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Article abstract

Ambient music by its very nature is an embodied multi-sensory experience and radical
ecological relation that takes up non-human interlocutors by centering sound as an object
of inquiry, placing the listener in conversation with plants, animals, weather systems,
physical objects, and architecture as interpenetrating subjects-in-space. Using Helen
Fielding’s recent work Cultivating Perception Through Artworks as method, “Keying into
Ambient Music” is a zine detailing how to engage in a phenomenological reading of
ambient music to “key into” one’s surroundings and open up one’s mind relationally to
our environment and non-human subjects. This engagement is explored visually as a
comic as well as sonically, with an inter-media blend of the physical book as an art object,
coupled with a digital suggested listening playlist, an appendix with a poem by Richard
Brautigan, and an exercise from Pauline Oliveros’ Software for People, all of which acts as
a jumping-off point for the reader/listener to kickstart their own
phenomenologically-motivated ambient music practice.

The zine’s starting blocks are Matt Evans’ 2020 album “New Topographics” and
subsequent liner notes, an examination of how ambient music decenters the human
subject as listener and instead makes the content of the music the act of listening itself.
Through the digitization of the song-writing process through contact recordings of the
artist physically writing translated into synthesized sounds, Evans uses this “sonic
residue” as musical subject, connecting tactile sensation, digital archive, and auditory
perception to create a “new topographics” of sound (Evans). This impulse situates Evans
as taking up two different traditions in ambient music, Kankyou Ongaku or
“environmental music” and Pauline Oliveros’ Deep Listening. Kankyou Ongaku,
extending from the late 1960’s to early 70s New Age and avant-garde movements in
Japan, uses architecturally-situated soundscapes to open up the listener to their
environment. This movement collectivizes the music listening experience as a happening
between inter-penetrating subjects that include manmade structures, fauna, and foliage,
as well as humans. An adjacent movement is Pauline Oliveros’ Deep Listening, a musical
practice developed in the late 1980’s as a school of thought focused on engaging in and
developing sonic meditations and collective improvisations with the goal of “keying into”
one’s environment through highly concentrated, reflective listening. By connecting to
one’s acoustic surroundings, deep listening focuses the listener using mindfulness and
intentionality to the relationality between human, nonhuman, and artificial forces,
expanding one’s “boundaries of perception” (Oliveros). From these musical practices, I
then explore the political potential of ambient music in unfolding relations between
human and nonhuman subjects. Keying into ambient music can foster recognition of the
interconnection of all beings and how to attend to that connection, which can work to
dissolve the “anthropocentric ego” (Fielding 281). In surviving against late-stage
capitalism and the destruction of our planet, keying into relations between nonhuman
beings can forge new paths of resistance and revolt against the status quo of climate
denial and inaction, and ambient music is just one tool we can use to build awareness of
our interconnectedness and thus open up new ways of being.
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Ciritical phenomenologist Helen Fielding
argues that we can cultivate our perception e _
by allowing artworks to guide how we ;jggsznou
perceive (4) and by reflecting on ¥ ARTWoRKs

an artwork as an encounter (6).

She calls for an “embodied perceptual
cognition”, a mode of thinking that is
“reflexively in touch with the sensible,
motile, affective world that makes it
possible” (7), one that I think we can
cultivate by attending to ambient music.

“Qur various senses are all
openings on existence, which
means we can only encounter the
real as situated from within” (9).

Through Fielding’s call to
experience “being as essencing,”
attending to ambient music
proliferates literal “resonance
among different entities” (12),
particularly if we attend to music
as embodied, situated subjects.




Ambient music seeks to explore the infinite in
the instant through protracting time and
letting the listener swim through a single

moment that seems to stretch for eternity...

...and yet, ambient music centers the non-human by being
comprised of lyricless environmental and synthetic sounds.

By decentering the human, the content of the
music foscuses on the sounds themselves.

This self-reflexive mode can be used to gear into an environment
(or alternate worldview) through attentive listening.
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Tr: Environmental Music

This means music composed
for specific environments ...

.

... an extension of late 6os / early 70s

Kb tatas gl sociological and architectural theory tied to
researcher Spencer Doran New Age and avant garde movements.

Green (1986) Wf&iﬁ?;:f Oi nr l%‘;sé‘;)( o << Hiroshi

Yoshimura

Basically, “any space people inhabit:

man-made or otherwise”, paired
» P Music journalist

with music aiming to “bring out Shy Thompson
[that space’s} latent character™. :
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Album for the Wacoal Art
Centre in Aoyama (Tokyo) ~

P

I'Wasaki Art Mu'seum, . [original photo reference from the
designed by Fumihiko Maki liner notes of Spencer Doran’s

kankyou ongaku anthology]

The ethos of the movement was to open
the listener up to a space, collectivizing the
music experience as a meeting between
inter-penetrating subjects, both
human and non-human.



Japan has a deep historical
tradition of creative ambient
sound design, such as the Edo

period suikinlslt\sg.
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water koto cave
harp

Buddhist
Bells

sfx: drip drip

Doran conjectures that temple
bell ringing functioned as
prototypical public sound art,
with its emphasis on collective
sonic experience situated in
a site-specific, interactive
public structure.



Some environmental music did eventually go corporate, such as
a 16-minute Haruomi Hosono track commisioned by MUJI, the
department store chain.

%H%}ﬂéﬁ TeiTxk (1984)

Limited Edition™ pemms s Watermg a Flower

cassette collab...§ -

As in Brian Eno’s seminal 1978
album Music for Airports, any
interior is an opportunity for
artistic, sensory engagement.

Environmental music
has been comissioned for
libraries, an exhibit on
slime mold, avant garde
theater productions...

...engaging spaces as
expansive, patient
participants.






Deep Listening
is a practice of sonic
meditation and collective
improvisation focused on
concentrated, attentive
listening.

PAULINE CLIVEROS ~ STUARTDEMFSTER  PANAICTIS

Oliveros, trombonist Stuart
LM_L_IJ IMM lm w Dempster, and vocalist Panaiotis
—— B plumbed the depths of the
Dan Harpole cistern in Port
Townsend, Washington in 1988
to record their first album as the
Deep Listening Band.

& Dan Harpole Cistern interior













of a cybernetic meado Lok
where mammals af-;d computers
live together in mutuazﬂy 3
programming harmony..+
like pure water

tou;; ing.clear sky.

I like to ‘hmk- 5
"{(nght naw,'ple.ase‘)
ofa. c.ybernetlc quest
filled witlipinés and electronics
where deer stroll peacefully
past computers

as if they were flowers

with spinning blossoms.

Ihke'to think %
(it has t6 bel):
of a cybernetic ecology
where we are free of our labors
and joined back to nature,
returned to our mammal
brothers and sisters,

and all watched over

by machines of loving grace.



