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Abstract

With the current focus on interdisciplinary methodologies in soundscape research it is timely to critically evaluate some of the methods that have been utilised in this field. ‘Soundscapes’ is a term coined by R. Murray Schafer in his well-cited work “The Tuning of the World”, to depict the acoustic environment.  In his work Schafer describes a method for listening to the acoustic world which he calls ‘ear-cleaning’.  The aim of this paper is to investigate Schafer’s method of “Ear Cleaning” from an inter-disciplinary perspective. The premise of ear cleaning is “learning how to listen” by “teaching the listener to respect silence”
. In particular Schafer suggest an exercise technique which “involves a moratorium on speech for a whole day”
. This paper provides a critical evaluation of the author’s personal experience of trialling this aspect of “Ear cleaning” for a twelve hour period. The evaluation investigates the value of ear cleaning as a robust methodology for helping understand soundscape perception and forms part of the pilot work conducted for the Positive Soundscape Project. The PSP is a multi-disciplinary investigation of soundscape perception and uses methods from sound art, acoustic ecology and social science as well as techniques from acoustics, psychoacoustics, physiology, neuro-imaging and sound quality. Critical evaluation shows a number of potential flaws and assumptions in Schafer’s ear cleaning methodology. While ear cleaning as a basic idea has some useful aspects that could be used as a basis to teach people how to actively listen and engage with their sound environment, it may be limited as a methodology for studying perceptions of soundscapes.  It is concluded that further research into this practice is necessary if a robust methodology is to be developed from it.

Introduction

This research aims at trailing Schafer’s method of “Ear Cleaning”, to investigate its merits as a robust methodology. R. Murray Schafer, a Canadian composer and instigator of the ‘Soundscape’ movement, is credited with coining the phrase soundscapes, which he defines as “the total acoustic environment”. Schafer was also a key facilitator on the World Soundscape project in the 1970’s and as such has been the fore founder of the movement. It is important to note that his work was based on ecological concerns, and in particular pollution, which came about through his engagement with ecological movements in the 1970’s (Schafer 1994). It is impossible to understate the importance of Schafer’s work on soundscapes and the work of the WSP, but at the same time it is important that the rigours of his methodologies are investigated.  In particular, Schafer’s method of “Ear Cleaning”, which he states is a key training methodology in training “Acoustic Designers”, who role is to “shape the acoustic world around us”
. The importance of this role can not be underestimated, and any associated training methodology should be academically rigorous. Trailing the method is therefore the only way to discover the real value of the method.
Ear Cleaning

Schafer’s had detailed his Ear Cleaning methodology in a number of references, namely his hard to obtain book “Ear Cleaning”, with ideas for school children. These ideas promote ways of tackling noise problems and pollution by teaching children to listen. The methods include some of the following methods, “Speak always as soft as possible to be correctly understood”,” Listen to music only if you are in a quiet place. The music which delights us deserves to be listened to in proper conditions, doesn’t it?” and “Try to persuade other people that no noise (which is not the same as "no sound") is better”
. This paper, will focus on his methodology from “The tuning of the world”, which involves performing “a moratorium on speech for a whole day”
. Schafer suggests that this is the way to reconnect with the acoustic environment. He does not really expand upon reasons why this may work or what the goals the method provides; apart from a respect for silence
. Neither does he provide any real insight into a proper detailed methodology of how ear cleaning should take place. 
The only additional advice that is given is, that it some circumstances, “preparing for the listening experience with elaborate relaxation or concentration exercise”
, should be performed in order to be able to listen correctly. Schafer also suggests that “multitudes of citizens (preferably children) need to be exposed to ear cleaning exercises in order to improve the sonological competence of total societies”
, this he believes will lead to the creation of an “aural culture” and the problems of noise would disappear.
Methodology
The ear cleaning trial lasted twelve hours (from 7am to 7pm), and for that period I would not engage in talking but in ‘actively listening’. As Schafer provided no real details of a methodology to follow, it was decided that the 12 hour period would be broken up into three four-hour sections, and each that section I would be located in a different sonic environment. The environments chosen were the home, the urban (Manchester City Centre) and the semi-rural (Alderly Edge, Cheshire).

