therapy, seeking to more deeply understand the 

relationship between my sound practice and my lived experience of mental illness. While my 

methods were not based on the therapeutic process of experiential listening per se, many 

similarities can be observed. For instance, the process of experiential listening within therapy 

begins with a clearing of the mind on behalf of the therapist. I compare this to the reduction 

that happens within an acousmatic situation, where a sound is “cleared” from its original 

context within the acousmatic reduction. Unlike reduced listening however, I do not further 

attempt to disconnect this sound from any associations with the real world. Instead, I 

acknowledge the gap between the sound and its cause, and the mind’s desire to reconcile it, 

and begin “listening” to the way my mind fills this gap while composing (listening to not just 

the thoughts, but the feelings, bodily sensations, and emotions associated with it). This is 

similar to the therapeutic process of experiential listening, where the therapist “listens” to not 

just the words being spoken, but the body language of the speaker, and the therapist’s own 

emotional responses to what is being spoken. This is a listening that encompasses more than 

just the reception of sound.  

The process then involves the therapist dialoguing with the speaker, mirroring what 

they have heard through an interpretative lens, which includes their felt sense of what the 

speaker is conveying. They then ask if they are correct. The dialogue continues until the 

speaker feels the therapist has heard correctly; the therapist checks to make sure this has 

occurred, removing their own assumptions and misinterpretations. This technique is driven 

by an underlying belief that the patient knows best. Through the process, the speaker/patient 

gains a deeper understanding of what lies beneath their initial statement in a way that is 

meaningful to them. As I compose, I also experience a dialogue between myself and the sounds. 

I shape the sounds based on what I hear within them, which evokes further thoughts, feelings, 

or memories through which I further adjust the sounds. The experiential listening that 

underpins my compositional process also provides me with a deeper understanding of my 

intentions behind the composition, and the ideas I am exploring through it, which then shape 

the compositional outcomes, and the framing devices I place around them. 
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 Thus, experiential listening, as it relates to this project, involves the observation of all 

aspects of experiencing sound—not just the sound itself, but the thoughts, feelings, physical 

sensations, and ideas generated through a listening experience. It considers how aspects of 

memory, affect, sensation, frameworks of knowledge, and imagination interrelate to create a 

meaningful experience of acousmatic sound. It can involve aspects of reduced listening, where 

the sound can exist as sound in itself. However, it also considers where such a state might lead 

the mind, how this reduced listening state, which Francisco López (quoted in Isaza 2015) 

refers to as “expanded listening,” can open the imagination. Like experiential therapy, it 

accounts for the “felt sense of the complexity” (Gendlin 1973, 330) of experiencing, but in this 

case, it is the complexity of experiencing acousmatic sound and its (non)relationship to 

meaning. Experiential listening, thus, examines where this felt sense might take the composer 

as listener, and how this can shape a composition, as well as an audience’s response to that 

composition. Unlike reduced listening, it is an interdisciplinary way of conversing with sound, 

which brings multiple lenses to understanding an aural encounter. This reflects an 

experientialist perspective on acousmatic sound rather than Schaeffer’s phenomenological one.  

This interdisciplinary perspective also reflects the way I experience my mental illness, 

which I understand through my interaction with doctors of various backgrounds, other 

patients during treatment, or through engaging with published texts, as well as the literature I 

have encountered from a range of theoretical perspectives (and now, also, my sound art 

practice). These interactions provide multiple and often conflicting lenses that shape my 

experience of mental illness, just as my experience of sound is shaped by my knowledge and 

experience both within and outside of sound art theory and practice. Experiential listening 

thus seeks to highlight the interconnections between the interdisciplinary frameworks that 

shape a listener’s experience of sound. The method offers a response to my research questions, 

which ask, how might I use acousmatic sound to represent and understand the lived 

experience of mental illness? The answer is by engaging an experiential listening practice while 

composing. This practice allows me to think through my lived experiences of mental illness 

using sound, and to reach new understandings about these experiences through the process. 

These understandings are represented in my compositional choices, and the frameworks I 

place around the completed compositions.  

Experiential listening also connects to the process of self-understanding proposed by 

experientialism, which involves: 

 
Developing an awareness of the metaphors we live by and an awareness 

of where they enter into our everyday lives and where they do not 
Having experiences that can form the basis of alternative metaphors 
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Developing an “experiential flexibility” 
Engaging in an unending process of viewing life through new 

alternative metaphors. (Lakoff & Johnson 2003, 233) 
 

 The compositions created through this research rely on the use of sound as metaphor, 

creating sonic experiences that operate as alternative metaphors for living mental illness. The 

use of acousmatic sound in the creation of my first-person madness narrative develops an 

experiential flexibility within the concept of narrative, a flexibility that I embedded in the 

compositions (and associated text) by using techniques for composing that enhance the 

ambiguity of a sound’s source, and the potential metaphors through which it operates. This 

allows for multiple interpretations of the narrative to co-exist, alongside the experience of 

narrative loss that can be inherent to madness and trauma. The research also builds an 

awareness of the way the mind can use metaphor to construct an understanding of experience, 

which creates a greater awareness of the way metaphor shapes experience in general. The 

experiential flexibility of the compositions also means that, even beyond the conclusion of 

this research, I can continue to use these compositions to develop new alternative 

(experiential) metaphors through which to understand and communicate about my lived 

experiences of mental illness, and the compositions created from them. These compositions also 

present a starting point for drawing audiences into their own process of experiential listening, 

facilitating the discovery of their own unique insights into their experiences of listening to 

acousmatic sound, and the processes of meaning-making that can surround it.  

