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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

[N]o amount of engineering has ever allowed a concert situation to recapture the intimacy 
that studio recordings offer the human voice. (Gracyk, 1996, p. 26) 

 

It was time to listen to Yankee Hotel Foxtrot again. Several years had passed since I last 

listened to it, and as a Wilco fan since 2008, I relisten to all their albums once in a while, 

though some more often than others. Before downloading the album this time, I felt a 

certain reluctance. In recent years, my engagement with the songs on that album had mainly 

been through live shows whenever the band stopped by Oslo, and to be honest, I like the 

songs but don’t love them as much as other parts of the band’s catalogue, which made me 

skeptical about dedicating fifty-one minutes of my life to listening to it for the umpteenth 

time.  

I did it anyway. The opening song, “I Am Trying to Break Your Heart” (2002) starts 

with forty-four seconds of random sounds, including synthesizers, a piano, a drumbeat that 

comes and goes, and some kind of noise (possibly the sound of an electric coffee whisk 

iterating piano strings), before a Hammond organ and a wide-sounding doubletracked 

acoustic guitar kick in. Next appears a brilliant combination of bass riff and drum fill 

beneath a melodic theme played on crotales that returns at several points during the song. 

Then, Jeff Tweedy starts singing. I was already happy with my decision when the acoustic 

guitar entered, but I was positively swept away by Tweedy’s soaring, pitchy voice, which 

evoked a profound sense of vulnerability and weariness. It was as though his voice could 

break at any time—as though he was not just performing a role when he sang “What was I 

thinking when I said it didn’t hurt?”1 It sounded like he was really feeling it, and somehow, 

when listening to the recording, I felt it too. Listening to the album version of the song was 

meaningful on a very different level than listening to it live (or listening to or watching a 

live recording of the band performing it). Although I always enjoy seeing and hearing 

 
1 Lyrics written by Tweedy (2002), my transcription. 
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Wilco perform “I Am Trying to Break Your Heart,” it is a far cry from the intimacy of 

hearing Tweedy share his concerns with me in a meticulously constructed recording. 

 This cursory glance at my rediscovery of “I Am Trying to Break Your Heart” does 

not do justice to what goes into a recording, but it points to some of the ways in which 

recorded music can engage the listener in ways very different from live performances, 

especially in terms of experienced intimacy. This condition also forms the fundament for 

this dissertation: the sense of intimacy one experiences when listening to certain recordings 

is often the result of specific production and performance techniques. It is further connected 

to what that sound means to us, and how it means to us. As Nicola Dibben (2013) suggests, 

the experience of intimacy when listening to recorded music is often linked to the extent to 

which the listener feels connected with the recorded performer—a link that is promoted not 

only through lyrics and performance but also through the ways in which the recording is 

produced and engineered (see also Dibben, 2009a, 2009b). Several other researchers have 

addressed this capacity of recorded music (see, for example, Brøvig-Hanssen, 2013; Doyle, 

2005; Frith, 1986; Lacasse, 2000, 2010; Moore, 2012b; Phillips-Hutton, 2018; Walther-

Hansen, 2012). Yet, Dibben is, to my knowledge, the only one who has related the notion of 

intimacy as experienced when listening to recordings to the impact of production on the 

recording’s ability to mirror (or enhance) emotions. In her chapter paraphrased above, she 

links intimacy not only to recorded spatiality2 but also to interpersonal distance and 

emotional engagement and expression. 

 This construct implies that intimacy is more than simply synonymous with 

proximity. I second Dibben’s notion that perceived intimacy in recordings often relies on a 

combination of a perceived proximity between the listener and the recorded music, and a 

perceived emotional relation by the listener to the performer(s). Over the course of this 

dissertation, I explore possible conceptions of music-related intimacy and how such 

intimacy can be triggered by the ways in which sounds are performed, recorded, and 

manipulated in the studio. I label this sense of intimacy acousmatic to specifically 

acknowledge the experience of listening to recorded music. Acousmatic intimacy, then, is a 

sensation of intimacy that may be experienced when listening to music recordings, when the 

origins of the sounds (musicians and instruments) are absent, and that is triggered by 

choices made in the production of the recordings. My use of “acousmatic” recalls Pierre 

 
2 Spatiality here refers to the sense that a stereophonic music recording evokes a virtual three-dimensional 
space based on the perception of sounds as coming from near–far, left–right, high–low, and anything in 
between. See discussion later in this chapter. 
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Schaeffer’s (1966/2017) description of sounds whose source we cannot see, such as when 

we hear a musician without seeing them (see also Chion, 1990/1994). Here, the focus of 

acousmatic intimacy is directed toward recorded sound and acousmatic listening situations. 

I will consider further why acousmatic intimacy has such an impact on listeners by 

concentrating to a greater extent than Dibben (2013) on the various ways in which 

recordists3 may conceive of intimacy and actualize those notions in their work. 

When used in daily speech and in the press to describe recorded sound, the term 

intimacy often denotes either a perceived proximity or closeness between the listener and 

certain sounds (often a voice) or a sparse instrumentation. For example, one review of Siv 

Jakobsen’s album The Nordic Mellow (2017), which will be discussed in chapter 5, opens 

with the following sentence: “Beautiful instrumentation and proximate vocals provide an 

intimate debut from Siv Jakobsen” (Sviland, 2017, n.p., my translation). Such metaphorical 

descriptions of musical sound are important to take into considerations, because, as Mads 

Walther-Hansen (2020) argues, because they closely represent the embodied experience of 

listening to music. A similar notion of intimacy underpins much research on recorded 

music. While intimacy is also linked to emotions, writers address this link less explicitly 

than the relation between intimacy and proximity. Intimacy is, in non-musical contexts, 

inherently emotional in its nature and implications, and, as Dibben demonstrates, the 

emotional aspects of intimacy are often operationalized in the communications of star 

personas to their audiences via their construction of an author-image for the music. Here, 

Dibben relies on a conception of intimacy that is well established in research on popular 

music and record production. As I will explore extensively in chapters 2 and 3, however, 

there are alternative interpretations of intimacy as well. Moreover, while the emotional and 

proxemic aspects of intimacy have been accounted for in the relevant literature, they have 

been applied in largely unsystematic ways, whereas I aim to make a conscious and 

systematic use of the term, and also to theorize this dual nature of acousmatic intimacy. 

Dibben’s (2013) approach also demonstrates the necessity of studying both the 

mediating role of recordists and the impact of technological development on the listener’s 

perceived intimate connection to the music and its performer(s). As she points out, the 

microphone has long been a crucial facilitator of experiences of intimacy with recorded 

sound (see also Frith, 1986; Katz, 2010). Other technological inventions could also be 

 
3 “Recordist” is used in this dissertation to describe someone who takes on the role of record producer, 
recording engineer, and/or mixing engineer in the process of making a music recording. I discuss the term as 
well as the various tasks associated with it later in this chapter. 
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included here, such as dynamic range compression and digital reverberation, as well as 

multitrack recording. As new recording technology and new ways of using it are developed, 

the threshold for what is perceived as intimate with regard to recorded music is continually 

expanded—in fact, as part of the evolution of acousmatic intimacy, recorded sound has 

even been able to transcend the intimacy that is possible in real life. The concept of 

hyperintimacy, to which parts of chapter 4 are devoted, is meant to address this 

phenomenon, whereby exaggerated sonic characteristics associated with acousmatic 

intimacy trigger a similarly exaggerated feeling of intimacy. Christopher Lauer (2016) 

argues that intimacy “demands a closeness beyond closeness” that is not physically possible 

in real life (p. 8). However, recorded sound may be able to approach it through the creative 

use of relevant technology. 

Exactly what is considered to be closeness beyond closeness in the context of 

recorded music, however, is constantly changing. Researchers have discussed how the early 

use of microphones in crooning “enabled intimate sounds to take on a pseudo-public 

presence” (Frith, 1986, p. 264), suggesting “a relaxed, breathy intimacy” and placing the 

listener and the singer in intimate proximity (Doyle, 2005, p. 149); microphones even 

appeared capable of “collapsing the technologically imposed distance that would seem to 

preclude such a relationship” (Katz, 2010, p. 46). Simon Frith (1986) writes that the 

microphone voice in its early days was received by some as unnatural and emotionally 

dishonest, which witnesses an abiding sense of overwhelmedness not dissimilar to Mark 

Katz’s (2010) observation that the acousmatic situation itself was once a source of great 

anxiety, as listeners expected to see the performers to whom they were listening. As 

Ragnhild Brøvig-Hanssen (2018) argues, the confrontation with new technology often 

results in the perception of technological mediation of music as opaque, meaning that what 

the listener pays attention to is the sound of the technology rather than the sounds mediated 

by that technology. In time, however, thanks to processes of naturalization, music listeners 

get used to the mediation, and few would today regard a recording of 1940s crooning to be 

as intimate as the listeners of its time did (Brøvig-Hanssen & Danielsen, 2013). Still, while 

the intimacy of crooning may have become naturalized, ongoing technological development 

and the evolving fidelity of sound reproduction have given rise to new ideas (and anxieties) 

related to intimate sound. Recording technology and its uses have thereby retained the 

ability to produce sounds at the threshold of what listeners perceive as intimate (and not just 

over-processed and unappealing). 
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Discussions of intimacy in relation to music often reserve the term for vocal sound 

(as is the case in Dibben’s chapter), and specifically a singing voice that sounds like it 

originates a few inches away from the listener. This limitation reflects the fact that most 

humans have a profound connection to the sound of the voice from the experience of having 

and/or hearing one in their everyday lives (see, for example, Lacasse, 2000; Middleton, 

1990; Moore & Martin, 1993/2019). The human voice acts as “a powerful entity of 

connection, emotion and support—whether material, mediated or mute” (Thomaidis & 

Macpherson, 2015, p. 3), and gives the listener apparently unmediated4 access to the body 

to which the voice belongs (Frith, 1995). As Richard Middleton (1990) comments: 

“vocalizing is the most intimate, flexible and complex mode of articulation of the body, and 

also is closely connected with the breath (continuity of life; periodicity of organic 

processes)” (p. 262).5 Together with the normative, monocentric placement of the voice in 

recorded popular music,6 these qualities explain why the musical voice commands the 

listener’s attention when one experiences a musical work for the first time. 

If the human voice holds a special position in relation to physical intimacy, as it is 

most often associated with the body,7 I will nevertheless argue over the course of this 

dissertation that instrumental sounds (such as guitars, pianos, and drums) can also be 

perceived as intimate, if they are performed and produced in ways that facilitate the 

association. I will also argue for expanding the notion of intimate sound to include, in 

addition to proximate-sounding sounds and sparse textures, other types of recorded 

spatialities that may allude to real-life intimate situations in other ways. Still, what I will 

present reflects only a few possible conceptions of acousmatic intimacy, since this is 

ultimately a subjective matter. The focus in this investigation is thus not whether particular 

types of sound can be heard as intimate (or not), but rather why and how they can. 