Whilst trying to stick to Schafer’s methodology, it was decided that some additional parameters would be part of the trialled methodology. The additional parameters were:-

· During the 12 hours, there would be no additional sound sources added to the soundscape, for example when at home the radio or television would not be turned on.
· No tasks which involved intense or focused concentration would be engaged in e.g. reading or writing. (N.B. It was decided that a 5 minute period every hour would be permitted to allow for note taking).
Trial
Part 1 – Home 

The first stage of the experience took part at home; the windows were opened to allow some of the external soundscape to enter the house. It was very easy to quickly loose concentration due to the real lack of variety in the soundscape. Initially, the soundscape consisted mainly of birdsong and the very soft but distant noise of passing cars, occasionally this was also supplemented by an aircraft. Internally, the soundscape was dominated by my activities such as boiling a kettle or the sound of walking around. As the period progressed and rush hour approached, the soundscape was further supplemented by the faint sounds of radios and the closing of doors as other people in the block of flats awoke and went about their business. 
The soundscape was very neutral and to some extent quite natural with ever present birdsong, something which was easy to listen to in some instances and quite difficult in others, the ‘clacking’ of a magpie something which was, to me, very unpleasant. This would suggest that the subjectivity of even birdsong is a key factor in determining a positive soundscape. The experience at home did not really produce much variation and as such, the listening experience became to some extent anxious, waiting for a sonic event to happen.
Part 2 – Urban Centre
Upon moving from inside to outside, there was no feeling of a real change in emotion or surprise at the external soundscape. There was an obvious change in acoustic environment and an increase in the level of background noise, but this did not cause any feeling of an overwhelming or ‘lo-fi’ soundscape. In fact the soundscape appeared quite ‘hi-fi’, these terms were created by Schafer to described different types of soundscape. A hi-fi soundscape is one where individual sounds can be heard clearly because of a low background noise level, whereas a ‘lo-fi’ relates to a soundscape with an ‘over-dense population’ of sound. 

The environment at this point was at the junction of a side road and a main road into Manchester. The time was 11:00 am, and the roads were relatively quiet, but even for a main arterial route, the noise levels were never an issue inside the property. Occasionally, when a number of buses stopped together at the bus stop opposite there was a build up of low frequency engine noise, but this subjectively did not cause the feeling of a lo-fi.
The external soundscape was a mixture of natural (bird song, leaves rustling in the wind) and man-made (occasional cars and buses, people walking).  It was quite possible to hear the birds singing and people walking not being masked by the traffic, on occasion whilst waiting for the bus to arrive it was also possible to hear some of the drilling work carried out by the builders mentioned earlier. I am not sure if I was not ‘ear cleaning’, if I would have actually focused on the nature of the soundscape.

It was only upon boarding the bus into Manchester that I felt for the first time bothered or really acutely aware of the soundscape. The reason for this was due to the low frequency of the bus’s engine and a problem it seemed to have with the air brakes. This was compounded by a number of passengers on the bus speaking on mobile phones, with the accompanying phone ringing. Towards the end of the journey, one passenger boarded the bus with a mobile phone which played music, like small personal hi-fi. I posed myself the question of; if or how I would have been bothered would I have been, had I not been ‘ear cleaning’. There is no doubt in my mind that this was a negative experience regardless of my auditory focus. I would label this personally as anti-social noise, it would be interesting to see how this affected my over all stress levels, but I could certainly feel them rising.
There was a feeling of relief upon disembarking from the bus at the main bus station at Manchester Piccadilly. Taking time to pause in the gardens, it was possible to notice once again the increase in the level of the soundscape, the addition of large numbers of people, buses and trams and commercial activity. At no point did I feel overwhelmed by the soundscape or that this was a lo-fi soundscape. In fact, it was quite possible to sit in the gardens and focus on bird song, foot steps and conversations. The soundscape felt like a relief compared to that of the bus. After a short period, it was possible to realise that the soundscape was quite constant, with similar events occurring, and other than the occasional shout or police siren, it was quite possible to ignore the soundscape. I felt at this point that actually actively listening made me relax more and had my purpose been different that the background noise-level may have appeared more ‘lo-fi’.

The next stage involved walking around the city centre, between the various different sectors. Manchester city centre is divided into a number of different sectors, each with a different function and social structure. These included, the Northern Quarter, the banking district, the shopping district and a city centre green space at Castlefield. Each of the sectors had a relatively distinct soundscape, but this seemed more due to the differing acoustic properties of the buildings, rather than the activities and sound events within them. The soundscape was generally filled with the sounds of traffic and people going about their daily routine, it was quite easy to ‘escape’ from these sounds by walking down a small side street, or walking off the main roads. The only sector with the biggest change in soundscape was that of Castlefield. The area was removed from the effects of any busy roads, and at the time in question was very quiet. The only addition to this soundscape was that of passing trains and trams. At each of the locations, I took time to pause and listen. There was no instance in these locations where I felt that the soundscape was particularly lo-fi or something that I did not want to listen too.
Part 3 – Semi-rural
The next stage of the process was to take a train to Alderley edge, a wealthy area in south Manchester, which is also quite rural. Waiting at the train station (Manchester Oxford Road) proved to provide another point when I felt confronted by a soundscape which I felt to some extent was over bearing. This was mainly due to a number of factors at the station, these included; the repetitive and loud station announcements, the squealing of brakes as trains entered the station and the low frequency engine noise as trains idled in the station. This made concentrating on listening quite difficult. I class this as an example of a lo-fi soundscape. 