 

7.2 Schaeffer’s Approach to Musique Concrète versus Outcomes of this Research 

The following table (Table 4, which spans across pages 161-162) illustrates the 

fundamental differences between Schaeffer’s theory of musique concrète and my own, as 

developed through this research: 

 

 Pierre Schaeffer 
 

This Research 

Aim of the methods Generating a pure musical 
experience, and an 
intersubjective language of 
concrete sound 

Understanding lived experience of 
mental illness through compositional 
practices, and using this to develop 
compositional methods that can 
reflect aspects of these experiences 
 

Philosophy and 
theoretical 
underpinning 
 

Phenomenology 
 

Experientialism and aspects of 
psychology 
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Compositional 
approach 
 

Musical (i.e. free of meaning or 
association) 

Experiential, meditative, and 
interpretative—based on a process 
of meaning-making through sound 
 

Mode of listening Reduced listening 
 

Experiential listening  
 

Experience of 
sound 

Sound-in-itself 
 

Sound as metaphor 
 

Conceptualisation 
of sound 

Finding an intersubjective 
means through which to 
categorise sound 

Individualised and contextual—
influenced by the internal (thoughts, 
feelings, memories etc.), external 
(frameworks, culture etc.), and the 
physical experience of sound (affect) 
 

Theory of 
acousmatic sound 
 

The sound object through 
phenomenological reduction 

Kane’s ontology of acousmatic 
sound as the being of a gap 
 

Table	4:	Schaeffer’s	Methods	versus	Methods	of	this	Research.	Table	by	author. 	

 

7.3 Further Research and Future Applications   

  In attempting to create a first-person madness narrative using sound, this research has 

interrogated then adapted my compositional processes to draw connections between the gaps 

in acousmatic experience, and my own narratives of trauma and madness. While composing, I 

have observed my perceptions, and developed a method of working that embraces them. My 

observations have led to a reflection on the tension between the lack of narrative inherent to 

trauma and mental illness, and the need for narrative to comprehend and communicate about 

it. Experiential ambiguity and metaphor have been central to this reflection, and this reflection 

has focused on the process of composing, as opposed to the process engaged in by audience 

members. This means that the sound works themselves only go so far in conveying the ideas 

behind them. The natural progression from this point would be to translate the idea of an 

experiential (non)narration through sound-based metaphor into more complex installation 

contexts—where the “narration” of madness is performed through the experiential design of 

an audience member’s encounter with sound, and the framing devices that shape that design. 

This could involve experimentation with how sound works might be framed in ways that 

encourage audience members to engage with the process of experiential listening, reflecting 

upon their own experience as listeners/experiencers of the work, in the same way I do as a 

composer. The notion of perceptual collapse and its five categories also lends itself to 

representation through sound spatialisation, where further research could involve the custom 

design of speaker systems that allow for audience members to experientially encounter the 
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expansion and contraction of sound around them—becoming immersed within the 

psychological (aural-metaphorical) space of perceptual collapse.62  

The categories of perceptual collapse also lend themselves to further development. This 

could occur through further experimentation with techniques to represent the individual 

categories through sound, or through their translation to other media. In my own experience, 

they also have value as a means for conceptualising and understanding my lived experiences 

of mental illness, which has assisted me in the management of my symptoms. This begs the 

question of whether this conceptualisation might also be of value to others in managing their 

own experiences of mental illness and distress, with potentials for communicating about, 

understanding, and managing mental illness in a unique, creative, and non-medicalised way. 

Further research could examine this from an arts-health perspective. The research also raises 

questions regarding the value of art in managing lived experiences of mental illness from a 

different angle to art therapy. While art therapy involves the creation of artwork by patients 

as part of a therapeutic process, what of the creation of artworks by artists to assist within a 

therapeutic process? Could the artworks produced through this research (or further ones 

designed for this purpose) be used as a tool within therapeutic contexts?63 Or as part of mental 

health advocacy and awareness? Could artworks such as these encourage others to develop 

their own alternative metaphors for understanding their lived experiences of mental illness, 

which in turn could lead to their own, personalised (and thus more effective) strategies for 

managing their own symptoms, which either complement or exist outside of medical 

conceptions of mental illness? Could experiential listening form part of this process? 