 

 
4 That is, in direct communication and as opposed to musical instruments, which “mediate” the musician’s 
body, according to Frith (1995). 
5 This is also why heavy manipulation of the voice’s sound is often considered “far more disturbing than 
similar treatment of instrumental playing” (Middleton, 1990, p. 262). 
6 Ruth Dockwray and Allan Moore (2010) discuss the gradual development in early stereo recordings of a 
normative approach to panning sounds across the stereo frame, in which bass guitar, snare drum, and lead 
vocal are panned to the stereo center. 
7 When a voice or other sound is recorded, it becomes detached from the body and/or instrument of origin and 
figuratively disembodied. However, as Rick Altman’s notion of “sound hermeneutic” suggests, a disembodied 
voice “needs” to be re-embodied—perhaps not by its original body but at least by an imagined body, or, in 
Altman’s case of film studies, the body suggested by the image (Altman, 1980; Snell, 2015; see also Kittler, 
1986/1999).  
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Aim of the Dissertation and Research Questions 

The aim of this dissertation is to conceptualize “acousmatic intimacy” as a theoretical 

inroad to the sensation of intimacy that may be experienced when we listen to music 

recordings and the origins of the sounds (such as musicians and instruments) are non-

present. As I argued earlier, such a sensation is often triggered by what musicians and 

recordists do in the process of making the recordings. In this dissertation, I discuss the ways 

in which the experience of acousmatic intimacy may be triggered and affected by choices 

made in the production of the music, which includes the elements of musical performance 

and technology, as well as the performance of technology in the recording studio. 

I will study these aspects of acousmatic intimacy in the course of responding to the 

following main research question: 

 

How can acousmatic intimacy be conceptualized as a particular approach to record 

production that aims to trigger an experiential reality in record listening? 

 

This main question leads to the following three sub-questions:  

1. How can acousmatic intimacy in recorded music be understood and theorized? 

2. To what extent are recordists concerned with acousmatic intimacy when producing, 

recording, and mixing music, and what does the concept of intimacy mean to them 

in this context? 

3. In what ways can the phenomenon of acousmatic intimacy afford various 

interpretations of music? 

 

In order to answer the research question, I look into various conceptions of intimacy that 

may be relevant to recorded popular music principally by examining the ways in which 

sounds that afford a sense of intimacy may have been produced in the studio. I also look at 

the ways in which such sounds may contribute to the communication of various forms of 

meaning. This aim is primarily hermeneutic—to provide qualitative insight into some of the 

ways in which listeners connect to music, and, more specifically, into the role of recordists 

in influencing listeners’ interpretations of musical meaning through various techniques and 

strategies involved in recording, mixing, and producing music recordings. The concept of 

acousmatic intimacy may eventually serve as a useful hermeneutic analytical framework for 

analyzing recorded music. 
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Clarification of Terms 

Before discussing my methodological approach to answering the research questions it is 

useful to clarify three terms that are used extensively throughout the dissertation, starting 

with acousmatic intimacy. 

 

Acousmatic Intimacy 

In my conceptualization of acousmatic intimacy, I seek to bridge the distinct disciplines of 

musicology, psychology, philosophy, and sociology. Whereas intimacy is already in use to 

describe certain types of sounds in relation to recorded music, this imprecise application 

encompasses, among other things, the perceived proximity of sounds, the textural density of 

a production, and the sense of privacy or personal closeness in the lyrics. More generally, it 

is primarily a term that describes interpersonal situations unrelated to music, and it is 

widely explored in fields like sociology (see, for example, Giddens, 1992; Jamieson, 1998) 

and psychology (see, for example, Mashek & Aron, 2004; Prager, 1995). 

A particularly relevant term here is sonic intimacy, which has been theorized by 

Dominic Pettman (2017) and Malcolm James (2020). Pettman argues that hearing a voice 

face-to-face is inherently intimate and that listening to the voice is a way of knowing 

another. He further proposes a broader understanding of voice that goes beyond the human 

voice to voices of animals, natural and environmental elements, and machines to argue for 

sonic intimacy as a strategy for becoming intimately connected to the world through 

listening. James, on the other hand, specifically addresses the social functions of music and 

the ways in which alternative music consumption technologies play a crucial role in human 

relations within black Atlantic communities. While Pettman does not address music 

specifically and addresses sonic intimacy entirely as a way to relate to the world in which 

we live, James’s work is certainly related to my own, albeit from a different perspective. 

Using the term acousmatic, as opposed to sonic, specifically directs attention to the 

act of listening to or producing records, in the course of which there is no direct contact 

between the two realms. Record listening separates the listener from the sounds’ sources,8 

and the term acousmatic intimacy thus evokes the various ways in which recorded music 

affords an experience of intimacy despite that separation. The performance(s) that is heard 

in a music recording happened at a different time and, in most cases, place from when and 

 
8 R. Murray Schafer coins the term schizophonia to describe “the splitting of sounds from their original 
contexts” (1977/1994, p. 88). 
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where the listening is happening.9 This does not mean, however, that listeners are 

necessarily ignorant of the origin of the recorded sounds while they are listening. As Denis 

Smalley (1997) explains through his concept of source bonding, we tend to “relate sounds 

to supposed sources and causes, and to relate sounds to each other because they appear to 

have shared or associated origins” (p. 110). This means that, upon hearing a guitar in a 

recording, we associate that sound with similar sounds that we have heard before, and 

thereby interpret the sound as coming from a guitar played by a guitar player, even though 

we have no other indication that such is the case.10 Similarly, as I argue in chapter 2, when 

we hear a voice, we associate it with voices that we have heard before in various situations, 

allowing us to not only determine whether it is a human voice or not (and what kind of 

human voice) but also assume things about what kind of situation the voice is used in or 

intended for—such as intimate communication—and what its acoustic environment is. This 

is also what makes the acousmatic experience of listening to recordings so different from 

that of attending a live performance: in the former, listeners imagine the performance based 

on what they hear and are free to invest themselves in their interpretation of the music, 

based on what they are “offered.”11 

Acousmatic intimacy, then, may label a perceived two-way relation—either physical 

or emotional—that listeners may experience between themselves and a performer, or a 

perceived proximate or emotional intimacy between performers (and their spatial 

environment) within a recording, which is based on the listeners’ previous experiences of 

intimacy. Acousmatic intimacy must therefore be considered in different terms from the 

sonic intimacy experienced in non-acousmatic situations. It can also function as a 

framework for discussing some ways in which recorded music may refer to actual social 

 
9 Music recordings also often consist of several performances of different parts of a song, and the 
“performance” heard in a recording is thus not necessarily a recorded “live” performance but rather a 
produced performance: “Recording technology uniquely enables the combination of musical performances 
without the musicians being veridically present in one physical and cultural space at one time. In a re-
combinationally constructed recording, the interpretation of a musical work by the musician is subsumed 
within the constructed discourse of the sound conveyed to the listener” (Barrett, 2010, p. 100). I will return to 
these issues in chapter 4. 
10 Simon Zagorski-Thomas (2018) takes a different perspective on this issue by arguing that the timbre of 
sounds can be understood as text that is intertextually related to our “real-world” experience of similar sounds. 
11 Note also that David Beard (2019) sees acousmatic listening as a strategy rather than just a mode of 
listening when he claims that acousmatic listening “asks us to stop asking questions about where we have 
heard a sound before, or what we think the origin of a sound is, and instead focus on the sound without those 
cognitive shortcuts” (p. 131). However, I position myself with Michel Chion and Smalley, who both argue 
that acousmatic listening may, from the listener’s perspective, decouple a sound from its actual source, but, 
without visual clues, the listener is led to couple the sound with a supposed source instead (Chion, 1990/1994; 
Smalley, 1997). 
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and spatial situations and the experience of such. It is precisely such a framework that this 

dissertation is devoted to developing. 

 

The Recording 

I use the term recording here in a manner recalling Albin J. Zak III’s (2001) notion of the 

“track” as “the recording itself,” or “the layer that represents the finished musical work” (p. 

24). According to Zak, the track also includes two other layers: the song, or “what can be 

represented on a lead sheet; it usually includes words, melody, chord changes, and some 

degree of formal design,” and the arrangement, or “a particular musical setting of the song. 

It provides a more detailed prescriptive plan: instrumentation, musical parts, rhythmic 

groove, and so forth” (p. 24). In discussing record production, the use of the term track is 

problematic, as it not only suggests the recording of a song, as used by Zak, but also the 

individual recorded parts that comprise a multitrack recording. In contrast to the term 

“record,” which is generally either interchangeable with “phonograph record”—meaning 

any groove-based disc format for sound storage and playback, such as 78 rpm shellac discs, 

and 331⁄3 rpm and 45 rpm vinyl discs—or used to denote an audio carrier in more general 

terms, such as CDs, tapes or vinyl records, “recording” can be used, as explained by 

Lacasse (2000), to refer to “the ‘sonic content’ that is ‘encoded’ (digitally or analogically) 

on a given carrier. A recording thus lasts a given amount of time, with a beginning and an 

end. In recorded rock music, a recording corresponds most usually to a given recorded song 

(or track)” (p. 6). I tend to prefer the term “recording” to refer to recorded musical audio—

that is, the result of a process of performance, production, recording, and mixing. 

 

The Recordist 

The term “recordist” has been used in a few different ways by various scholars. For 

example, Richard J. Burgess (2014) explains that it is sometimes used to refer to the 

pioneers of music production in the early years, whose job it was to manage “the 

intersection of technology, art, people, and commerce” (p. 12). Katz (2010) uses the term to 

describe “a variety of sound engineers and producers” (p. 47), and William Moylan (2015) 

describes the recordist as “the person making the recording” (p. 4). A more specific and 

nuanced description, which I lean on in my own use of the term, is provided by Steve 

Savage (2013), who defines “recordist” as a set of roles: “the producer, the recording 

engineer, sound editor, DAW (digital audio workstation) operator, and mixer” (p. 12). 
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These roles, or functions, may be filled by one person or several, including people who 

have other roles, such as musicians and artists. 

When I refer to specific people as recordists, I am addressing their role in this 

specific context, meaning that they take up, and are credited for, one or more of the 

functions mentioned by Savage while also not being the credited artist of the recording. 

These various functions or roles are fluid, as we can see, and their boundaries are up for 

debate. Nevertheless, we can discern some basic features of some of these roles, including 

especially those involving producing, engineering, and mixing. At its core, the function of 

the producer is to create a sonic context in which the song is to be heard, and to preserve a 

larger creative vision of the production process (Bates & Bennett, 2018).12 The function of 

the recording engineer (who often also operates the DAW and edits the audio), on the other 

hand, is mainly technical, in that it involves both facilitating a seamless recording session 

for everyone involved and handling audio equipment in ways that “fulfill” the producer’s 

“vision,” or, as Zak (2001) writes: “[Engineers] are the participant in the process who best 

understand the technological tools in terms of their potential for realizing musical aims” (p. 

