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 As a child, I had a recurring nightmare of two horizontal lines that were connected to specific sounds, which 
I thought of as the highest and lowest imaginable pitches. One line was unusually fat, and had a buzzing bass 
sound so deep it trembled penetratingly within the entire body. The other line was so thin it was hardly visible, like 
a hair about to burst. It had a piercingly high pitch that, though hardly audible, cut through the senses, and caused 
inexplicable pain. I can still clearly recall the phantom effect of ache and terror those resounding lines caused. 
Since they would always occur in a sequence, the fat line appearing first, reliably followed by the thin one, as soon 
as the trembling fat line would occur, I started dreading the piercing high sound that was to follow. It is said that 
frequencies below 20Hz and above 20.000Hz are not audible to humans, and for natural reasons, I have never 
heard equivalent sounds while awake, but assume they both would have been beyond what is humanly detectable. 
The nightmare lines were corpora never appearing in silence, shapes inseparable from the sound they produced. 
Their sonority and shapes were as incompatible as the ambitus of their pitches was unlikely. 
 

 Garrett Stewart in Reading Voices: Literature and the Phonotext calls attention to not how we read, but to 
where, which he locates within the body or more precisely the voice apparatus that produces subvocalization while 
reading in silence (an activation of the vocal tract speed readers are trying to eliminate by the way). Equivalently, 
experiments with singers who were listening and imagining music have shown that their laryngeal activations were 
stronger while reading scores and imagining music than while listening to live music, and even weaker when listening 
to recorded music. Listening to French radio, I may happen to sense a slight shift of my tongue, a little tightening, as 
though the whole system were preparing to pronounce the language by activating the necessary muscles. While 
listening to a person to whose rhythm of speaking I cannot adapt to, I tend to become breathless just from listening. 
It seems that in order to communicate, a sort of subvocalization of sorts is activated, and every language has its own 
subtone, some more melodic than others, where voices may follow certain musical patterns, and allow to overlap in 
a harmonious way. 

 While studying philosophy in Frankfurt, I filled the space equivalent to my bed on the wall above it with the 
image of a hand about to ring a doorbell. The image was taken from a publication of which I had gotten several 
issues to produce this repetition, a sort of quiet score open to possible interpretations, pitches, volumes, rhythms, 
and durations. The hand was only just about to ring the doorbell, a sort of hiatus, leaving all possibilities open to 
imagination.

 
 In my childhood, I would at times watch American movies synchronized into German. The synchronization 
was not perfect. Very often, the mouths would open long before any sound was to be heard, an effect I believed 
was desired. I got the impression that opening your mouth a few seconds prior to speaking was considered 
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particularly charming. Once the mouth then produced the words, they appeared to come from seemingly nowhere; 
there was no movement of the lips. I assumed that this lingual acrobatics was reserved for actors and actresses only. 
The lips were hardly ever in sync with the sound they were supposed to be producing, and as a result, there were 
silent gaps between the instrument (the laryngeal system or voice) and the voice (sound), an unlikely discrepancy 
between ‘voice’ and ‘voice’ that would usually appear simultaneously. 

 There was a boy at school who would never interrupt his speech for inhaling, but instead simply continued 
to speak while inhaling, causing his voice to climb up in pitch accordingly. I recall everyone in class holding their 
breath while he was speaking, listening attentively. He pursued something called “ingressive speaking”, that is, 
producing sound through inhaling instead of exhaling. Ingressive sounds are also used for affirmative answers in 
Norway and Sweden, for instance where a “yes” can be uttered by sharply inhaling a shhp sound. While the latter 
is sometimes explained by the cold climate and the resistance to opening your mouth unnecessarily, continuous 
ingressive speaking is a most peculiar way of talking, reducing gaps to the minimum necessary. 

 Since childhood, I have been bewildered by everything that is seemingly taken for granted – life itself, 
patterns of thought, social behaviour, beliefs, and language, including its limitations and power. When switching 
language, you at the same time inherently connect to an entire system of connotations, a certain history of thought, 
and even certain sonorities, rhythms, and intonations. In another language, the whole set might look entirely different, 
and you would not necessarily be able to say or think exactly the same thing. So how can I be sure of thinking or 
believing what I say? Are my thoughts not just trapped in a pre-existing language; are we not “prisonnier(s) des mots 
d’autrui,” as Barthes says?  