As its primary subject, for me, a key therapeutical aspect of this project was the process 

of reconciling my lived experiences of trauma through a medium bound up in ambiguity and 

perceptual gaps, as this mirrors the lived experience of the type of trauma I was seeking to 

represent—that of insidious emotional abuse. While many treatments for post-traumatic stress 

                                                
62 I have begun initial work on such a spatialised system and experiential installation design, 

within a new installation work, Held Down, Expanding (2018). This work premiered at MONA 
FOMA in Tasmania, January 2018, and was further developed through presentation at Liquid 
Architecture’s Polyphonic Social event at Abbotsford Convent in Melbourne, April 2018. Discussion 
of this work has not been included within this dissertation as it is beyond the scope of the research 
parameters, which has been to focus on the development of methods for sound composition alone. 
Held Down, Expanding does, however, draw heavily on this research, using the Love Songs book and 
its first track within the installation. 

63 Research by Dr Jessica Argo (2017) at the University of Glasgow illustrates the 
possibilities of what she determines Immersive Soundscape Exposure Therapy, which uses sounds 
that have been measured to trigger anxiety responses within individuals within multichannel sound 
composition, decreasing the listener’s fear response to these sounds. This is somewhat different to 
my own approach, as it focuses on individualised sounds of specific relevance, as opposed to 
metaphor. However, it still suggests there is great scope for further investigation of the use of sound 
composition in therapeutic contexts. 
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disorder involve placing the trauma within the context of a coherent narrative structure (for 

instance, through narrative exposure therapy, which aims to translate “hot” memories into 

“cold” memories by placing traumatic events into a larger life narrative context),64 what can 

be done with those traumatic experiences that, as Sarah Kofman noted, can never be clearly 

understood or narrated? What of those traumas that are so beyond the ability to comprehend 

or place within time, that have no tangible reality or explanation? Could abstract, invisible 

forms of art, such as acousmatic sound, be used within a therapeutic setting for helping patients 

accept this fundamental, inescapable ambiguity and unknowability of trauma? Could this way 

of speaking without words or narrative clarity have a profound therapeutic effect? While these 

questions are beyond the scope of art practice-based research alone, they do suggest 

possibilities for future collaboration between arts and health researchers. 

 

7.4 Final Remarks 

 The benefit of working with acousmatic sound to construct my first-person madness 

narrative has been the fluidity of meanings that can be attached to the sounds. While 

composing, I could read and write sound as a language operating on a different level to words, 

where multiple meanings, inconsistencies, and paradoxes could coexist, as well as the 

experience of pure affect with no connection to meaning—all of which is also true of lived 

experience. This is especially so when it comes to the impact of insidious abuse, an invisible 

violence that generates a dense mass of indecipherable fear that undermines perception and 

leaves the victim with nothing to touch or point to that can be easily identified—or 

narrated—as abuse. My work with acousmatic sound was a way of constructing a narrative 

in the absence of a clear narrative, using feelings, senses, and metaphors to reconcile my 

experience, to reflect upon the love, rage, fear, comfort, intensity, and numbness that can 

pervade abusive relationships, often in the one instant. In rewriting my own story through 

acousmatic perception, I was led to understand the way insidious forms of emotional abuse 

can complicate diagnosis and treatment of mental illness; and that, through its paternalistic 

approach to its patients, the mental health system may unwittingly reinforce this kind of abuse. 

This new story, in turn, had a profound effect on my mental health. As Rebecca Solnit notes: 

 
We think we tell stories, but stories often tell us, tell us to love or to hate, to 
see or to be blind. Often, too often, stories saddle us, ride us, whip us onward, 
tell us what to do, and we do it without questioning. The task of learning to be 
free requires learning to hear them, to pause and hear silence, to name them 
and then to become the storyteller. (Solnit 2013, 4) 

                                                
64 See Whalley (n.d.) for further information on narrative exposure therapy. 
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Too often, the agency to tell one’s own story is stripped away from those with mental 

illness, through the experiences that led to the illness, the illness itself, or the mental health 

system’s approach to its treatment. Through the creation of a first-person madness narrative, 

those diagnosed can take control of their own stories, taking the power away from the illness, 

people, or systems that attempt to define them. This, in itself, can be a subversive and freeing 

act.  
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Appendix A 
 

 
Thembi Soddell: Biography & Curriculum Vitae 
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Soddell perfectly controls this exhilarating journey into [their] 
unconscious—or is it our own? 
 