The train journey provided some relief from the station, but the soundscape was interrupted once again by a number of repetitive and loud announcements. After a few stops a number of passengers boarded the train and started having a very loud conversation on train. Similar to the experience on the bus earlier, it was a relief to leave the train.

The soundscape at Alderley Edge was much quieter than the city centre and similar in character to that which I had experienced at home earlier in the morning. The neutral soundscape was only interrupted by passing cars, but they did not overwhelm the soundscape. More intrusive were aircraft on the way to Manchester airport, these seemed to have a dominating effect over the soundscape, and something which due to the lower ambient background level when compared to the city were more problematic. On walking into the countryside, the background rumble of traffic in the distance could be heard, but required concentrated listen to actually focus in on it. The soundscape was predominately dominated by my footsteps and the sounds of the wind and rain, with the occasional bird song or squirrel running. 
Results

Firstly, I believe that there are some issues with the methodology which need to be explored; firstly as my research and personal interest lies in sound and sound appreciation, I have been actively listening for a long time, and therefore I already appreciate the sound environment. This is supplemented by the fact that as a musician I have had formal training in the art of musical listening, which provides key listening skills. I therefore don’t think that this experience was that revealing or rewarding. Secondly, I did not find not speaking a hardship and I fell into the routine quite easily. Given that Schafer gives no real method beyond “a moratorium” on speech, it is difficult to know if I had really followed the method correctly and gained the most from the experience.
If Schafer wants people to engage with the sound environment and ear clean, I think that there maybe issues with the location. If by saying that only the countryside and rural sounds promote clean hearing then this is an indication of Schaferian bias, I do feel that it is possible to appreciate and ear clean in a city or urban environment; in some respects the diversity of sounds is similar to the diversity of city experience.

Ear cleaning for long periods of time as demonstrated in this trail, appeared to be counter productive and may require great concentration and discipline for those unused to listening. I feel that the same could be achieved by much shorter periods of time (30 minutes) and using other methods such as sound walking or ‘sound sitting’. 
Encouraging active listening could be done in a number of ways; in fact Schafer’s own method of soundwalking is an excellent way to engage the public in active listening. This method is been trialled here at Salford, and on other projects
. Although the method of soundwalking can vary between research groups, as there has been no set guidelines. Semidor, for example uses a binaural recording method to record the walks for analysis later, where as a Schaferian soundwalk would general consist of actually walking in the environment being examined.  Soundwalking is something that will be researched further, and personal experience of leading soundwalks has led to the discovery that even after a half an hour walk, people are engaged with the sonic environment. Whilst Schafer again states there should be no talking, I have been working on the notion that breaks in the walk at say fifteen minutes leads to a much better appreciation of the method. This seems due to the fact that discussion can lead to ideas being shared and help people struggling to refocus on the method. There is no doubt that experiencing the soundscape in a reflective manner, where concentration on the environment is the key is a useful method. Engaging with the sound environment and discussing the detail, I feel is a much more holistic methodology and may gain a better end response.
Conclusion

In conclusion, I feel that such a long period of ear cleaning had no real impact on my appreciation of the soundscape or improving active listening ability. I feel that I learnt little from this experience, the notion of the 12 hours moratorium on speech personally feels like an inspired piece of performance art, and as such is an interesting experiment and experience. This exact method therefore has no merits as a robust academic method in teaching and instruction of active listening.
If Schafer’s idea that the teaching of acoustic design through ear cleaning is a good idea, then what can we conclude from it? What is right and wrong and who says so? Some one who has 'ear cleansed'? This trial has shown the experience is totally subjective, based on individual aesthetic. It is clear in Schafer's work that he feels soundscapes should be ‘utopian’ based on his liking and that this is for the good of us all. I draw caution at this; my view is based on my personal experience, expectation and context. I can't help but think that Schafer’s blanket statements and design criterion would be responsible for creating power structures within the soundscape. It begs the question who would and who does control the soundscape and the sound? 
Ear cleaning is an interesting sonic concept and I agree that sonic education can play an important role in the development of ‘positive’ soundscapes, but I feel that more empirical work needs to be undertaken, to move away from the rhetorical and subjectively biased views. There is no doubt that ear cleaning has its place amongst an arsenal of methods and tools which can help educate and broaden understanding in the field of soundscapes. As such, further works needs to be carried out to asses the merit of ear cleaning on non-active listeners but the general public. This work should aim to produce new guidelines as suggested in this document and aim to show if ear cleaning does increase sonic awareness, or if awareness is a temporal experience which is forgotten about soon after. Does the public want to be ear cleansed? Do people wishing to become acoustic designers need to endure long periods of silence to be effective? Is it a time for a re-think of Schafer’s idea to something less intimidating perhaps than "Ear cleaning" to something such as "active soundscape engagement" or perhaps simply "listening”?
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