165). The function of the mixer is restricted to post-production, meaning the processing of 

sound after the fact of the recording. This is both a technical and an aesthetic task, and it 

often involves a collaboration with the producer. As mentioned, one person might take on 

more than one of these roles, becoming an artist-producer or a producer-engineer. It is also 

quite normal that a recording engineer will mix a recording. A recordist role therefore 

implies both technical (engineer/mixer) and/or aesthetic (producer/mixer) responsibility for 

the production process. 

 

Knowledge Aims 

In order to answer the research questions listed above, I rely on hermeneutic interpretations 

of recorded musical sound further informed by literature reviews of existing theory and 

qualitative interviews with recordists. A central challenge connected to this choice of 

methods is their combination in order to most effectively respond to the research questions. 

As this is ultimately a question of the dissertation’s knowledge aims, I will spend some time 

here to reflect upon what kind of knowledge these methods will produce, and what kind of 

reality they seek. Does my methodology presuppose the existence of an objective reality, or 

 
12 On the role of the producer from various perspectives, see, for example, Askerøi and Viervoll (2017); Bell 
(2018); Bennett (2019); Burgess (2014); Moorefield (2005/2010); Zak (2001). 
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does it consider reality to be constructed at a subjective level? And how does my 

methodology’s relation to reality influence the findings of the dissertation? The following 

section will be dedicated to an overarching description and consideration of my chosen 

methodology, as well as the specifics of the methods applied in the dissertation. 

 

Epistemological Considerations 

The main research question addresses the concept of acousmatic intimacy and how it can 

function, or be used, to describe something. It does not directly ask who is going to use (or 

is using) the concept, but, via the inclusion of the processes of record production and record 

listening, it indirectly refers to the people involved in those processes—that is, musicians, 

recordists, and record listeners, among others. Again, its focus is on the potential usefulness 

of the concept of acousmatic intimacy, not on whether and in what ways the concept is 

actually used (or not). My aim in this dissertation, then, is not to exhaustively describe what 

actually happens in record production (although I will include a few descriptions of 

particular cases) but rather to produce knowledge about people’s understanding of music 

through the perspective of production, and, by extension, about how recorded music 

becomes meaningful to listeners and how recordists are in a position to impact these things. 

As also indicated in the main research question, the concept of acousmatic intimacy is 

related to the fact that recordists make something that is meant to be listened to, and they 

make decisions based on this listener relation, consciously or otherwise. The main research 

question is thus a question of what the concept of acousmatic intimacy can be used to 

describe, and it is related to the connection between how a recording is produced 

(performed, recorded, mixed) and how it is interpreted. 

 The main research question as a whole also addresses another “what”—namely, 

what acousmatic intimacy can be understood as. This aspect is reflected in the first sub-

question, which asks how acousmatic intimacy in recorded music can be understood and 

theorized. In order to say something about how the concept can function as a metaphor to 

describe something, we must look at the two terms that comprise it: “acousmatic” and 

“intimacy.” We should look at how intimacy is understood in various contexts, as well as 

what it means for the intimacy to be experienced acousmatically—that is, without a visually 

present source. In other words, how might a recorded performance relate to unmediated 

experiences of intimacy? 
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 The second sub-question asks about the extent to which recordists are concerned 

with acousmatic intimacy in their work, and what the concept of intimacy means to them in 

this context. This question aims at insights into how the concept of acousmatic intimacy can 

be used, understood (from another perspective than that of the first sub-question), and made 

to function in a specific setting (record production). Again, I am more interested in the 

potential applicability of the concept of acoustic intimacy, particularly for describing 

existing practices, than how it is currently used.  

The third sub-question, regarding the ways in which the phenomenon of acousmatic 

intimacy can afford various interpretations—elaborates upon the last part of the main 

question about the triggering of an experiential reality. This is the key to what makes 

acousmatic intimacy central to music’s meaningfulness to listeners—it triggers an actual 

experience of an illusory yet intimate two-way relation with reference to unmediated, 

everyday intimate personal relations and interactions. It thus speaks to Allan F. Moore’s 

aim in Song Means (2012b) to understand not what music means (because what music 

means to the listener depends on the listener) but how music (or songs, in Moore’s words) 

means, “and the means by which they mean” (p. 1, emphasis in original). To answer this 

sub-question, I will look at how the various conceptions of acousmatic intimacy (which are 

explored in answering sub-questions 1 and 2) are actualized in recorded music. 

The knowledge aims of this dissertation are therefore concerned with the 

construction of a general concept that can describe a subjective reality—that is, a reality 

that can be triggered by the sonic result of certain production techniques and that probably 

has similarities to other subjective realities. Potential similarities among different subjective 

realities are not arbitrary but rather dependent on the background and previous experiences 

of the individuals in question. This dissertation is concerned with disclosing a subjective 

reality, but whose reality? Before addressing the ways in which my present methodology 

relates to reality and contributes to the production of knowledge, I must first look at how 

the phenomenon of acousmatic intimacy itself relates to the concept of reality. My inclusion 

of the phrase “experiential reality” in the main research question provides a clue as to my 

view on this matter, since it suggests that acousmatic intimacy is something that is 

experienced by the listener. By focusing on the subjective experience and meaning of 

acousmatic intimacy, I explore the concept from a phenomenological perspective. 

Since acousmatic intimacy refers to the experience of a type of relation, it differs 

from actual relational intimacy, which concerns the relation per se: when used to describe 

non-mediated everyday situations, the term intimacy often refers to more or less specific 
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types of relation or interaction between two people (see, for example, Prager & Roberts, 

2004), or specific types of communication (Berlant, 2000; Boym, 2000). In those cases, 

intimacy may, for example, be regarded as an underlying structure or mechanism, or it may 

be seen as a construction that arises when two individuals interact in certain ways over 

time. When talking about the experience of intimacy from recorded sound, it is not the 

physical co-presence of two people (the listener and the musician) that is at stake but rather 

an experienced emotional relation of the listener to the musician, often caused by the 

perception of a proximate relation to the music or musician. It is therefore interesting to 

look at what type of reality my specific notion of intimacy represents. At the time of 

writing, I consider acousmatic intimacy to refer to a subjective reality that is influenced by 

what happens in the music recording, which in turn is a result of both intentional and 

unintentional choices made in the production process. Consequently, musicians, engineers, 

and producers have an influence on whether the listener experiences music as intimate or 

not, and, in turn, on the listener’s subjective reality. In what follows, I will discuss how this 

sense of reality informs my choice of methods. 

 

Methodological Reflections 

A main method in the dissertation is the aural analysis of music recordings, with which I 

engage specific aspects of the recorded sound that may be understood in terms of 

acousmatic intimacy. In addition, I incorporate critical analyses of interviews with 

recordists who had a role in the production of those recordings. Together with a theoretical 

framework based on critical readings of the relevant literature, these interviews inform the 

aural analyses. I will return to how these methods are applied in this dissertation after a 

general discussion of their contribution to the production of knowledge. 

Hermeneutics is at the core of my approach to these methods, and I follow Mats 

Alvesson and Kaj Sköldberg’s (2018) suggestion that a hermeneutic element should be 

active throughout the research process, including data collection and processing. Alvesson 

and Sköldberg insist that we acknowledge that, even when we are processing data from 

interviews, we deal with “interpretation rather than the presentation of reality,” because 

“there is no such thing as unmediated data or facts” (p. 14). Since hermeneutic 

interpretation is central to this dissertation, my subjectivity will have an undisguised impact 

upon my production of knowledge and representation of reality here. Alvesson and 

Sköldberg distinguish between what they call objectivist hermeneutics and alethic 
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hermeneutics, where the former is concerned with understanding the underlying (objective) 

meaning of a text and the latter aims to disclose an underlying reality through interpretation. 

In alethic hermeneutics, this disclosure arises through the interpretation that results from the 

interplay between preunderstanding and understanding, or between the interpreter’s 

previous knowledge—or prejudgment (Vorurteil), as Hans-Georg Gadamer put it 

(1975/2004)—and their reading of the text (see also Kramer, 2011). The circle of alethic 

hermeneutics from preunderstanding to understanding and back again is a variation of the 

objectivist hermeneutic circle, which insists that “the part can only be understood from the 

whole, and the whole only from the parts” (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018, p. 116). Alvesson 

and Sköldberg, referring to Richard E. Palmer (1969), suggest that these two variations 

upon the hermeneutic circle are complementary rather than conflicting. A hermeneutic 

approach may thus relate to both the relation between a whole and its parts and the relation 

between preunderstanding and understanding. Although the aim of alethic hermeneutic 

interpretation is to disclose an underlying reality, it does not seek to disclose some kind of 

already existing meaning “in the form of abstract conceptions or propositions” (Kramer, 

2011, p. 8). According to Lawrence Kramer, meaning derives from the interpreter’s text—

that is, the analysis—but neither the interpreted text nor the analysis gives direct access to 

meaning for the reader of the analysis. The reality we are trying to disclose is thus not the 

reality of the text alone but the reality that emanates from the interpretation itself, as a 

product of the interaction between the interpreter and the text. As Kramer notes specifically 

about the interpretation of music, the role of hermeneutics is to report an event, and that 

event is not “the music itself” but the interpreter’s experience of it. It is therefore through 

the experience and interpretation that music becomes meaningful.  

In this case, hermeneutics is likewise rooted in the idea that music cannot be 

understood in purely musical terms. According to Kramer, “[t]here is no music apart from 

the meanings it invokes and invents. There are no musical works apart from the constantly 

changing frameworks in which we play and hear them” (2011, p. 20). Interpretation is 

necessary to surface these meanings, because, “[w]ithout interpretation there may be 

information but there is no understanding. There may be no misunderstanding, either, but 

just not being wrong is a timid virtue” (p. 23). Kramer claims that interpretation is needed 

for musical compositions to “become themselves,” and they therefore attract it:  
 
only when acts of interpretation release the capacity of music to appear differently under 
different circumstances and ascriptions does the music assume agency and effectivity. 
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Meaning is not something tacked on to a self-determined production otherwise independent 
of it; meaning produces the things that it invests. (p. 17) 

 

The meaning that is disclosed through interpretation depends on the interpreter’s 

subjectivity, which implies that, in a sense, it is the subjectivity that is the object of enquiry 

rather than the music itself (Kramer, 2011). This follows from the circle of alethic 

hermeneutics between preunderstanding and understanding, where the interpreter’s 

subjectivity, which determines the preunderstanding, is transformed through understanding 

when interacting with the text. This understanding can be gained through empathy—an 

important element in hermeneutics—with an “other,” such as the author of the interpreted 

text, the text itself (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018), or, as in the case of this dissertation, both 

a potential listener and a recordist. By placing ourselves in the position of the listener, we 

can imagine how they might experience the music; in the position of the recordist, we can 

imagine why they chose to produce, record, edit, and/or mix the recording in the specific 

way that they did. All this leads to what Gadamer (1975/2004) labeled a “fusion of 

horizons,” in which we constantly switch between our own horizon of understanding and 

those of others. In addition to the interpreted text, this empathy may, according to Alvesson 

and Sköldberg (2018), arise from the inclusion of existing theory to our interpretation, since 

theory can be regarded as representative of other researchers’ meaning horizons. Of course, 

we still do not escape (and why should we?) from the great expanse of subjectivity that is 

essential to hermeneutics, as we are still only dealing with our own conception of what 

other people’s meanings might be. 

