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Sounds of Space

Voices whistling from deep space, a dull drumming
rhythm, recurring high beeps 4 this 4extraterrestriala
music of the fictional alien race Krell formed an integral
element of the first exclusively electronic soundtrack to
aForbidden Planeta (1956), one of the most iconic Hol-
lywood science fiction movies. Released just one year
before the launch of Sputnik, the movie took a promi-
nent place in the popularization and imagination of outer
space during the early Space Age.

The close relationship between moving pictures, elec-
tronic music and outer space in postwar culture became
apparent during the workshop aSounds of Space.a While
ambient space sounds took participants on sonic adven-
tures, their analysis proved to be a challenging expedition
into an academic field hitherto largely uncharted, despite
the recently much-debated dacoustic turn.& Why do cer-
tain sounds evoke images of the universe even though
humans cannot experience sound in outer space, due to
the absence of sound waves in a vacuum? The variety
of sounds explored, ranging from different music genres,
environmental sounds, human voices and sound effects
to sonified data, reflected the complexity of the subject.
Three questions were at the core of this enterprise: First,
what sonic forms and material encompassed imagined
sounds of space? Second, what role did technology and
actual space exploration play in developing such sounds?
And third, how were these sounds of space embedded in
the history of postwar astroculture?

Organized by William R. Macauley and the Emmy
Noether Research Group aThe Future in the Stars: Eu-
ropean Astroculture and Extraterrestrial Life in the
Twentieth Century,a the workshop gathered more than
two dozen scholars at Freie UniversitAot Berlin in late
November 2012. It set out to investigate how outer space
was sonically imagined between the late 1940s and 1980.
Broadening academic work on astroculture 4 hitherto fo-
cused on visual aspects & into another sensorial dimen-
sion was the main objective, ALEXANDER C.T. GEP-
PERT (Berlin) explained. In his introduction, WILLIAM
R. MACAULEY (Berlin) argued that postwar sonic ven-
tures into space extended from the end of the Second
World War, when new technologies such as radio astron-
omy fuelled sonic space fiction prior to successful space-
flights. The 4Golden Ageé of comprehensive planetary
exploration programs came to an end by 1980, simulta-
neously marking the limit of the workshopés timeframe.

Keynote speaker JAMES WIERZBICKI (Sydney) sug-
gested four analytical categories from science fiction
a signals, technology, planets and space travel & that
influenced twentieth-century music.  According to
Wierzbicki, the soundtracks of 42001: Space Odysseya
(USA 1968) and aSolarisi (USSR 1972), together with the
music of the 1970s 4Berlin School,d expressed a notion
of timelessness and weightlessness. The music echoed
human experience in outer space by breaking with tra-
ditional tonal music based on harmony and measured
rhythm. Composer Arnold SchA9nberg first challenged
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the tonal alaws of gravitya in his String Quartet No. 2
(1908), which had a soprano sing of awind from other
planets.a

French music theorist and composer Pierre Schaef-
fer was a key figure in the 1940s endorsing this crit-
ical stance on traditional music structure. TATJANA
BAHME-MEHNER (Leipzig) described his radio play 4La
Coquille A PlanA "tesi (1944) as a crucial step in radio-
phonic art. For Schaeffer, radio constituted a power-
ful medium to create new art forms appealing solely to
the sense of hearing. In his depiction of space travel
Schaeffer experimented with recordings of aconcretea
sounds from nature, in addition to musical instruments
and human voices. Similar sounds fascinated listeners of
Karl-Birger Blomdah!’s opera 4Aniarad (Sweden, 1959),
a rare example of an avant-garde opera set exclusively
in outer space. JOHAN STENSTRAM (Lund) gave a de-
tailed account of the so-called Mima tapes, in which
the goddess-like computer Mima informs evacuated hu-
mans on spaceship Aniara about the decline on war-
ravaged Earth. In their sonic narration of the protago-
nistsa consciousness and dreams, Schaefferas and Blom-
dahlas space journeys contemplated quests for human
identity recently shaken in the Second World War. Em-
ploying new technologies for their afuturistica electronic
sounds, both works aimed to modernize the genre.

Artists on the other side of the iron curtain drew upon
progressive developments in electronic music. Numer-
ous Soviet and Eastern European science fiction films fol-
lowed in Sputnikas footsteps as they advanced into space
to the rhythm of their experimental soundtracks. KON-
STANTIN KAMINSKIJ (Konstanz) analyzed the function
of planet Venusa voice in the film &Planet of Stormsa
(USSR 1962). The 4Ensemble of Electro-Musical Instru-
mentsa had mixed recordings of Peruvian folklore singer
Yma Sumac (1922-2008) with a melodic composition of a
Theremin, an early electronic instrument. The aprehis-
torica and exotic notion of the traditional music style ap-
pealed to basic human knowledge and expressed ideas of
colonial adventure at the same time.

