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Sounding Urban Environments

“Thus social space, and especially urban space, emerged in all its diversity - 
and with a structure far more reminiscent of flaky mille-feuille pastry than of the 
homogeneous and isotropic space of classical (Euclidean/Cartesian) 
mathematics.” - Lefebvre, The Production of Space 3

Urban space is a concept full of complexity. In addition to physical aspects such as  
dimensions, materials and objects, spaces have qualities created by those who live in 
them. City dwellers inhabit “invisible, purely emotional spaces [which] acquire a personal 
and emotional geography that functions as an active framework for memories and 
expectations.”2 The routes we take through our cities, the ways in which we use a space, 
the things we think and feel while we are there and once we have left are affected by what 
we remember and anticipate about a place. Each of us causes the space we live in to 
become a dynamic, animate phenomenon. This includes private spaces, our homes, cars 
and bedrooms, and public spaces, streets, closes, parks and squares. In both cases our 
personal geographies must overlap and seep into each other, resulting in strange 
intrusions, happy coincidences and amusing conjunctions.

All of our senses are, of course, important in understanding and perceiving our 
surroundings. The senses interact with such complexity that in some ways it is hard to 
tease the effect of one away from another. However, there is a significant historical bias 
towards the visual. We need only examine our language for proof.  For example: one may 
ʻshed light onʼ or ʻlook atʼ a problem, gain ʻinsightʼ or ʻperspectiveʼ, ʻenvisageʼ the future or 
see the world ʻin a different lightʼ. “The language of everyday life is peppered with visual 
allusions and metaphors.”5 This bias must be rectified, because the knowledge that may 
be learnt through sound is different to the knowledge that may be learnt through light. As 
Attali says “for twenty-five centuries Western knowledge has tried to look upon the world. It 
had failed to understand that the world is not for beholding. It is for hearing. It is not 
legible, but audible.”5 If we listen carefully, we become aware that as we move through the 
city, we move through the cityʼs sonic geography. What we hear is directly related to where 
we are, when we are and who we are. If we can grasp it, there is an enormous amount to 
be learnt from this information. “Sonic geographical understanding alerts us to the 



contested values, the precarious balances, the battles for beauty and peace and 
excitement, which make up a place. Sounds echo into social debate over what a place has 
been, is and might be.”4 Through this link with social space, sonic geographies are a 
powerful method for the exploration of the ʻpersonal and emotionalʼ geographies which 
cover the city in multitudinous layers.

For this project, we recorded pieces of Edinburghʼs sonic geography and composed them 
into a soundwalk to be listened to over headphones as participants followed a carefully 
chosen route though the city. Listening to headphones whilst walking is a curious act; 
simple, but with extraordinary consequences. “[The walkman], as a manager of sensorial 
channels, questions the relationship between the dweller and his environment and enables 
new modes of experiencing the city.”1 What I hoped to achieve in creating the soundwalk 
was an event through which participants could re-evaluate the space in which they move. 
Many of the locations on the route would be at least familiar to most of the participants, to 
the extent that they may normally pass through without hearing and perceiving all the 
sounds permeating the space. In the context of a soundwalk, I hoped that participants 
would be more attuned to these sounds, and thus be in a state of heightened awareness 
of the surrounding space. 

Wearing headphones on a soundwalk does not  prevent you from hearing the ʻoutsideʼ 
world. On the contrary, as Janice Cardiff points out, soon “other sounds begin to enter in. 
They are the sounds from your current environment...Consequently, you are inhabiting at 
least two acoustic spaces.”2 Our soundwalk was composed so that sometimes it is hard to 
tell whether what you are hearing is part of the track, or happening in real-time. Your sense 
of time and place is confused. This further heightens your senses as you try to reconcile 
the various channels of information you are receiving. This involves not just the audible but 
the visual too: “Your visual senses are amplified, trying to equilibrate the acoustic 
experience with what you see.”2 This was made more effective by the use of binaural 
recordings, which result in a three dimensional reproduction of sound. “What we hear in 
perfect 3D demands to be materialised in visual form.”2 

The soundwalk aimed to expose the flow and motion of the city, above all created by the 
people who live in it. The fragments of conversations give clues about the lives moving 
through the many spaces, the layers of footsteps and washes of noise hint at the crowds 



that have been and gone before and the abstract noises create new atmospheres in 
familiar places.
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