 Another challenge connected to the dominance of subjectivity in the hermeneutic 

approach is that the researcher is in a privileged position where they may be regarded by the 

reader as having the one “correct” idea of what the interpreted text is about, and that the 

reader’s own opinion is thus of less value (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018). It is therefore 

important for me, as the researcher here, to address and reflect upon this challenge and 

acknowledge that the interpretations that I present throughout this dissertation are not the 

only ones that are possible. Still, there are two main reasons why my interpretations matter. 

One reason derives from the nature of hermeneutic interpretation, which, as 

described by Alvesson and Sköldberg, follows an internally and externally coherent pattern. 

It needs to follow its own logic while also agreeing with other patterns of interpretation in 

the same area—that is, unless it can adequately argue against them. According to Kramer 

(2011), there is a clear distinction between “expert” structured listening and “anyone’s 
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unreflective absorption,” the latter of which he describes as “unreflective practices of 

listening to the music ‘just for itself’ or just for how it makes the listener feel” (p. 56). 

There is a difference between experience and interpretation, as well, the latter of which is, 

in the hermeneutic sense, more comprehensive and capable of supplying new information to 

the experience of the music. The aim of interpretation is to find out something about, as 

Moore (2012b) puts it, how the music means—that is, what it “is” in the music, or what the 

music “does,” that may mean something to listeners. 

The other reason for the validity and potential authority of my interpretations is 

rooted in the issue of subjectivity. Since the interpreter’s subjectivity is central to 

hermeneutic interpretation, my background and experience affect my interpretations. As a 

musicology scholar who specifies in analyzing recorded sound and has experience with 

record production and music performance, I am trained to both listen for and recognize 

certain impactful aspects of recorded sound that are related to its production and not 

otherwise evident to most listeners. Consequently, my interpretations may disclose things 

that other listeners could easily overlook or dismiss. 

 A subjective interpretation can, however, go against a reader’s own experience of 

the music, or even against most readers’ experience, but this is not necessarily a problem. In 

his critique of Gadamer, Kramer (2011) notes, 
 
[Gadamer] may well be right that subjectivity interferes with consensus, or at least with 
foreordained consensus. But that is precisely what is valuable about subjectivity, and the 
reason why interpretation without subjectivity is not worth having—or would not be worth 
having if we could have it, which we can’t. (p. 5) 

 

Following upon Kramer’s comment, it seems that the important elements of a hermeneutic 

interpretation are not only what the text means to the interpreter but also the interpreter’s 

reasoning for why and how the text means what it does to them. Such reasoning may in turn 

lead the reader of the interpretation to experience the interpreted text in a new way. 

 

Analyzing Recorded Popular Music Sound 

My hermeneutic approach to studying acousmatic intimacy in recorded sound is situated 

within the tradition of popular musicological analysis. As such, I follow the idea that music 

becomes meaningful (at least partly) through the interpretation of musical signs or codes 

and their interrelation in various contexts (see, for example, Brackett, 1995; Middleton, 

1990; Scott, 2009; Tagg, 2017). Through intertextual, intercontextual, and 
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transphonographical13 relations, codes connote various meanings that ultimately depend 

both on the context in which the code appears and the context in which the listener is 

situated (Brackett, 1995; Negus, 2012). While a code does not predetermine its 

interpretation as such, it affords some interpretations more strongly than others. In addition, 

a listener’s interpretation may diverge from a performer’s, composer’s, and/or recordist’s 

intentions (Brackett, 1995).14 Here, I also draw on the ecological approach to perception, in 

that I am interested in how certain aspects of musical sound are perceived in terms of prior 

knowledge of and experience with the acoustical properties of sound (Clarke, 2005). 

I apply these approaches to hermeneutic analysis with a particular focus on the 

effects of record production on the sound of recordings. Relatedly, Stephen Cottrell (2010) 

has coined the term phonomusicology to capture all musicological approaches to the study 

of records and record production within a single discipline. In phonomusicology, the 

recording is the primary text,15 and there are no disciplinary restrictions as to musical style. 

Although I believe the concept of acousmatic intimacy is as relevant to other recording 

traditions as it is to popular music recording, I engage with that context exclusively in the 

present project. Happily, popular musicology has recently evinced a new interest in the 

sound of recordings as an integral aspect of the ways in which music means (see, for 

example, Brøvig-Hanssen & Danielsen, 2016; Doyle, 2005; Lacasse, 2000; Warner, 

2009).16 While my interest is chiefly in the “recorded document” rather than its composition 

or performance per se (Bates & Bennett, 2018), the latter is an important aspect of record 

production shaped by the performers’ interaction with producers, engineers, technology, 

and the recording environment (Katz, 2020; Sterne, 2003).17 My interest in performance is 

thus largely restricted to those aspects that can be “accessed” through the interpretation of 

the recording, and I give less attention to live performance or the performance of public 

personas in extramusical contexts.18  

 
13 Serge Lacasse (2018) proposes transphonography as a framework with which to describe and categorize the 
various types of relations linking a recording to other recordings. 
14 As David Brackett (1995) argues, “the musical codes and the manner in which the song is performed may 
either contradict or reinforce the content in the lyrics, adding new layers of nuance by ‘acting out,’ inflecting, 
and contextualizing them” (p. 15). 
15 This expression was also suggested by Gracyk (1996), but specifically for rock. 
16 The cited studies also complicate the role of the author/composer and gradually open up for acknowledging 
the relevance of recordists and other contributors to the finished recording (see also Burgess, 2014; 
Moorefield, 2005/2010; Warner, 2003).  
17 Performance aspects of record production also include the “performances” of others beyond the artist or 
musical performer, including the producers, recording engineers, and mixers. 
18 Although social and cultural circumstances of both music and performers may be accessed through 
intertextual relations (Burns & Woods, 2018; Hawkins, 2018). 
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Timothy Warner (2009) identifies three distinct aural elements in popular music 

recordings: “the realization of the recording itself (that is, the artefact, as well as the 

processes and ways in which the various sonic elements have been manipulated and 

assembled); the performances of the singers and musicians; and the musical composition 

and/or arrangement” (pp. 136–37). As he points out, the processes and manipulations of 

“the recording itself” can greatly impact the other elements, just as the composition and 

arrangement will affect the performance and the performance will affect the perception of 

the composition and arrangement. What we hear as the performance element, in fact, is 

probably what is most (and most often, if not always) affected by recording technology and 

techniques, because such manipulation can impact features including timbre, dynamics, and 

pitch and rhythm accuracy. Nevertheless, as Warner points out, composition and 

arrangement will also often “undergo considerable modification as a result of the process 

itself. Indeed, many recordings of popular music are composed simply and directly through 

interaction with recording technology” (p. 137). This impact of technology on composition 

and arrangement is apparent in how artists and producers of contemporary EDM-based pop 

music, among others, use DAWs throughout the music-making process: by creating sounds 

with software synthesizers as well as arranging and manipulating the sounds in various 

ways, the recording process becomes an integral part of the work’s composition and 

arrangement.19 

While I am mainly concerned with the interpretation of the finished recording, as 

well, my interest in the recording process and the reasoning behind choices made in 

production is inspired by the Art of Record Production (ARP) community as well as other 

scholarly accounts of record production. Although ARP is a broad and multidisciplinary 

community, most of its research examines the role of techniques and technologies in record 

production. As such, it is based on the argument by Simon Frith and Simon Zagorski-

Thomas (2012a) in their introduction to The Art of Record Production: An Introductory 

Reader for a New Academic Field that “[i]n the studio, technical decisions are aesthetic, 

aesthetic decisions are technical, and all such decisions are musical” (p. 3). Record 

production, both as an industry and as an object of research, is a diverse field that demands 

 
19 There is, however, nothing new to using recording technology as a means of composing and arranging 
music. One prominent example in popular music history is Les Paul, who in the 1940s doubletracked his 
guitar as well as singer Mary Ford’s voice in order to create dense musical arrangements from only two sound 
sources (Doyle, 2005). Although the extent to which recording technology audibly impacts the aesthetics of 
the recorded music varies (this is also a question of perception, as addressed by Brøvig-Hanssen, 2018), 
popular music has been closely connected to record production since the birth of recording itself (Toynbee, 
2000). 
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attention upon many related aspects (including histories of studio technology). Likewise, 

Jan Butler (2012), in the same book, argues that production should be discussed in relation 

to aesthetic values, songwriting, and commercial concerns “as a weighted ensemble of 

determinations that shape a recording and its reception” (p. 223). While it is by all means 

important to understand music production and its aesthetic output as part of a whole, as 

suggested by Butler, we must also acknowledge the importance of in-depth approaches to 

particular aspects of production (without ignoring their context). Both broad and narrow 

approaches are needed to fully understand the workings of record production.  

In this dissertation, I approach record production in a manner similar to Moore 

(2012a), who takes a hermeneutic approach to his analysis of the distribution of sounds 

within the virtual space of a recording in order to expose certain ways in which recorded 

music may mean something to listeners.20 I will discuss Moore’s conception of the virtual 

recorded space and approaches related to his later in this chapter. While most of the 

chapters in The Art of Record Production (Frith & Zagorski-Thomas, 2012b) discuss topics 

that are important to the study record production, Moore comes closest to addressing how 

record production impacts the listener’s interpretation of the music. His approach to 

studying recorded popular music, in fact, have several things in common with the process 

that recordists undertake when they evaluate how to produce, record, and mix a song. 

Moylan (2015), likewise, discusses two modes of listening that are active throughout the 

production process: 
 
Critical listening and analytical listening seek different information from the same sound. 
Analytical listening evaluates the artistic elements of sound, and critical listening evaluates 
the perceived parameters. A different understanding of the sound is achieved in each case. 
(p. 90) 

 

When listening critically, one considers both how the sounds of separate sources work, as 

well as how they work in combination, without regard to any context other than possibly 

the recordist’s own idea of a “hypothetical ‘right’ or ‘better’ version of a performance or 

sound” (Zagorski-Thomas et al., 2020, p. 12). Analytical listening, which is probably 

similar to what Moore is doing when he analyzes recordings, is interested in what to do to 

realize a certain aesthetic or emphasize a “message” that may be “found” in the song’s 

 
20 Moore’s discussions of this particular subject draw, for instance, on Edward Hall’s (1969/1990) concept of 
proxemics, which I will return to in more detail in chapter 2. 