– Gail Priest, Real Time Arts (2011) 
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uncompromising sonic expression. Reflecting their attention to detail and flare for the 
extremes, “the results are striking and unexpected: the silence increases the perceived 
aggression or pathos of the noise, while the noise attenuates the blankness of the silence, 
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referred to as “a high priestess of the digital realm” (Resonate Magazine 2014). They 
have been discussed in two books, Experimental Music: Audio Explorations in Australia (2008) 
and Women of Note: The Rise of Australian Women Composers (2012). Soddell lives on Dja Dja 
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A Shut in Place: A First-Hand Account of Understanding 
Trauma and Mental Illness using Sound Art Practice 

 
Thembi Soddell 

 
Abstract 
This chapter discusses the creation and analysis of an electroacoustic work entitled 
‘A Shut in Place’ that I composed in collaboration with cellist Anthea Caddy. This 
work was partly based on the first-person madness narrative, I Never Promised You 
a Rose Garden by Joanne Greenberg, a semi-fictionalized account of the author’s 
stay in a psychiatric institution from 1948-51. The methods used to compose this 
work were designed around core concepts drawn from the text to examine how the 
creative process might alter my understanding of the book and its relationship to 
my own experiences with depression, anxiety and the Australian mental health 
system. The compositional rules were developed based on the themes of 
confinement, isolation, perceptual distortion and loss of agency that run throughout 
the text. A reflective analysis of the work draws a relationship between the 
compositional structure and a rupture in self-perception that can occur in response 
to verbal and psychological abuse. This led to a rethinking of my perception of 
symptoms of mental illness and their relationship to context and environment. The 
analysis and discussion reveal the powerful effect of storytelling on symptoms of 
illness, and how sound art practice can contribute to thinking around trauma and 
mental illness. 
 
Key Words: Mental illness, trauma, electroacoustic composition, sound art, first-
person madness narratives, consumer perspectives, verbal abuse. 
 

***** 
 
1.  Translations  

‘Madness is more code than chemistry. If we want to understand it, we need 
translators – native speakers, not just brain scans’.1 First-person madness narratives 
are any texts that describe, from the inside, a person’s lived experience of mental 
illness or profound psychological distress. Such texts provide important insights 
into the nature of mental illness, translating what may appear as perplexing 
behaviours into understandable reactions to a complex inner world. These texts 
generate empathy by bringing readers inside these experiences, giving expanded 
context to otherwise isolating diagnoses. The clarity, insights and unique 
perspectives illustrated often challenge preconceived notions of what it means to 
be mentally ill. 

In her book, Agnes’s Jacket, professor of psychology Gail A. Hornstein 
overviews a wide range of first-person madness narratives, comparing and 
contrasting their insights to the foundational principles of the mental health 
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system.2 She illustrates a vast discrepancy between patient and professional 
perspectives, revealing how people often find their path to wellness by discarding 
the mental health system and developing their own (more effective) strategies for 
managing symptoms. Hornstein calls for a redefinition of mental illness based on 
phenomenological perspectives, urging mental health professionals to place greater 
value on first-hand accounts when conceptualizing, diagnosing and treating mental 
illness.3 

My work as a researcher combines my professional sound art practice with my 
lived experience of depression, anxiety and chronic illness by embodying thoughts, 
feelings, and ideas about my experiences within sound art practice. This chapter 
outlines the creation and analysis of an eight minute and twenty-three second 
electroacoustic work, ‘A Shut in Place’, which I composed in collaboration with 
cellist Anthea Caddy. This work was partly based on the first-person madness 
narrative I Never Promised You a Rose Garden by Joanne Greenberg, a semi-
fictionalized account of the author’s stay in a psychiatric institution from 1948-51. 
I composed and analysed this work as a way of exploring key themes from the 
book, to see how engagement through creative practice might affect my 
understanding of the text. This process resulted in a reworking of my 
understanding of symptoms of depression and anxiety, and clarified sound’s 
relationship to the creation and development of my own first-person madness 
narrative. 
 
2. I Never Promised You a Rose Garden 

Joanne Greenberg wrote I Never Promised You a Rose Garden to show what it 
felt like to be mentally ill.4 She had spent three years in a psychiatric institution as 
a teenager being treated for schizophrenia, from which she recovered to live a full 
and productive life. She wrote this book thirteen years later to ensure she would 
not forget her time unwell, semi-fictionalizing the content to best convey what 
therapy was like and how life felt at that time.5 She provides no clear answers as to 
what made her ill or how she recovered, instead interweaving feelings and events 
(both her own and others’) that allude to a formula for healing based on hard-work 
and a therapist’s faith in their patient’s ability to get well. 

While reading I Never Promised You a Rose Garden, I was inspired by 
Greenberg’s depiction of psychosis, a state that impairs a person’s ability to 
connect with and respond to reality,6 as a protective mechanism that distorted real 
events in response to repressed feelings and trauma. I saw a link between this 
aspect of her experience and a key process within my sound practice, which 
involves sampling sounds from the real world, and then distorting and shaping 
them into a sound composition. Drawing a metaphor between the mind’s distortion 
of the world while unwell and the process of sampling and distorting real-world 
sounds formed the basis of the compositional investigation. The following methods 
were developed to further explore and extend this metaphor. 
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3.  Methods 

I began the compositional process by focusing on a specific scene from the 
book, in which Deborah (Greenberg’s fictionalized self) is wrapped in a cold-sheet 
pack by the nurses – a treatment once used in psychiatric hospitals to calm 
disruptive patients: 

 
‘Do you know what a cold-sheet pack is? I'm going to have one 
set up for you. It's kind of uncomfortable at first, but when 
you’re in it awhile, it may calm you down. It doesn't hurt – don’t 
worry.’ 
 