 I used to think of words as a priori perfect objects, as boxes or containers of specific meaning. That 
impression was of course not sustainable. At closer inspection, such boxes would burst open and reveal themselves 
as wild creatures, the sense and nonsensicality of which lay just next to each other. Words would at etymological 
dissection or slight shifts in pronunciation or phonetics turn out to be not as unambiguous as their distracted use might 
suggest. As such a link having slipped off the chain, the word is no longer recognizable, and, opening the access to 
etymological caves with rhizomatic false and genuine friends, it will not deliberately get back in lane with the rest of 
the vocabulary, reminding you of language constantly operating at the border of absurdity. “Chaque mot poétique 
est ainsi un objet inattendu, une boîte de Pandore d’où s’envolent toutes les virtualités du langage”¹, says Roland 
Barthes. The image of the poetic word from which all the potentialities of the language emerge could also be (mis)
understood as a word, a phoneme or fragment of language with their respective connotations being open to several 
simultaneous and different ways of reading. Language is never unequivocal, and needs negotiation over and over 
again.
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 When language is stripped of its purpose as means of communication, this may produce an interesting 
discrepancy between signification and sonority that calls our attention to listening in a different way, reminding us 
that one must not take for granted that meaning is congruent with, or even supported, by its own sonority or vice 
versa. So when colloquial speech is taken out if its context, or rendered into something else, the gap between the 
world and the world becomes apparent. William Kentridge puts it quite perfectly when he talks about Schwitter’s 
Ursonate. “And so what the Ursonate does – it makes you consciously aware that language is not necessarily 
always tied directly to the world, and hopefully makes one more conscious of those divisions, of those separations – 
of what is said, and what is not said, of what is said, but means something different, of what the biography is inside 
someone saying the sentence that they think is an objective sentence…”² 

 Meaning is usually supported by the way it takes shape in sound, and the nature of a message is expected 
to be deciphered by its tone, so sonority, just as form, may be mistaken as content. When sound and significance 
do not correspond, this causes an interesting tension/attention. Just as the discrepancy between text and image 
in Magritte’s La trahison des images questions perception and language, so does the divergence of sound and 
significance (or rather, so does the fusion of sound and significance, it being not a question of accompaniment or 
two different entities, but an interpretation or incorporation even, of language). The random numbers in the opening 
scene of Philip Glass’ opera Einstein on the Beach were originally used as placeholders for text, but then remained in 
the libretto to be pronounced by the performers in the opening scene Knee Play. As mere cyphers, they remain open, 
avoiding specific connotations, and as abstract signifiers, come very close to music.  

 Our German teacher had a peculiar way of reading Paul Celan’s Todesfuge (The Fugue of Death) aloud; 
the rhythm, intonation, and their respective repetitions became so imprinted in my sonorous memory of the poem 
that I would always recall it according to her intonation. Many years later, when I heard a recording of Celan’s own 
reading of it, I was astonished. Was this the way it was supposed to be read? Celan’s reading differed so much from 
my teacher’s it seemed to be a different poem altogether. The unity of word and sound that the author would maybe 
not have approved of had become deeply engraved in my inner ear, inseparable from the text. The poem that I since 
bear in ear so to say is a combination of Paul Celan’s voice – and our German teacher’s rhythm, the latter proving 
indelible.  

 For many years, I lived under the assumption that my way of performing my own texts was ‘neutral’. I did not 
want to add anything to the reading that would superimpose a specific understanding of the text. The Swiss-Bolivian 
concrete poet Eugen Gomringer at two occasions had two entirely opposite views on my performance. At the first 
encounter, he claimed it was not expressive enough. At the second one, he was convinced way I read the texts was 
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precisely how they were to be read; adequate to the abstract-concrete nature of the pieces. I have heard people 
say, too, that my reading is far from neutral, but rather sensual even, an admittedly completely unintentional effect. 
It is possible that the speaker is the person least suited to judge the way their performance is perceived. According 
to Hannah Arendt, the perception of your work or performance is beyond your control in any case. A neutral voice 
in itself is probably no less than an oxymoron. “There is no such thing as a neutral voice, a voice without desire, a 
voice that does not desire me,” Régis Durand holds, and further, “if there was, it would be an experience of absolute 
terror.”  

 However, as soon as you start using language, which is in itself the outcome of a far from neutral process, 
arbitrary and with numerous historical and political implications and connotations, you have already left the sphere 
of neutrality – if there is such at all. Transmitted language and images, Hannah Arendt holds, are an obstacle to 
thinking: clichés, sayings, and conventions exist to protect society, to keep it conform. What would neutral language, 
or pure significance be? Alike John Rawls’ Theory of Justice that of its supposed lawmakers requires ignorance of 
any circumstances related to all individuals so as not to suggest a law that would favour or discriminate anybody 
whosoever, a pure language, or significance in itself appears even more implausible. 

 The smaller the units, the more open the fragments become for diverse ways of reading, for being read and 
understood in other languages. Deprived of context, a piece can obtain a more visual, sonore, or abstract character 
and become more open to different ways of reading. Stephanie Burt and Craig Dworkin have suggested eisegeseis 
(a sort of “reading in”) as opposed to exigeiseis (interpretation) for minimalist works such as those of Aram Saroyan 
and Robert Grenier: “Minimalists make art in units so small, and with so few clearly separable features, that they 
require us to examine ourselves and to fall back on our own experience rather than looking only ‘within’ one 
work. Very short or apparently featureless works cast our attention back on the empty air, the ‘negative space’ 
on the page.”³ In Henri Chopin’s work published in Le homard cosmographique, people start avoiding language 
altogether and replace it by cyphers. The radio emissions, consisting of endless sequences of numbers, become pure 
avantgarde. Communication is reduced to an exchange of phonemes. A conversation could thus consist of a person 
stating: “OU”, and another one replying: “OU”, and nobody would understand each other. “Joyous times, in which 
nothing pretended to be understood. The people were happy.”4 
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