Introduction 

 

20 

 

lyrics, melody, harmonic structure, or other elements (Moylan, 2015). In other words, it 

regards the sound of each source and their combination in relation to an aesthetic context.  

Eirik Askerøi and André Viervoll (2017) merge these two listening modes into their 

concept of musical listening, which is a crucial part of the skill set of the record producer: 

“Musical listening is the ability to listen to a recording and through that listening dissect a 

production into parts, both musically and technically, and at the same time maintain a focus 

on the aesthetics of the production as a whole” (p. 232). Although elements of Moylan’s 

concept of critical and analytical listening may be involved in musical listening, Askerøi 

and Viervoll’s concept accounts more completely for the varying ways in which record 

producers (the authors focus on engineering producers) approach listening, and it 

acknowledges that producers simultaneously attend to several levels of the production: 

“Studio production and engineering are not just about making the right technical decisions 

but also about remaining aware of their potential aesthetic consequences” (2017, p. 231). 

Such a comprehensive view of the type(s) of listening involved in record production 

demonstrates the complexity of the subject.  

Common to these various descriptions of how recordists listen to and evaluate 

musical sound in order to improve it is a deliberate focus on how the use of technology has 

affected and can affect the sound of recordings. In analyzing the effects of record 

production on music recordings, the researcher must operationalize technical listening 

within a broader aesthetic perspective, as suggested by Askerøi and Viervoll as well as 

Moylan. The analyst then adopts the listener perspective of the recordist in order to find out 

what the recordist may have done in order to achieve the sound of the recording. 

 

Listening Conditions 

In this study the object of analysis is the recording as it is performed, produced, recorded, 

and mixed by the musicians and recordists. In other words, the study is concerned with how 

a song is transformed through the processes involved in record production, and it avoids 

questions concerning listening conditions, including playback equipment and environment. 

Still, listening conditions matter to my analyses—as has been pointed out by several 

researchers (see, for example, Lacasse, 2000; Rumsey, 2001; Walther-Hansen, 2012), 

playback conditions may hugely impact how listeners perceive the music. Like Walther-

Hansen (2012), however, I base my analyses on an ideal listening situation—that is, “a 

listening situation with the best possible circumstances for hearing the details of a stereo 
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recording” (p. 25). Furthermore, stable and familiar listening conditions allow one to best 

hear the differences between recordings, and thus what the recording sounds like rather than 

what the speakers and listening room sound like. This is how most recordists relate to their 

listening conditions as well: if the recordist has their own studio, the listening environment 

is a constant on which they can rely when making subtle changes to the sonic imprint of the 

music. In an unfamiliar space, such as when working in a studio that is new to them, the 

recordist will take time to get familiar with the listening conditions by listening to reference 

recordings.21 The recordist will then know how the speakers, the room, the converters, and 

so on affect the recorded sound.22 

 

The Virtual Recorded Space 

My focus on acousmatic intimacy demands the scrutiny of two related parameters of 

recordings: (1) the sound of individual sounds and their sonic placement within the mix; 

and (2) the overall sound of the production, including the spatiality that is implied by the 

recorded sound. I use the term sound in two main ways, based on Lelio Camilleri’s (2010) 

concept of global and local sonicprints, which denote, respectively, “a persistent overall 

sonic image in a piece or a collection of pieces, an album,” and “particular sounds, of an 

instrument or another sound source, which characterise that recording” (p. 210). The term 

sound thus encompasses the auditory output of single instruments or voices, as in “the 

sound of a guitar,” and the total sonic imprint of a recording, as a result of record 

production.23 A different approach to discussing recorded popular music sound involves the 

notion of spatiality, which arose in the 1990s through contributions such as Anne 

Danielsen’s second degree-level thesis on Prince’s Diamonds and Pearls album (1993; see 

also Danielsen, 1997), Moore’s Rock: The Primary Text (2001, 1st ed. 1993),24 David 

Gibson’s The Art of Mixing (1997), and Morten Michelsen’s (1997) doctoral dissertation on 

musical metaphors, then was sustained through Serge Lacasse’s work on vocal staging 

(2000), Moylan’s conception of the sound stage (2015, 1st ed. 2002), Peter Doyle’s account 

of the fabrication of space in pre-stereo popular music (2005), and Mads Walther-Hansen’s 

 
21 Recordings that the recordist knows well from listening to them in familiar environments. 
22 In a studio situation, the recordist can also compensate for the “saturation” from speakers by listening to 
different sets of speakers or through headphones, which have a significant impact on how the separation 
between the two stereo channels of the recording is perceived (Walther-Hansen, 2012). 
23 For theory related to the term “sound,” see, for example, Askerøi (2013); Brolinson and Larsen (1981); Katz 
(2010); Laing (1969); Théberge (1997); Wicke (2009). 
24 A third edition of Rock: The Primary Text has been published by Moore in collaboration with Remy Martin 
(Moore & Martin, 1993/2019). 
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study of the spatial perception of musical sounds (2012). 

The notion of a virtual recorded space has been promoted by all the aforementioned 

scholars in various ways as a means of describing key aspects of the recorded sound. The 

notion of the virtual is derived from Deleuze (1966/1991, 1977/2002) and refers to 

something that is real as well as complementary to rather than opposed to the actual. The 

virtual is something abstract that is equated with pure potentiality, meaning that it is a 

dimension of reality (Massumi, 2013). In the context of the virtual recorded space—like the 

projection of space on a television or computer screen—the virtual is something that is 

abstracted from and/or “projected” into the actual (or what actually appears). The projection 

then becomes actualized, while the space remains virtual. Consequently, virtual recorded 

spaces are not actual spaces but ones that are (actually) projected through loudspeakers into 

the actual space in which the speakers are located, and that may or may not realistically 

simulate any actual space (see Brøvig-Hanssen & Danielsen, 2013). 

Early models for theorizing sound in terms of spatiality include Moore’s sound box 

(2001, first introduced in Moore, 1992; see also Moore, 2012b) and Danielsen’s lydrom 

(Danielsen, 1993; later translated to English as “sound box”; see Danielsen, 1997). Moore 

describes the sound box as “a ‘virtual textural space,’ envisaged as an empty cube of finite 

dimensions, changing with respect to real time” (2001, p. 121). This model takes into 

account the sense of verticality that is metaphorically implied by the frequency register of 

the instruments,25 the depth provided by the “illusory sense that some sounds originate at a 

greater distance than others,” and the sense of “horizontal location, provided by the 

construction of the stereo image” (p. 121). 

While it is an adequate framework for analyzing the location of sounds in virtual 

space, Moore’s sound box fails to acknowledge certain aspects of recorded sound that are 

important to the record listening experience, such as what kinds of space the various sounds 

in a recording appear to occupy. After all, as Moore acknowledges, the sound box is a tool 

for “mapping” sounds as they are perceived to be located in a virtual recorded space 

(Dockwray & Moore, 2010; Moore, 2012b). Danielsen’s (1997) conception of the sound 

box, on the other hand, is meant to take into account the fragmented spatialities that were 

made possible with digital recording and audio manipulation technology, along with new 

ways of using that technology in the late 1980s and early 1990s.  

 
25 See, for example, Walther-Hansen (2012) and Hans T. Zeiner-Henriksen’s (2010a, 2010b) elaborations on 
the verticality metaphor in recorded sound. 
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In her description of the model—and especially her explanation of height as a matter 

of pitch and frequencies, in contrast to Moore’s focus on the tonal register of instruments—

Danielsen displays an interest in the overall “global” sound of the recording, rather than the 

representation of individual instruments within the recording:  
 
In order to grasp this fragmented sound, it seems useful to think of the sound as a three-
dimensional sound-box, with front-rear, left-right and high-low along the three axes. The 
positioning along the front-rear axis depends on a combination of the parameters timbre and 
dynamics. Left to right refers to the stereo-mix, while high to low is tied up to pitch and 
frequencies. While the term sound is a generalising description of the average totality of a 
song or a band, the sound-box is an attempt to differentiate within the same complex. It is an 
analytical tool directed towards processes within the sound, for example, radical change and 
the lack of continuity in time and/or space. (1997, p. 283, emphasis in original) 
 

With this conception of the sound box, Danielsen also invites discussion of the kinds of 

spatialities that are constructed in recordings as an integral part of record production. These 

aspects of virtual spatiality in recordings are studied further in Brøvig-Hanssen and 

Danielsen (2013), in which the authors discuss, among other things, how digital recording 

technology, such as digital reverb simulators, have facilitated the construction of surreal 

virtual spaces that would be impossible to replicate in actual space. 

The related concept of phonographic space is discussed at length by Walther-Hansen 

(2012), who considers the many ways in which we may perceive and interpret recorded 

sound: 
 

Phonographic space is in a very general sense an underlying medium or framework in which 
sounds are located to show themselves in a particular way. It is not only a perceived 
acoustic space but also an aesthetic space. It is an overall term for the different layers of 
spatial qualities or characteristics that a listener may potentially experience when listening 
to a recording. It does not have fixed dimensions, but it takes different shapes, depending on 
the particular track and the way we listen to it. Phonographic space thus has the broadness 
of the soundscape concept, although confined to the experience of space in a specific 
medium. (p. 12)26 

 

In referring to phonographic space as both acoustic and aesthetic, Walther-Hansen suggests 

the complexities of spatial perception in music—both the affordance of acoustic spaces and 

metaphorical and intertextual interpretations of space itself.27 He further distinguishes 

between our perception of space in everyday life—what he calls real space—and our 

 
26 The soundscape is likewise described by Schafer (1977/1994) as “any acoustic field of study. [. . .] We can 
isolate an acoustic environment as a field of study just as we can study the characteristics of a given 
landscape” (p. 7).  
27 Doyle (2005), for example, discusses the many potential metaphorical meanings of the use of echo and 
reverb in pre-stereo popular music. 
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perception of space when listening to recordings, which is similar to the Deleuzian sense of 

actual and virtual space described above and promoted by Brøvig-Hanssen and Danielsen 

(2013). 

Moylan (2012, 2015) conceptualizes the recorded space by emphasizing the 

tendency to compare recordings of recognizable instrumental sounds to an imaginary live 

equivalent—that is, the concert stage. He does so with what he refers to as the sound stage, 

a two-dimensional model in which the listener is placed in front of a perceived stage floor 

with width and depth that encompasses “the area within which all sound sources are 

perceived as being located” (2015, p. 52). With this model, Moylan considers how sounds 

can be “staged” across the width and depth axes using various production tools. Whereas 

the sound stage is introduced within an educational framework, showing prospective 

recordists how to conceive of their productions in terms of space,28 Morten Michelsen 

(1997) has argued that the concept can be used in the musicological analysis of popular 

music as well. 