Watch out for those words ... They are the same words. What 
comes after those words is deceit, and ... The stroke from the 
tumour made her writhe on the floor. A bursting vein of terror 
released itself and then there was the darkness, even beyond the 
power of Yr. 
 
The consciousness that came after a time was blunt. She became 
aware that she was lying on a bed with an icy wet sheet stretched 
under her bare body. Another was thrown over her and it was 
also pulled tight. Then she found herself being rolled back and 
forth between the sheets while others were wound around her 
body. Then came the restraints, tightening, forcing her breath 
out, and pushing her deep into the bed. She did not stay for the 
completion of whatever was being done …7 

  
In this scene, the confinement and loss of free will, anchored to a bed, made me 

think of a time long ago when I was trapped in a relationship with a person who 
undermined my personal freedom with ceaseless demands. As I wrote in a journal 
while reflecting on this time: 

 
I would lie awake at night next to him in silence, fantasizing 
about my own death. These were the only moments I felt joy, 
this was my only escape. Without this joy I could not have 
survived. Each day I was subjected to his rules. I was not to sleep 
in my own room, not to get home after dark (for my ‘own 
safety’), not to spend time with friends if he hadn’t approved, not 
to spend time on my own if he wanted company, not to make art 
if he were watching TV (I was to always watch with him), not to 
read before bed for longer than he read. The consequences of 
doing so were always exhausting. My mind was the only place 
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he could not monitor; imagination my only place of freedom and 
escape.  

 
When composing ‘A Shut in Place’, I considered this inner experience – the 

way the mind escapes in response to being physically confined – using sound to 
explore what might occur within the mind or emotions while the body is trapped. I 
drew metaphors between the compositional processes and Deborah’s experience 
not to represent Deborah’s experience per se, but to use her experience as a vehicle 
to reflect on and understand my own. 

Firstly, I determined that Caddy’s cello recordings would be used as a metaphor 
for Deborah’s experience of self. There were four key reasons behind this decision. 
One, sounds made by a cello do not occur in nature but are shaped by a performer, 
just as the mind shapes a person’s experience of the world. Two, the sounds were 
performed without my input (they were compositions and sonic ideas formed by 
Caddy alone), which meant I had no direct relationship to the sounds, just as I had 
no direct relationship to Deborah. Three, to my ears Caddy’s sounds embody 
psychological struggle, anxiety, and the darker side of the emotional spectrum, as 
does the text. And four, this rule restricted my palate of source material (I usually 
work with samples taken from a variety of sources), with this restriction reflecting 
the themes of confinement, isolation and loss of agency that run throughout the 
text. In keeping with the initial metaphor (that the process of sampling would act as 
a metaphor for processes occurring in the mind) the sampling and manipulation of 
the cello then became representative of the mind’s perceptual distortions. A 
complete list of compositional metaphors can be found in table 1. 

 
Table 1: Compositional metaphors. 

 
Narrative Elements Compositional Elements 

The mind storing memories. The sampling process, which involves taking short 
snippets of recorded audio and storing it within a 
sampler’s memory. 

Perceptual distortions performed by the mind 
during distress. 

Manipulation of samples, which includes 
techniques such as looping, layering and pitch-
shifting. 

Various aspects of Deborah’s experience of 
self. 

Samples taken from recordings of cello performed 
in various ways. 

The external environment of the hospital room 
(as distinct from what was generated purely 
within Deborah’s mind). 

Samples of field recordings made in an unused, 
half-demolished car park, with crumbling walls, 
full of rubble (this car park held a similar quality to 
my imaginings of the hospital room – hard, sparse, 
uninviting and in a state of disrepair). 
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Layers of psychological experience that occur 
through time – i.e. the mind processing, 
imagining and drawing together thoughts, 
memories, experiences and emotions to 
construct narrative and meaning. 

The arrangement of sounds within the composition. 

 
These metaphors were used as loose parameters that I held in mind while 

composing, guiding my decisions but not wholly dictating them. I did this in the 
hopes that subconscious, intuitive ideas might emerge through the creative process, 
thus forging a link between subconscious internal processes and conscious 
compositional actions. This method was an experiment in using musical language 
(as opposed to a word based language) to think through and process ideas from the 
text, drawing on multiple layers of memory, past experience and perception, both 
conscious and unconscious, through their embodiment in sound.  
 
4.  Analysis 

Analysing the final version of ‘A Shut in Place’ was an attempt to draw out 
some of the embodied, unconscious expressions that may have emerged through 
the creative process (as well as through the process of listening back), translating 
them into unambiguous, clearly communicable words. This was not an objective 
analysis but an observation of the subjective experience of listening – a way to 
think through sound, with the sound acting as a catalyst for explicating thought 
processes around the themes represented in the text. 

