
CA2RE - GHENT (2019)  
PROPOSAL ARTEFACT (STAGE II) 

A LISTENING DESK 

RESEARCH STATEMENT 

Our proposition consists of a public installation that seeks to infrastructure a multiplicity of 

conversations around the topic of sonic urbanism as critical spatial practice hereby opening up to 

the affective or attractive and repulsive power of sonic force. For the conversations we will follow 

two axes by which we question the position of sound and sound art in public space development 

along the Brussels railway line L28. On the one hand we research the possibility of a sonic design 

perspective grounded in a sonic materialism. On the other hand, to explore the affordances of a 

sonic urbanism as critical spatial practice and thus to break free from prevailing modes of urbanism 

which focus on sonic risk and vibrational nuisance - we constitute a working practice exploiting 

and nurturing the productive encounters between disciplines such as sound art, urbanism and 

urban architecture.  

Axis 1: Towards a Post  Human Sonic Design perspective 

Understanding the open space of the Brussels L28 railway area as a discontinuum of sonic and 

vibrational possibilities determined by more actants than human sounds, encouraged a revision 

of dominant sonic approaches, methods and tools used in the urban design process as we know 

it.1 A decentering of the human sense and perspective seems to have implications for the 

architecture and urban design it constrains. From a questioning of what has been called ‘the 

ontological turn in sound studies’2 the research focuses on the following positions and 

propositions: 

● human and non-human actants co-constitute a discontinuum of sonic and vibrational

possibilities,

● a critical sonic urbanism necessitates an a-disciplinary rethinking of sonic methods and

forms,

● (sonic) vibrations as design material open up to a re-negotiation of urban transition.

1 This perspective builds on Goodman, Steve. Sonic warfare: Sound, affect, and the ecology of fear. MIT Press, 
2012. 
2 Thompson, Marie. "Whiteness and the Ontological Turn in Sound Studies." Parallax 23.3 (2017): 266-82. Web. 
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Figure 1. Towards a Post Human Design Perspective 

Axis 2: Towards a Critical Sonic Urbanism 

By setting up an experimental urban sound design studio at the KU Leuven Faculty of Architecture 

Brussels, following a sound arts project combined with participating in the planning processes, 

we aim to facilitate an open learning ground for sonic design experimentation in the development 

of innovative sonic spatial tools and approaches. Working and reflecting in the bordering zones 

of sound art, urban architecture and urbanism, the research project evolves to become a critical 

spatial practice that we gave the provisional name Studio_L28. It is conceived as a practice for 

counteracting situations in the L28 planning processes where sonic awareness and sound design 

strategies are limited to noise control. To break free from prevailing modes of urbanism and urban 

architecture which typically focus on sonic risk and vibrational nuisance, we constitute an a-

disciplinary working practice exploiting the productive encounters between different disciplines.  

While being about a network, Studio_L28 represents itself as a networked practice in itself. 

Through interdisciplinary network practice we investigate how we as practitioners can learn from 

different disciplines, and how we can formulate it into a new way of operating, integrating multiple 

scales. Studio_L28 is oriented to sound artists-curators and students (of the KU Leuven 

International Master) in Architecture and Urban Design, summoned to analyse the multiple (sonic) 

vibrations of a Brussels railway area in transformation, to exploit and contrast these vibrational 

forces, transforming them into propositions for action and opportunity. Following Miessen’s idea 
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of the crossbencher,3 Studio_L28 departs from the first person singular: the individual practitioner. 

Building on the notion of self-responsibility our model of practice acknowledges an 

interconnection between the designer, multiple disciplines, their languages and tools, the urban 

contexts and actors involved. Design strategies that a practitioner employs we understand as a 

result of these interconnections. In Studio_L28 the practitioner combines the role of agent of 

change with the one of researcher and therefore commits her/himself to reflexivity as she or he 

pays attention to the process of action and reflection as they unfold.  

Studio_L28 provides a testing ground for phenomena, methods and tools we consider as 

elements of the transdisciplinary framework we deploy. By shifting from a human to a post human 

centred understanding of urban space, we exploit a contradictory role compared to the 

widespread noise control practices, reformulate environments, perimeters and relations of urban 

phenomena, as we search for interactivity with vibrational dynamics that already exist in the 

territory. Artistic practices, concepts and aesthetics of making organized sound inform the 

construction of a language that seizes its own methods and tools, and thereby manifests itself. 

Besides contributing to a new body of work, which assembles around the notion of sonic 

urbanism4, Studio_L28 explores how hyper contextual practice can inform existing disciplines such 

as architecture and urbanism. One of our research goals is therefore to develop a typology of 

multi-scale sonic design interventions in relation to disciplinary positions and urban sonic forms. 

ARTEFACT –   A Listening Desk 

Our proposal for the CA2RE exhibition consists of the modeling of a continuous conversation in 

an interactive artefact: a listening desk. At the desk, we will present and discuss the outcome of 

the studio we organized last year. Through poster presentation and printed cartography we will 

make design strategies and tactics elaborated by participants available to the public of the expo. 

In this way, the accurate documentation provides material for an ongoing conversation. Following 

the research axes, we propose the following questions: 

How does a questioning of the politics of silence and noise applied on multiple urban scales lead 

to alternative sonic strategies and tactics for the planning and design of transitory urban space? 