The singing planet Venus illustrated how sound
changed the appearance of objects. Similarly, giving mu-
seum spaces and their objects a &voiced could enrich
visitorsa experience in contemporary exhibitions. TIM
BOON (London) criticized the lack of attention paid to
noise and sounds in museums. However, in 2009, the
London Science Museum celebrated the fortieth anniver-
sary of the Apollo moon landings by staging a perfor-
mance of Brian Enoas 4Apolloa album. Incorporating

an ambient music score into his own presentation, Boon
explained how spaces could embody sound & and thus
transform historical thinking. Throughout the work-
shop participants integrated sound into scholarly prac-
tice, thus merging academic and acoustic performances
while, at the same time, analyzing sonic sources as his-
torical evidence.

In recent years, cultural historians have embraced a
focus on sound and changing listening practices. Such
analyses of auditive cultures proved especially fruitful in
TREVOR PINCHas (Ithaca, NY) examination of the role
electronic music synthesizers played in the emergence of
aspacya sounds in the 1960s and 1970s. Paradoxically,
critique of technological and scientific progress prevail-
ing in hippie counterculture was communicated with the
help of new instruments such as Moog and Buchla syn-
thesizers, providing a basis for psychedelic sound. Rather
than celebrating advances into outer space, hippie cul-
ture embarked on a refuge into inner worlds. The fu-
sion and exploration of inner and outer space constituted
an integral element of their rationale and proved closely
connected to psychoanalysis and the emancipation of the
self. Outer space then functioned as a transcendental,
utopian, spiritual or simply alternative site. Pinch em-
phasized how difficult it is to draw boundaries between
outer space, inner space and utopian places.

As eminent instruments of auditive cultures, synthe-
sizers seem to have influenced both the development and
popularization of superstring theory in the 1970s. AXEL
VOLMAR (Siegen) proposed that the speculative theory
claiming the synthesis of all elements via strings offered
a modern version of the cosmological dharmony of the
spheres,a a concept tracing back to Pythagorasa organi-
zation of the cosmos in mathematical equations. How-
ever, Volmar clarified, relating string theory to synthe-
sized music required further evidence.

Bringing the first day to a close, ELIAD WAGNERAas
(Berlin) stimulating musical performance passionately
rejected the interpretation of the universe as a harmonic
cosmos. Instead, the sonic structures, stories and scenes
told by his synthesizer conjured images of chaos, dis-
order and unpredictable encounters. Musical harmony,
melody and rhythm were mostly absent and no recogniz-
able motif held the composition together. The sounds not
only evoked mechanical processes and war-like events
but also included beeps reminiscent of bird songs, ap-
pearing like familiar elements in the midst of an un-
known space. The ambiguity of his impromptu composi-
tion demonstrated the potential of sonic forms to express
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one object or event under changing light and perspective.

The workshopés second day started with a focus on
popular music. MICHAEL MOORADIAN LUPRO (Port-
land, OR) asked whether the exploration of space affected
labor relations. He analyzed how promises of space
tourism contrasted with the future of labor in outer space
as depicted in David Bowieas 4Ground Controla (1969)
and Elton Johnis 4Rocket Mana (1972). From the per-
spective of many artists, space exploration and its pro-
motion in mass media collided with a plethora of prob-
lems faced by society during the 1960s and 1970s. Crit-
ics of capitalist labor conditions did not halt at earthly
borders, but rather denounced the vast expenses allo-
cated to space exploration over societal needs. CATH-
LEEN LEWIS (Washington, DC) demonstrated that mu-
sicians Bulat Okudzhava (192441997, USSR/Russia) and
Gil Scott-Heron (194942011, USA) used irony as an ef-
fective artistic tool to articulate their political concerns.
The integration of critical songs into entertainment me-
dia raised the social awareness of the public on the one
hand and softened more radical protests on the other,
Lupro and Lewis exemplified.

In the 1980s, governmental space programs of the
two major space powers were in retreat. Parallel to
this process reemerged the question whether outer space
was, after all, a worthwhile place for human exploration.
PAWEL FRELIK (Lublin) familiarized the audience with
three contemporary musical subgenres: Space Ambient,
Dark Ambient and Space Black Metal. The anthropocen-
tric and hopeful cosmic vision promoted in popular Space
Ambient differed from the dark existential agenda of
Dark Ambientas misanthropic, empty cosmos and Space
Black Metalés universe of human loneliness and desper-
ation. Reflecting on problems of categorization, Frelik
explained the plurality of genres as social phenomena,
shaped by marketing strategies as well as identity poli-
tics.