To perform this analysis, I referred back to the rules developed to compose the 
work. I listened as though the cello were a metaphor for the self, the composition 
representing something of the mind’s experience while distressed. I mindfully 
observed the internal processes (thoughts, feelings, sensations, memories etc.) that 
occurred while listening, with a particular focus on a key question: if the cello 
represents the mind’s experience of the self while trapped, what might the 
composition reveal about the self and/or its experience in this state? 

From repeated listens, I divided the work into two distinct parts: internal 
(Deborah alone) and external (Deborah engaging with the outside world). I based 
these sections on the sonic absence or presence of sounds from the external 
environment, which I related to different experiences of self-perception, as 
illustrated in figure 1. 
 In applying this framework, the key difference between the way the cello 
sounds within each section reflects a change in self-perception in relation to the 
external world. Within the first section, the sounds created from the cello samples 
are all long, drawn out and solid. Even though they vary in timbre, timing and 
pitch, the sounds all maintain this solid, monolithic quality, representing an 
underlying solid sense of self-perception while alone, even when in flux. In the 
second section the primary cello gesture comes in at three minutes and fifty-eight 
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seconds and has a completely different quality than the cello sounds in the first 
section. Here the cello sounds as if it is splintering and breaking apart, building in 
intensity over a few minutes. In the context of the above framework, this sound 
represents a shattering and rupture of self-perception in response to an interference 
from the external world. 

 
 

Section One  
0 sec. – 3 min. 19 sec. 

 
INTERNAL 

(Deborah alone) 

 
Section Two  

3 min. 20 sec. – 8 min. 23 sec. 
 

EXTERNAL 
(Deborah engaging with the outside 

world) 
 

Samples taken from cello 
recordings without an obvious 
sense of external space in the 

recording (i.e. recordings made 
with a microphone close to the 

cello in spaces with little ambient 
sound, meaning only the sound of 

the cello is obvious within the 
recording). 

 
↓ 
 

Samples taken from both field 
recordings and cello recordings 
that contain an obvious sense of 
the environment external to the 

cello (i.e. recordings made within 
a large, reverberant space with a 

lot of background sound, meaning 
the sound of the environment is 
prominent in the recordings). 

 
↓ 

 
Self-perception under influence of 

something outside of the self. 
 

Self-perception in the absence of 
outside influence. 

 
Figure 1: Internal Versus External Experiences of Self-Perception. 

 
This idea relates to a theory by therapist and verbal abuse expert, Patricia 

Evans, which states that when a person regularly has their inner experience 
incorrectly reflected back to them by the outside world they become disconnected 
from themselves, distrusting of their own inner experience, feelings, sensations and 
intuitive knowledge.8 This is a form of psychological abuse, which Evan’s defines 
as ‘a lie told to you about you’.9 This shatters a person’s trust in their own 
perception so they become more malleable and easier to control. I heard this 
reflected in ‘A Shut in Place’ when the cello expressed this splintering sound. This 
occurred not long after the external world had first appeared in the work as a low-
pitched drone (which was constructed from a sample taken from a field recording 
in a car park – the compositional metaphor for the world external to Deborah). I 
perceived this as an aural opposition to the high pitched cello that was occurring at 
the time it was first introduced – that is, the low-pitched drone represented 
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something from the outside world incorrectly reflecting the cello’s experience back 
to the cello. After this point, the splintering cello fades and the opening cello 
phrase returns, but this time it is weaker, thinner and grittier than before, and it 
soon disappears. The piece ends with another sound sampled from a field recording 
of the car park – the cello was shattered, weakened and finally silenced to be 
replaced by the outside world. 

In terms of the initial question for the analysis – what might the composition 
reveal about the mind’s experience of distress? – I found the compositional 
structure to reflect a pattern caused by psychological abuse, a distress born of the 
shattering of self-perception caused by incorrect reflection from the outside world. 
 
5.  Discussion 

Although there is potential for multiple readings of this work, the power of this 
analysis is in the way it facilitated a new line of enquiry. In drawing a connection 
between the composition and experience with verbal abuse, I was led into a deeper 
reflection on the relationship between symptoms of mental illness and the 
influence of the external environment – both within Deborah’s experiences as well 
as my own, and then in relation to concepts of mental illness more generally. 

In my first reading of I Never Promised You a Rose Garden my attention 
focused on the remarkable recovery Deborah made against expected odds and its 
relationship to decoding her symptoms. My attention now shifted to the narrative 
thread regarding her family, which suggested a familial pattern of suppressing 
thoughts and emotions for fear of repercussions, related to a deeper experience of 
generational trauma (she came from a Jewish family who was impacted by World 
War II). Despite her family’s love and best intentions, this caused a toxic home 
environment that forced Deborah to suppress emotions, which came to express 
themselves through her psychosis. This caused me to wonder, do symptoms of 
mental illness merely reflect illness in an individual, or is that individual perhaps 
just more sensitive to their environment, expressing what lies unexpressed by those 
around them? 