What (a-) disciplinary positions can we take from here in support of a (re-)negotiation of urban 

transformation and the creation of new sonic forms? 

3 Miessen, Markus.Crossbenching: towards a proactive mode of participation as a Critical Spatial Practice. Diss. 
Goldsmiths, University of London, 2017. 

4  "Crafting a sonic urbanism | Theatrum Mundi." 26 Sep. 2018, https://theatrum-
mundi.org/programme/crafting-a-sonic-urbanism/. Accessed 17 Aug. 2019. See also the forthcoming 
publication on Sonic Urbanism with a contribution on the basis of this PhD research project. 
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By installing a listening table at the CA2RE conference we would like to invite the audience to join 

the on-going conversation on a critical sonic urbanism. Sitting behind the desk, the audience is 

invited to experience a (sonic) vibrational cartography of the project area. A sonic cartography 

based on field recordings offers participants the possibility to listen to audible frequencies, up to 

ultra- and infrasonic frequencies present in the project area. For the exhibition, we would like to 

share some new recordings we made with a full-spectrum acoustic logger. While listening, 

participants are invited to respond to the presentations on the basis of a number of questions. 

The table itself, will listen to the conversations that take place around it by use of the same 

acoustic monitoring device or logger. Conversations will be recorded and later on mixed with the 

field recordings and previous conversations as in a continuous loop. 

INSTALLATION / SET UP 

The complete installation consists of 1) a listening desk for max two persons 2) Panels with poster 

presentation 3) an audio recording/playback system. On the posters, design proposals for the 

open space of the railway space L28 will be positioned according to the research axes. The table 

we will present a sonic cartography of the research project using graphic and (sonic) vibrational 

material. Through an audio set up that integrates 3 headphones, an acoustic monitoring device 

into one system, conversations are recorded and later mixed with the field recordings and 

previous conversations. The results are made audible via play back.  

Requested material: 

… Exhibition Space: 300x300cm  

… Panels: 3 Panels for hanging 3 Posters Format A0 

… Audio Desk / Listening Table: desk/table max length 150cm / width:100cm /height: 

75cm / 2 Chairs / 2 Headphones  

… Connection (cables) electricity + wifi 

Material provided by the researcher: 

… Listening Desk: 3 Headphones / Monitoring device Audiomoth / MP3 Player 
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IMAGES / CARTOGRAPHY 

Figure 1. Participation in Project van Richtplan van Aanleg Weststation (2019) 
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Figure 2. RPA WESTSTATION: 04 Betreffende de Gebouwen Plan (2019) 
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Figure 3. Sonic Strategy RPA Weststation (2019) 
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Figure 4. Performative Recording of audible frequencies, Railway Area LIRR, NYC (2018) 

Figure 5. Performative Recording of audible frequencies, Railway Area LIRR, NYC (2018) 

Figure 6. Spectrogram (in)audible frequencies of a recording in Railway area L28, Brussels (2015) 
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Figure 7. Sonic sections and a new sonic/urban sequence by KU Leuven Masterstudent Alex Auris Gonzales 
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Figure 8. Listening Room - Exhibition Sonic Vitrien #2 in collaboration with BNA-BBOT 

Figure 9. Acoustic Territories as A Visible Body Through Programming by KU Leuven masterstudent Xueyan Alex 
Feng 
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INSPIRATION FOR THE ARTEFACT 

Laurie Anderson's Handphone Table (1978) 

ABSTRACT STAGE I 

Studio_ L28: Urban Sonic Design Conversation 

Our proposition consists of a public installation that seeks to infrastructure a multiplicity of 
conversations around the topic of a sonic urbanism as critical spatial practice hereby opening up 
to the affective or attractive and repulsive power of sonic force. To explore the affordances of a 
sonic urbanism as critical spatial practice and thus to break free from prevailing modes of urbanism 
which focus on sonic risk and vibrational nuisance - we constituted a working practice exploiting 
and nurturing the productive encounters between disciplines such as sound art, urbanism and 
urban architecture. By setting up an experimental design studio at the KU Leuven Faculty of 
Architecture, embedded in local auditory culture and in connection to ongoing planning 
processes, we aim to facilitate an open learning ground for sonic design experimentation in the 
development of innovative sonic spatial tools and approaches. Our design studio is oriented to 
students of the International Master in Architecture summoned to research the multiple (sonic) 
vibrations of the Brussels L28 railway area, to exploit and contrast these vibrational forces, 
transforming them to into actions and opportunities. From a critical sonic understanding of urban 
space, we exploit a contradictory role compared to the widespread noise control practices, 
reformulate environments, perimeters and relations of urban phenomena and search for 
interactivity with vibrational dynamics that already exist in the territory. In a public installation we 
will show possible design approaches and perspectives that we have explored together with 
students and other guests. The documentation of the research project will be the central focus 
for a series of transdisciplinary conversations that we will organize in the exhibition space of the 
conference. Does the questioning of the politics of silence and noise lead us to alternative sonic 
strategies and tactics for the design of transitory urban space? What critical positions can we take 
from here for the creation of vibrational environments that enable new forms of urban 
negotiation? 
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