Lacasse (2000) adds timbral shaping to the idea of staging in his account of the 

evocative power of the staging of the voice in record productions. For Lacasse, even voice 

manipulation that does not affect its location on the sound stage (as understood by 

Moylan)—such as distortion, phasing, chorus, and so on—can still impact the perception of 

the voice and the space in which it is supposedly located. Moylan would probably consider 

such voice manipulation as mere “effect.” 29 According to Lacasse, on the other hand, such 

voice manipulation can give rise to a range of connotations and effects whose “emergence” 

in the listener’s mind is not arbitrary but rather coherent. For example, he discusses how the 

use of stereo phasing effects can lend voices a sense of omnipresence or invasiveness. In 

the case of Pulp’s “I Spy” (Different Class, 1995), he writes: “Not only could the phasing 

effect be related to the spying obsession itself (inner turmoil) as expressed by the main 

character who spies on a couple: it also seems to support the image of an access inside the 

couple’s inner world” (Lacasse, 2000, p. 203). The effect is used in this song to support the 

 
28 Another educational spatial approach to record production worth mentioning is David Gibson’s The Art of 
Mixing (1997) and its accompanying video material, with which he shows how “great mixes” are created with 
the help of a set of visual representations based on a three-dimensional cuboid that are similar to Moore’s 
sound box illustrations (Dockwray & Moore, 2010; Moore, 2012b). 
29 Note, however, that Moylan does acknowledge how distance “is perceived as a definition of timbral detail” 
(2015, p. 211). Walther-Hansen makes a similar argument when he refers to listening tests performed by Jan 
Chomyszyn (1992) which demonstrate that listeners can estimate the distance of sounds based on timbral 
cues. 
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lyrics and the ways in which they situate the main character in relation to both the listener 

and other characters in the song. 

Lacasse clarifies that the concept of staging can be used with any sound source, and 

he has elsewhere used phonographic staging as a broader term that is not restricted to the 

voice (Lacasse, 2010). Simon Zagorski-Thomas has coined the related terms media-based 

staging (2009) and functional staging (2010). Media-based staging takes into account “how 

the aural ‘footprint’ of particular forms of mediation associated with audio reproduction 

media have been used to generate meaning within the production process” (2009, p. 1); it is 

thus concerned with associated rather than perceptual time and place. Functional staging, 

on the other hand, refers to the functional adaptation of productions for playback in 

particular situations: “The idea of functional staging is that certain forms of technological 

mediation are applied because they allow some types of recorded music to better fulfil their 

particular social function” (2010, p. 252). 

Several of the aforementioned approaches are based on James J. Gibson’s 

(1979/1986) theory of ecological perception, which suggests that we approach and 

understand new environments according to our previous experiences with similar 

environments (see also Clarke, 2010). Also relevant is Gibson’s theory of affordance, 

which describes the relationship between the needs and capacities of perceiving organisms 

and the properties of their environment, as well as the relationship between perception and 

action. This relationship is reciprocal in that the same object can afford different uses to 

different perceivers. Eric F. Clarke’s (2010) example of this notion is that “[t]o a human 

being, a wooden chair affords sitting on, while to a termite it affords eating” (p. 107). 

Similarly, recorded music affords certain kinds of listening. Walther-Hansen (2012) 

clarifies that auditory stimuli “do not prescribe how a listener perceives and responds to a 

piece of music but limit the range of possible response” (p. 104, emphasis in original; see 

also Clarke, 2005). As demonstrated by Brøvig-Hanssen and Danielsen (2013, 2016), 

Gibson’s theories can also be used to explain how virtual recorded spatiality becomes a 

central aspect of how music recordings mean something to listeners. Consequently, 

ecological perception and affordance also become relevant to the study of acousmatic 

intimacy, precisely because they explain how we perceive and interpret the distance of 

sounds based on their similarity to sounds we have heard before. 
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Interviews and Their Role in Hermeneutic Research 

The dissertation confronts not only the interpretation of meaning from music recordings but 

also the ways in which certain aspects of the creation of those recordings affect how they 

might be interpreted. This part of the research is based on existing theory on record 

production, in combination with my own experience from working in record production. As 

mentioned, the active application of theory in hermeneutic analyses reduces the sense of 

unidirectional subjectivity that might otherwise appear, though the theory would in any case 

also be subjected to the researcher’s interpretation. Theory does, however, make the 

researcher think differently and therefore points their subjectivity toward a sense of 

intersubjectivity that evokes Gadamer’s fusion of horizons. Since I am looking here at 

concrete examples of how production impacts the interpretation of music, my methodology 

also includes interviewing recordists about their approaches to actualizing their ideas about 

intimacy in their work. Interpretations of these interviews with people who have contributed 

to the production of the interpreted music recordings will supplement the other elements of 

the research as part of a holistic hermeneutic process. 

For the two case chapters, I conducted semi-structured, in-person one-on-one 

interviews with two recordists. The interviews were conducted in 2018. Both lasted for 

about 100 minutes, and were audio recorded and later transcribed. The questions I asked the 

interviewees revolved around how the interviewees relate to the idea of an “intimate sound” 

(if they did at all), what they meant when they described a sound as intimate, and why they 

would try to make a recording sound intimate.30 We discussed these questions in the context 

of two recordings (per interview) that I analyzed as part of the case chapters, so I could 

provide concrete examples of how the interviewees related to the concept of intimacy in 

their work. I did part of the theoretical work ahead of the interviews, then revised it as 

necessary while reacting to the interviews. Other theoretical work was inspired by the 

interviews and executed in its entirety afterward. In this way, the interviews did not dictate 

the direction of the research but rather served to moderate my theoretical tendencies and 

affinities by suggesting otherwise unanticipated theoretical directions. 

By discussing two recordings with each recordist, I have been able to compare not 

only the different approaches of different recordists but also the different approaches of the 

 
30 See the interview guide in appendix 1 for more detail. See also the information shared with the interviewees 
before the interviews in appendix 2. 
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same recordist as their role changes with the different musical material.31 The two 

recordists I interviewed have different backgrounds, having worked at different times and 

places in a constantly changing industry. One is a female producer, engineer, and mixer 

who started her career in the United States in the 1980s and worked with a range of artists 

until she turned to academia in 2000. The other is a male producer, songwriter, and 

musician who currently runs a studio in the United Kingdom and works mostly with indie 

artists and bands. Their insights and work thus inform the analyses from two different 

perspectives. While interviewing only two recordists does not lead to generalizable findings 

about how recordists relate to intimacy in their work, it does provide the opportunity for 

more profound accounts of each, as well as how their conceptions of intimacy in music 

overlap or differ with mine in relation to particular recordings. 

The choice of interviewees was limited by my network; one is part of the Art of 

Record Production community and the other I approached through a friend. Furthermore, I 

wanted to talk to recordists who had been involved in productions of recordings that I 

experienced as intimate in some way. In that way, I knew that I would have a starting point 

for the analyses. Additionally, the interviewee would then have an idea of what I meant 

with intimacy when we started the interviews. 

By analyzing and discussing two recordings per case chapter, I was able to compare 

each recordist’s performance in different contexts and demonstrate the complexity of their 

conceptions of intimacy better than what a single musical example would have allowed for. 

My original intention was to choose one of the two recordings myself and let the 

interviewee choose the other one, with the criteria that they had been involved in its 

production, as a producer, recording engineer, and/or mixer, and that they perceived it (or 

parts of it) as intimate-sounding. In that way, both my own subjectivity and that of each 

recordist would be represented in the choice of recordings, and the recordist could then to 

an increased extent affect my conceptualizing of acousmatic intimacy. This setup worked 

out well in one case, but for various reasons one of the interviewees was not able to suggest 

a recording for discussion before the interview. Hence, I picked both the recordings 

discussed and analyzed in chapter 6, but with the approval of the interviewee. 

I coded interviews using thematic analysis, which allowed me to identify anticipated 

 
31 The recordings also represent different levels of pre-knowledge. One is by an artist I have followed for 
some time but whose catalogue spans a wide range of styles, not all of which I know well. Another is by a 
personal friend whose music I became familiar with through the recording I discuss in this dissertation. The 
two remaining artists I discovered through my work on this project. These various levels of pre-knowledge 
obviously influence (and are to a certain extent reflected in) the analyses. 
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and unanticipated themes that emerged in the data (Braun & Clarke, 2008). My approach to 

thematic analysis was largely deductive, driven by theory as well as my preconceptions of 

acousmatic intimacy. At the same time, I was open to letting the interview data point to new 

theoretical directions, suggesting an inductive approach. As such, my approach can be 

described as abductive, in that theoretical preconceptions serve as “a source of inspiration 

for the discovery of patterns that bring understanding” (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018, p. 5; 

see also Hanson, 1958). My use of thematic analysis thus allowed me to test my early 

conceptions about acousmatic intimacy—that they resonate with the recordists—and to 

encounter new theoretical directions. 

The further processing of the codes and use of the interview data were also 

hermeneutic in nature, given that data always needs to be interpreted. In their guide “Doing 

Interview-Based Qualitative Research,” Eva Magnusson and Jeanne Marecek (2015) 

propose two fundamental questions: “What sense do people make in regard to the 

phenomenon that you are studying? What are the experiences that shape those meanings?” 

(p. 83). In the same way that we would interpret a text (such as a musical work or 

recording) in relation to its historical and cultural context by, for example, considering who 

the author (or composer or artist) was at the time of writing (or composing or recording), 

we can approach what the interviewee says not as a “fact” that needs no “validation” but as 

a layer of interpretation that is itself interpretable with regard to the subject being 

investigated. Consequently, the interview transcripts, like the theory, serve to moderate the 

music interpretations. The difference between them, of course, is that the theory tends to be 

general in nature in relation to the hermeneutic interpretations, whereas the interview data is 

directly related to the music interpretations, because the interviews are centered upon the 

production of the interpreted recordings. Furthermore, the theory contributes theoretical 

knowledge related to the subject of research (if not precisely the subject of this project as 

such), whereas the interviewees contribute practical knowledge. By encompassing all three 

kinds of text (theory, interviews, and music analyses), my research enabled three distinct 

knowledge resources to inform its interpretations and produce more nuanced findings. 

While a holistic hermeneutic approach does not reflect even an intersubjective truth 

or reality—because, in the end, it remains dependent on the researcher’s subjectivity—it is 

still valuable for inviting more profound reflection upon the specific reality being studied. 