Seeing mental illness through this filter led me to redefine my relationship to 
my own symptoms. From my first encounter with a doctor these had been 
explained (on the most part) as the result of a ‘chemical imbalance’, as an illness 
within me and a fault within my brain. This diagnosis led to an altered perception 
of self, one that suggested my emotional responses were not to be trusted. This 
framework then guided my interaction with the mental health system; if I was 
feeling depressed, I needed to be fixed. Treatment was focused on ways to manage 
symptoms – medication, diet and exercise, skills-based therapy and looking at the 
root cause of the issue within me. However, the process of composing and 
analysing ‘A Shut in Place’ helped to improve this therapeutic process, which 
shifted from looking at what was ‘wrong’ with me to external factors within my 
environment. This new line of thinking felt more in accordance with my own 
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experience. It placed the illness somewhat outside of myself, decreasing feelings of 
stigma and empowering me to give weight to my emotions. I began viewing my 
symptoms as an indication that I needed to make changes within my environment, 
which in turn improved my mental health. In essence, the change in the story 
around my symptoms changed the symptoms themselves, raising questions 
regarding the narrative implications of diagnosing sickness within an individual 
without considering context or environment, especially if a person has experienced 
psychological abuse. 

This led to further reflection on how stories themselves can be potent agents of 
power or control. As writer, historian and activist Rebecca Solnit suggests, 

 
We think we tell stories, but stories often tell us, tell us to love or 
to hate, to see or to be blind. Often, too often, stories saddle us, 
ride us, whip us onward, tell us what to do, and we do it without 
questioning. The task of learning to be free requires learning to 
hear them, to pause and hear silence, to name them and then to 
become the storyteller.10 

 
Too often, the agency to tell one’s own story is stripped away from those with 

mental illness – through the experiences that lead to the illness, the illness itself, or 
the mental health system’s approach to conceptualization and treatment. Through 
the creation of a first-person madness narrative, those diagnosed are able to take 
control over their story and experience, taking the power away from the illness, 
people or systems that attempt to define them. This, in itself, is a subversive and 
freeing act.  

 
6.  Conclusion 

This chapter illustrates the positive impact of shaping the story around one’s 
own symptoms of mental illness in accordance with context and environment. It 
explicates my own first-hand account of finding story through sound art practice, 
where narrative grew from the experience of composing, listening and reflection. 
My further artistic research seeks to draw audiences into this process of listening 
and reflection, to connect people more deeply with their own inner stories and 
highlight the profound impact these stories can have on mental health. 

 
Notes 

 
1 Gail A. Hornstein, Agnes’s Jacket: A Psychologist’s Search for the Meaning of 
Madness (New York: Rodale, 2009), xix. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Gail A. Hornstein, ‘Whose Account Matters? A Challenge to Feminist 
Psychologists’, Feminism & Psychology 23.1 (2013): 29-40. 
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Paperback, 2009), 286. 
5 Ibid., 286. 
6 Miller-Keane Encyclopedia and Dictionary of Medicine, Nursing, and Allied 
Health, Seventh Edition. S.v. "psychosis." Retrieved September 27 2016 from 
http://medical-dictionary.thefreedictionary.com/psychosis 
7 Ibid., 53. 
8 Patricia Evans, Controlling People: How to Recognize, Understand, and Deal 
with People Who Try to Control You (Massachusetts: Adams Media, 2002), 40-41. 
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Appendix D 

 

Glue and Return (2016)  
 

Program Notes for FBi Radio 
 
 
Glue and Return begins with an extended version of a track titled The Absence of Inclination, 
which was first composed by Soddell in 2013. This work drew upon the novel Girl, Interrupted 
by Susanna Kaysen—a semi-autobiographical depiction of the author’s stay in a psychiatric 
institution in the 1960s. It embodies concepts from the chapter Velocity versus Viscosity, 
which describes the “thickened perception” and variations in speed that can be experienced in 
states of depression and anxiety. 
 
The work moves on to a section inspired by a poem by media and performance artist, Vanessa 
Godden, whose work explores the entanglement of her experience of multi-ethnicity and the 
aftermath of rape: 
 
 I woke up broken 
 Brown 
 You woke up smug with your scales 
 Beige 
 All I could hear, smell, feel, taste and see  
 Crimson 
 Is this what it means to be a woman? 
 
The sound extricates the energy of rage, pain, grief and lament for the history of abuse against 
women, and the shared yet isolating impact of this violence. 
 