Initiatives to sonify space were not limited to the
spheres of art, but likewise extended into scientific re-
search. The sonification of planets disclosed the thin
line between art and science as well as deception and
authenticity (ALEXANDRA SUPPER, Maastricht). As-
teroseismologists use specific electronic sounds to rep-
resent planets in public presentations that aim at legit-
imizing and popularizing their research. To their lay
audiences it remains unclear how these fictional planet
sounds are technically produced, so that listeners get
the false impression of listening to areald star move-
ments. The power of audible data to increase belief in

science also bolstered supporters of the Search for Ex-
traterrestrial Intelligence (SETI) to prove that extrater-
restrials communicated in mathematical forms, which
humans could &heara and decipher. Concentrating on
the technoscientific practices of alisteninga and &messag-
ing,A KLARA ANNA CAPOVA (Durham) showed how
attempts of SETI practitioners to ground their scientific
credibility on audible evidence were smashed by a per-
sistent silence from outer space. Exchange of language
remained bound to human abilities and technologies,
therefore complicating any allegations on communica-
tion with the extraterrestrial Other.

So we cannot hear aliens 4 but what if they hear
us? Provoking questions rather than providing answers,
STEFAN HELMREICH (Cambridge, MA) dug further into
the field of communication by proposing another cate-
gory: sounds as alien ears might apprehend them. Based
on the 4Scrambles of the Earthi music project, an alleged
2010 alien remix of the phonograph records launched on
Voyager spacecraft in 1977, Helmreich qualified meaning
of sound and models of audition. Throughout his presen-
tation the lines between meaning and message, author
and audience, sending and receiving became increasingly
blurred. The effect, rethinking the possibilities and lim-
its of communication, was achieved through music, an
audio-visually distorted video interview and perspective-
shifting irony.

Uncertainties about meanings attached to sounds of
space reconnected with the initial paradox of the work-
shopés theme. The absence of genuine sonic material has
not stopped humans from imagining sounds inspired by
the universe. On the contrary, the scarcity of sonic expe-
riences has fueled fantasy and spurred the multiplicity of
sounds associated with outer space. Perhaps the emer-
gence of a common sonic language of space was a nec-
essary cultural response to a lacking factual repertoire.
In postwar culture, new technologies promised to have a
decisive impact on future society, evoking curiosity and
giving room to imagine their unknown potential. The ex-
ploration of outer space went hand in hand with a boost
in electronic music and science fiction cinema. These
media could create and alter space and time, presenting
knowledge and ideas of the universe, and allowing an es-
cape into other worlds. New, non-conventional musical
elements, rooted in atonal music, developed into central
ingredients of sonic space fiction.

The workshop demonstrated the significance of
sound and music in the exploration and perception of
outer space during the postwar period. The histori-
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cal evolution of sounds of space, their roots in social,
economic and political change as well as their place
within the history of music, participants agreed, would
be worthwhile topics for future ventures. Another would
be the complex interplay between visual and sonic rep-
resentations of space. 4Sounds of Space,a an event both
highly successful and innovative, finished with a ques-
tion mark, echoing the last sounds of Eliad Wagneras
synthesizer performance on the first day: rhythm was
not discernible until the very end, when a short sequence
of beats faded into an accelerating sound seemingly ris-
ing into the air 4 like the inflection of a voice at the end
of a statement expressing an impetus for further insight.

KonferenzAYbersicht:

Welcome
Alexander C.T. Geppert (Berlin)
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William R. Macauley (Berlin): Venturing into Sounds
of Space during the Postwar Period
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James Wierzbicki (Sydney): The Imagined Sounds of
Outer Space

Panel I: Sounds of Space in Art and Opera

Chair: Claudia SchmA9lders (Berlin)
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and Space Travel in Pierre Schaeffer’s 4La Coquille A
planA“tesa
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Panel II: The Human Voice and Sounds of Space
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Eliad Wagner (Berlin): Crossing Streams: Instant
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Chair: Klaus Nathaus (Bielefeld)

Michael Mooradian Lupro (Portland, OR): aJust my
Job, Five Days a Week:4 Soundscapes of Space Labor in
Apollo Era Pop Music

Cathleen Lewis (Washington, DC): Okudzhava and
Scott-Heron: The Social Critique Soundtrack of the Space
Race

Panel V: Sonification of Outer Space

Chair: Daniel Brandau (Berlin)

Alexandra Supper (Maastricht): Eerie Whistling and
Tribal Cosmic Heartbeats: The Silencing of Craft Skills in
the Sonification of Astrophysics

PaweA Frelik (Lublin): Dark Transmissions: Cosmic
Visions in Contemporary Music

Panel VI: Intelligent Sounds from Outer Space

Chair: Alexander C.T. Geppert (Berlin)

Klara Anna Capova (Durham): Listening to the
Sounds of Space

Stefan Helmreich (Cambridge, MA): Listening
Through Alien Ears to the Voyager Interstellar Record
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Chair: William R. Macauley (Berlin)
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