Methods seeking intersubjective or even objective realities, on the other hand, are likely to 

suffer from a lack of such depth. For this project, such a method could be based on 

quantitative interviews with music listeners who respond to questions about their own 
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experiences with listening. The corresponding lack of depth would result partly from the 

fact that a study including statements from a range of music listeners would necessarily rely 

on the interviewees’ ability to express their musical experiences in written or spoken 

language. While many music listeners have immense knowledge about music, it can be hard 

to put this into words unless one has been trained to do so, and harder still to express 

oneself in terms other than those already found in the relevant research. These difficulties of 

expression require translation between two “realities”—something that further emphasizes 

the researcher’s interpretive role. By focusing instead on text interpretations in which my 

own subjectivity is central, I am able to explore the concept of acousmatic intimacy in more 

profound fashion. 

By cultivating the researcher’s subjectivity, moderated by input from theory and a 

few other subjectivities, the chosen methodology reflects the experiential nature of the 

concept of acousmatic intimacy. As mentioned above, I regard acousmatic intimacy as 

subjective to the individual listener but also influenced by what is going on in the recording 

itself. The questions of where and how reality “arises” (along with whose reality it is) are 

important ones that shed light upon certain limitations and advantages of research projects. 

In my project, that is, I have chosen a particular epistemological approach that leads to 

knowledge about a specific reality—my subjective reality. 

 

Outline of the Dissertation 

With this introduction, I have attempted to give a brief overview of what I will discuss 

throughout this dissertation, as well as an introduction to the conceptual framework of 

acousmatic intimacy. This framework will be discussed further in the first three chapters, 

which comprise the theoretical section of the dissertation, then tested in two case chapters 

through musical analysis and interviews with two recordists.  

Following this introduction, I have devoted two chapters to discussions of the ways 

in which intimacy is understood in existing research, both in relation to music and in daily 

life, in order to understand what acousmatic intimacy is. Chapter 2 starts with the notion 

that acousmatic intimacy is related to perceived physical proximity and examines perceived 

interpersonal proximity between the listener and a performer, between a performer and their 

instrument, and between two or more performers; it also addresses acousmatic intimacy as a 

feeling of being present in a small spatial environment. I unpack these relations via an 

adaptation of Joshua Meyrowitz’s (1986) concepts of “mediated” and “portrayed distance.” 
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Central to this chapter, then, is the idea that auditory signs of proximity can afford 

experiences of physical proximity in acousmatic sound. As such, it addresses some of the 

spatial aspects of sound that can trigger acousmatic intimacy. 

 Chapter 3 explores acousmatic intimacy as relational, including a specific form of 

interaction between the listener and recorded personas and spaces. The chapter begins with 

a brief review of intimacy as encompassing certain aspects of close relations, defined as a 

type of interaction, information, and/or exclusivity. I then turn to Moore’s (2012b) 

understanding of the artist persona to consider how such aspects of intimacy can be evoked 

in and with recorded music. In addition, the chapter links acousmatic intimacy to concepts 

of authenticity and liveness as well as extimacy, in order to explain how recordings can 

evoke experiences of intimacy when the “criteria” for intimacy are not in place, as is the 

case in acousmatic listening situations. 

In chapter 4, I discuss how the development of studio technology and techniques has 

influenced acousmatic intimacy, starting with the invention of the electric microphone. As 

new approaches to reproducing sound have emerged, listeners’ tolerance for the results has 

developed as well, and, consequently, the sound of acousmatic intimacy is always 

changing. I further argue that these developments in what is experienced as intimate and in 

how acousmatic intimacy is afforded in production often operate at the margins of what 

technology and listeners’ tolerance allow for, and in turn result in an exaggerated sense of 

intimacy—that is, a hyperintimacy. 

In the two case chapters, I analyze and discuss examples of how experiences of 

intimacy are afforded to listeners through the ways in which music is produced (performed, 

recorded, and mixed), complemented by interviews with two recordists who were involved 

in the production of those tracks. The four recordings discussed in the chapters exemplify 

two recordists’ different approaches to producing music as well as the ways in which their 

conceptions of intimacy inform their work and produce recordings that afford acousmatic 

intimacy. 

In chapter 5, I analyze Siv Jakobsen’s “To Leave You” (2017) and Jordan 

Mackampa’s “Teardrops in a Hurricane” (2017), informed by an interview with the British 

producer, songwriter, and musician Matt Ingram. The discussion focuses on how perceived 

proximity signifies a physical closeness that in turn can trigger an experience of intimacy. 

In both examples, lyrical narratives—which themselves can be interpreted as intimate—are 

emphasized by the staging of sounds in the recorded space, in ways that also evoke 

hyperintimacy.  
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In chapter 6, I discuss David Byrne’s “My Love Is You” (1994) and Bumcello’s “Je 

Ne Sais Quality” (2012) in the context of discussions with US producer, engineer, and 

mixer Susan Rogers. The analyses start from Rogers’s conception of intimacy as a feeling 

of direct access to the musicians’ creative intention free of any inhibitions while 

demonstrating that this impression can be given through various auditory clues. Rather than 

a perceived physical and emotional closeness between the listener and the lead performer, 

the two recordings afford a perceived engagement with the processes of performing and 

making music. They also demonstrate how the exposure of both human and technological 

vulnerability can afford an experience of intimacy. 

Chapter 7 concludes the dissertation by summarizing the findings and considering 

their contribution to popular musicological analysis, the practice of record production, and a 

general understanding of how music means. 
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Chapter 2 

Perceptions of Physical Proximity 

In this chapter, I examine some possible understandings of acousmatic intimacy, based on a 

conception of intimacy as closely related to physical proximity. This conception will be 

used as a background to explain a range of possible relations between recorded performers, 

and between listeners and performers, that may be described as intimate. Understanding 

acousmatic intimacy purely as perceived physical relations is a problematic approach, and 

this chapter is accordingly not intended to be a thorough theorizing of acousmatic intimacy. 

It will instead supply a backdrop for the following chapters, where I discuss acousmatic 

intimacy as a feeling of relation that can potentially be triggered or afforded by perceived 

proximity in recorded sound.32 Little research has been conducted on acousmatic intimacy 

in music, including recorded music, at least in any depth. “Intimacy” and “intimate” rather 

describe certain types of sounds or notions in analyses of musical space. More specifically, 

“intimate” is often used to describe a proximate sound—that is, a sound that appears to be 

very close to the listener (see, for example, Doyle, 2005; Frith, 1986; Lockheart, 2003).33 

Research on popular music sound and record production, with a few exceptions, seems to 

use the term intimacy somewhat synonymously with proximity, whereas, within discourses 

such as psychology, sociology, and philosophy, the concept implies something more than 

that. Before moving on to other attempts to define intimacy in a more general sense, I will 

review some examples of how the term has been used in the context of popular music 

studies and studies on record production. 

Premised on the idea that a recording can be conceptualized as a virtual space that 

consists of a height, a depth, and a width dimension (see the discussions of spatiality in the 

previous chapter), I suggest two ways of understanding acousmatic intimacy in terms of 

 
32 Proximity is used throughout this dissertation to refer to closeness (usually in a physical sense) and should 
not be confused with the proximity effect of directional microphones, although these are certainly related. 
With regard to record production, the technical term “proximity effect” labels the tendency of directional 
microphones to boost low-frequency content when they are placed close to the source (Eargle, 2005).  
33 Various articles and reviews in Sound on Sound also underline this link between proximity and intimacy—
for example, Paul White (2009) suggests that “[c]ompression can also help to bring out the breath details on 
an intimate vocal part, making it feel much closer to the listener.” 
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perceived physical proximity: (1) as perceived interpersonal proximity and (2) as the 

feeling of being present in a small spatial environment. Whereas intimacy clearly evokes a 

small amount of space between two people, it also evokes the small spaces in a home, for 

example, or in specific rooms within a home. Furthermore, small spaces imply proximity 

because they allow such little distance between people within them. In what follows, I will 

discuss these two different types of intimacy, starting with intimacy understood as 

interpersonal proximity.  

 

Intimacy as Interpersonal Proximity  

As a point of departure, I will use Edward Hall’s (1969/1990) description of intimacy as a 

matter of a small distance between two persons, since several of the existing conceptions of 

intimacy in popular music and record production research draw on Hall (Brøvig-Hanssen, 

2013; Dibben, 2013; Moore, 2012b; Moore, Schmidt, & Dockwray, 2009; Zagorski-

Thomas, 2014).34 Hall addresses intimacy through proxemics, a term he uses to define “the 

interrelated observations and theories of man’s use of space” (1969/1990, p. 101). 

According to Hall, several receptors are at play in our perception of space, and they fall into 

two categories: 

 
1. The distance receptors—those concerned with examination of distant objects—the eyes, 

the ears, and the nose. 
2. The immediate receptors—those used to examine the world close up—the world of 

touch, the sensations we receive from the skin, membranes, and muscles. (Hall, 
1969/1990, p. 41) 

 

Distance receptors are non-tactile, whereas immediate receptors are tactile. Intimate 

distance is thus something that we sense and feel in multiple ways. In acousmatic 

intimacy—that is, intimacy where the “other” is only heard and not sensed in other ways—

the distance receptors, and specifically the ears, are most relevant, since we are not able to 

touch the other person. However, due to the multimodal nature of human perception (see, 

for example, Jensenius, 2007), previous experience from other types of sensory reception 

may still inform our perception of space as well as intimacy. 

Hall (1969/1990) further identifies four proxemic distance zones in human distance 

perception, based on interviews with and observations of people primarily belonging to a 

 
34 See also Joshua Meyrowitz (1986) and Arnt Maasø’s (2008) related discussions of the proxemics of 
mediated voices. 
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specific segment of the US population—that is, middle-class adults from the northern east 

coast. In particular, Hall gathered data on the participants’ bodily behavior in interpersonal 

interactions at various distances, then assigned their regulatory mechanisms to one of four 

categories that became his zones of experienced distance: “public distance,” “social 

distance,” “personal distance,” and “intimate distance.” He further divides these zones into 

close and far phases according to their reaches (how close another person was to the 

interviewee) measured in feet (see table 1). 

 

Intimate distance 
Close phase: 0–0.5 feet (≈ 0–0.2 m) 

Far phase: 0.5–1.5 feet (≈ 0.2–0.5 m) 

Personal distance 
Close phase: 1.5–2.5 feet (≈ 0.5–0.8 m) 

Far phase: 2.5–4 feet (≈ 0.8–1.2 m) 

Social distance 
Close phase: 4–7 feet (≈ 1.2–2.1 m) 

Far phase: 7–12 feet (≈ 2.1–3.7 m) 

Public distance 
Close phase: 12–25 feet (≈ 3.7–7.6 m) 

Far phase: 25 feet or more (≈ 7.6 m) 

Table 1. Hall’s distance zones (1969/1990, pp. 116–24). 
 