Glue and Return is composed from samples of vocal performance by Alice Hui-Sheng Chang, 
Emah Fox, Vanessa Godden, Jessica Pinney and Thembi Soddell, flute performed by Jim 
Denley, and objects and analogue synthesis performed by Thembi Soddell.  
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Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) 
Research and Innovation office 
NH&MRC Code: EC00237 

Notice of Approval 
 
Date:     22 June 2016 
 
Project number:    19907 
 
Project title: Narratives from a disordered mind: Understanding mental 

illness through sound art practice  
 
Risk classification:    More than low risk 
 
Chief investigator:   A/Professor Keely Macarow 
 
Approval period:   From: 22 June 2016  

To: 1 August 2017  
 
The following documents have been reviewed and approved: 

Title Version Date 
20177 Macarow appn Final 22 June 2016 
Participant Information & Consent Form  Final 22 June 2016 
Public information sheet  1 June 2016 
Sample participant email  1 June 2016 
Gallery signage  1 June 2016 
 
The following documents have been noted: 

Title Date 
Soddell Biography 1 June 2016 
 
The above application has been approved by the RMIT University HREC as it meets the requirements of the 
National statement on ethical conduct in human research (NH&MRC, 2007). 
 
Terms of approval: 

1. Responsibilities of chief investigator 
It is the responsibility of the above chief investigator to ensure that all other investigators and staff on a 
project are aware of the terms of approval and to ensure that the project is conducted as approved by 
HREC. Approval is valid only whilst the chief investigator holds a position at RMIT University. 

2. Amendments 
Approval must be sought from HREC to amend any aspect of a project. To apply for an amendment use 
the request for amendment form, which is available on the HREC website and submitted to the HREC 
secretary. Amendments must not be implemented without first gaining approval from HREC.  

3. Adverse events 
You should notify the HREC immediately (within 24 hours) of any serious or unanticipated adverse effects 
of the research on participants, and unforeseen events that might affect the ethical acceptability of the 
project. 

4. Annual reports 
Continued approval of this project is dependent on the submission of an annual report. Annual reports must 
be submitted by the anniversary of approval (22 June 2016) of the project for each full year of the project. If 
the project is of less than 12 months duration then a final report only is required. 

5. Final report  
A final report must be provided within six months of the end of the project. HREC must be notified if the 
project is discontinued before the expected date of completion.  

6. Monitoring 
Projects may be subject to an audit or any other form of monitoring by the HREC at any time. 

7. Retention and storage of data  
The investigator is responsible for the storage and retention of original data according to the requirements 
of the Australian code for the responsible conduct of research (section 2) and relevant RMIT policies. 

8. Special conditions of approval 
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  Design and Social Context College Human Ethics Advisory Network (CHEAN)  

Sub-committee of the RMIT Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) 
 

 

Notice of Approval 
 
Date:     13 March 2015  
 
Project number:    CHEAN B 2000425 
 
Project title:  Sonic Narratives of the Mind 
 
Risk classification:   Low Risk  
 
Investigator:    A/Professor Keely Macarow and Ms Thembi Soddell 
 
Approved:    From: 13 March 2015    To: 31 March 2017 
 

I am pleased to advise that your extension request has been granted ethics approval by the Design and Social Context College 

Human Ethics Advisory Network as a sub-committee of the RMIT Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC).  

 

Terms of approval: 

1. Responsibilities of investigator 
It is the responsibility of the above investigator/s to ensure that all other investigators and staff on a project are 

aware of the terms of approval and to ensure that the project is conducted as approved by the CHEAN. Approval is 

only valid whilst the investigator/s holds a position at RMIT University. 

2. Amendments 
Approval must be sought from the CHEAN to amend any aspect of a project including approved documents. To apply 

for an amendment please use the ‘Request for Amendment Form’ that is available on the RMIT website. 

Amendments must not be implemented without first gaining approval from CHEAN.  

3. Adverse events 
You should notify HREC immediately of any serious or unexpected adverse effects on participants or unforeseen 

events affecting the ethical acceptability of the project. 

4. Participant Information and Consent Form (PICF) 
The PICF and any other material used to recruit and inform participants of the project must include the RMIT 

university logo. The PICF must contain a complaints clause including the project number. 

5. Annual reports 
Continued approval of this project is dependent on the submission of an annual report. This form can be located 

online on the human research ethics web page on the RMIT website.  

6. Final report  
A final report must be provided at the conclusion of the project. CHEAN must be notified if the project is 

discontinued before the expected date of completion.  

7. Monitoring 
 Projects may be subject to an audit or any other form of monitoring by HREC at any time. 

8. Retention and storage of data  
The investigator is responsible for the storage and retention of original data pertaining to a project for a minimum 

period of five years. 

 

In any future correspondence please quote the project number and project title.  

 

On behalf of the DSC College Human Ethics Advisory Network I wish you well in your research. 

 

Suzana Kovacevic 

Research and Ethics Officer 

College of Design and Social Context 

RMIT University 

Ph: 03 9925 2974 

Email: suzana.kovacevic@rmit.edu.au 

Website: www.rmit.edu.au/dsc 