Hall emphasizes that the distance data resulting from these observations and 

interviews are not generalizable to all human behavior—the limits of the distance zones 

vary between and within cultures. Furthermore, he points out that people’s feelings about 

one another also impact how they use, experience, and regulate distance. For example, 

“people who are very angry or emphatic about the point they are making will move in close, 

they ‘turn up the volume,’ as it were, by shouting. Similarly—as any woman knows—one 

of the first signs that a man is beginning to feel amorous is his move closer to her” 

(1969/1990, p. 108). This observation, however cringeworthy today, illustrates that our 

sense of space is not static but rather, as Hall argues throughout his book, determined by 

sociocultural factors. Joshua Meyrowitz (1986) summarizes Hall’s conclusion as follows: 

“Man’s perception and use of space are apparently biologically based, but they are modified 

by culture” (p. 255). In other words, Hall’s categories are relevant to all human beings, even 

though the distances that delimit them will vary depending on individual and contextual or 

cultural differences. As a framework of characteristics associated with relative distances, I 

found them useful in a practical sense in my study of acousmatic intimacy as well. 
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 In what follows, I will concentrate on what Hall calls “intimate distance.” As seen in 

table 1, the two phases of intimate distance range from zero to 1.5 feet—understandably, 

Hall uses “intimate” here to label a relatively narrow zone at the closest distance in which 

people communicate. At this distance, both immediate and distance receptors come into 

play, and due to intensified sensory input, the presence of the other person can be 

overwhelming: “Sight (often distorted), olfaction, heat from the other person’s body, sound, 

smell, and feel of breath all combine to signal unmistakable involvement with another 

body” (1969/1990, p. 116). Hall points out that, in the close phase of intimate distance, 

physical contact, or an awareness of its possibility, is present for both people, and the use of 

distance receptors is largely limited to olfaction and heat sensation. Hall further claims that 

whispering tends to expand this sense of distance. Conversely, in the far phase, immediate 

receptors give way to vision and sound, though certain visual aspects become distorted so 

that details of the other person appear larger than life. 

Regarding sound at an intimate distance, Hall finds that the voice is used only at a 

very low level, given the affordances of such a small space, which does not require a loud 

voice (which would likely be received as unpleasant). As Hall’s research implies, one 

prerequisite for our perception of sounds as intimate is that we perceive them as embodied 

within a context of perceived physical closeness. How do we do this, though, when the 

complementary body is not physically present, as is the case for recorded music?35 To 

answer this question, I turn first to Zachary T. Wallmark’s (2014) application of the notion 

of affordance, a key concept in ecological perception and embodied cognition36 (see, for 

example, Clarke, 2005; Gibson, 1979/1986): “timbre is the sonic consequence of material 

interaction,” and “timbral perception is also grounded in shared human embodiment” 

(Wallmark, 2014, p. 36, emphasis in original). The affordance theory also explains that the 

way we interact with our environment is affected by which actions that environment affords 

us, or, as Eric F. Clarke (2007) puts it: “[W]hen people perceive objects and events, they 

perceive what they can do with or about them” (p. 28). That is to say, in intimate situations 

we use the voice in ways that produce certain timbres because these spatial conditions 

 
35 This split between original and recorded/reproduced sound has been addressed by R. Murray Schafer 
(1977/1994) with the term schizophonia, or “the splitting of sounds from their original contexts” (p. 88). Other 
scholars argue that the visual separation of sound from its source (the acousmatic listening situation) prompts 
the listener to wonder what causes the sound (Altman, 1980; Chion, 1990/1994; Corbett, 1990; Smalley, 
1997). 
36 Embodied music cognition is a paradigm within music research that promotes the importance of bodily 
involvement in perception of music. See Leman, Maes, Nijs, & Van Dyck (2018) for an introduction to 
embodied music cognition. 
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afford such ways. To return to Hall’s example, we use a low voice at an intimate distance 

because that is what the distance affords, and we perceive certain timbres as intimate 

because we associate them with this particular shared human embodiment at this particular 

distance.  

 For Hall, then, intimacy, or at least intimate distance, implies physical proximity 

between people and affords certain types of communication. For example, for the close 

phase of intimacy, Hall mentions “love-making and wrestling, comforting and protecting” 

(1969/1990, p. 117). Moreover, particular ways of perceiving another person through 

multiple sensory receptors are connected to both phases of intimate distance. For the far 

phase, Hall mentions the physical discomfort that people feel when others are 

“inappropriately inside the intimate sphere,” due to distortion of the visual system that 

happens at such close distances (1969/1990, p. 118). He also observes that the voice is used 

at a low level or through whispering. According to Martin Joos (1962), as quoted by Hall, 

this use of the voice may “remind [. . .] the addressee of some feeling . . . inside the 

speaker’s skin” (1969/1990, p. 118). Such a voice may even imply a closeness beyond that 

enabled by physical proximity, as it draws the listener almost into the speaker. 

As suggested above, the voice plays a key role in our perception of intimacy, 

precisely because both the actual and the intended distance of a voice can be determined by 

a listener based on its sonic characteristics. In other words, we can hear when a voice is 

close, as well as when it is intended to have only a limited reach. Such differences in the 

sonic characteristics related to distance may also be relevant to sounds other than the voice, 

as we will see later in this chapter. Likewise related to the way in which intimacy may be 

understood as a perceived proximity between a listener and a performer, or between two 

performers, is Meyrowitz’s (1986) distinction between “mediated distance” and “portrayed 

distance” in his analyses of spatial relationships as displayed through the television camera. 

“Mediated distance” is the perceived distance between the viewer and the content 

(including people) of the image, whereas “portrayed distance” concerns the spatial 

relationships that are displayed within the image. 

Similarly, Simon Zagorski-Thomas (2014) suggests that staging in recorded music 

involves both the perceived spatial relationships between the different performers in the 

recording (that is, portrayed distance within the aural medium) and the relationship between 

the recorded performer(s) and the listener (that is, mediated distance between the medium 

and the audience). He identifies two other aspects related to the perception of spatial 

relationships within a recording as well: “the nature of the environment in which the event 
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is happening and everybody’s position in that environment” (p. 73). Whereas the former 

refers to the virtual external boundaries of a recorded space (size, shape, and perhaps also 

surface materials), as I will discuss later in this chapter, the latter refers to both the 

portrayed distance between the performers in a recording as perceived by the listener and 

the mediated distance between performers and listener that results from the performers’ 

perceived position. 

In translating the conception of intimacy as physical proximity between two people 

to the domain of recorded music, then, I propose a concept of acousmatic intimacy based on 

two types of distance relationships and related to Meyrowitz’s distinction above. These two 

types may be active simultaneously: 

  

1. A mediated intimacy that relates to a perceived proximity between the listener 

and a recorded performer. 

2. A portrayed intimacy relating to a perceived proximity between two or more 

performers in a recording, as perceived by the listener.  

 

In what follows, I will elaborate on these two categories and consider how the “nature of 

the environment” of a recorded space may affect the perception of such relations. 

 

Mediated Intimacy 

Perceived proximity between listener and performer, or mediated intimacy, is the approach 

to intimacy and intimate sound that is most widely discussed in literature on popular music 

and record production. Allan F. Moore (2012b), for example, applies Hall’s proxemic zones 

to his discussion of the relationship between artist persona and listener. For Moore, the 

artist persona is the sonic representation of the “lead” performer in a recording—usually a 

singer—that results from a combination of the performance, the recording technique, and 

the sound manipulation. In short, then, the artist persona is a “sonic person” that the listener 

imagines based on what they hear in the recording.37 Verifying Hall’s findings, Moore 

concludes that “recognition of the distance between a speaker and a listener is crucial in 

determining the type of relationship they manifest during the course of their interaction, and 

is particularly determined by both olfactory and visual signals” (2012b, p. 185). This 

relationship cannot be directly translated to sound, “but it can be addressed through a 

 
37 This understanding of persona has been subject to critique, which I come back to in chapter 3. 
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modification of proxemics to refer to recorded presences” (pp. 185–86, emphasis in 

original). Moore further links proxemics to both the perceived distance between a persona 

and the listener, and the relationship between a persona and what he calls “the personic 

environment,” which comprises textural setting, harmonic setting, and narrative structure. 

In the context of recorded sound, the personic environment is the sonic environment in 

which the persona is set, including, for example, the instruments that do not represent the 

persona but provide a context in which the persona is interpreted.38 Moore’s two relations 

resonate with Zagorski-Thomas’s two elements of spatial relationships mentioned above 

(nature of environment and location within environment). 

 Moore summarizes the musical features of Hall’s four proxemic zones in a table 

with columns for the distance between persona and listener (including degrees of 

intervention between persona and musical material), the relationship between persona and 

environment, and the articulation of persona (see Moore, 2012b, p. 187).39 In the intimate 

zone, the distance between persona and listener is very close (Moore, similar to Hall, 

describes it as a “touching distance”), with no intervening musical material. The persona is 

set in front of the environment with a high degree of separation from it, meaning that the 

vocal is situated at the very front of the sound box. Furthermore, the persona in the intimate 

zone is characterized by “[c]lose-range whisper,” “clarity of vocal sounds (coughs, breath 

intake),” and lyrical content that suggests intimacy or potential physical contact (p. 187). 

Moore, then, relies heavily on Hall’s description of intimate distance while also 

encompassing other non-voice vocal sounds (Hall takes breath into account, but only the 

heat and smell of it, not its sound). 

In this way, Moore’s description of sounds in the intimate zone resonates with 

William Moylan’s (2015) description of proximity as “the space that immediately surrounds 

the listener, and [that] is the listener’s own personal space” (p. 218). According to Moylan, 

whose approach is grounded in his instruction regarding the use music production tools to 

produce certain sonic characteristics and effects, proximate sounds should appear to be very 

close, as though they originate in the area also occupied by the listener. Moylan thus uses 

the term proximity to describe a specific sonic effect that results from specific production 

and mixing techniques (though it also evokes aspects of proximate sounds in everyday 

 
38 I will discuss and problematize Moore’s notion of persona and personic environment in the following 
chapter. 
39 Arnt Maasø (2008) presents a similar table, but it addresses mediated sound in general and is less specific 
regarding popular music sound. 
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unmediated situations.) Although Moylan does not explicitly discuss proximity in relation 

to intimacy, his use of the term bears a strong resemblance to both Hall and Moore’s 

descriptions of the intimate zone, in that it also deals with sounds that originate near the 

listener. However, Hall and Moore’s use of the term intimacy carries with it certain 

associations to interpersonal relations that proximity does not (I will elaborate on this in the 

next chapter). Recall, as well, that Moore’s approach to music analysis draws on ecological 

perception by interpreting musical sounds based on their similarity to prior embodied 

experiences of sound in various musical and everyday contexts (see, for example, Clarke, 

2005; Gibson, 1979/1986; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980).40 As such, any experience of intimacy 

in a recorded sound draws on previous experiences of sounds in intimate situations. 

The theory discussed above concerns intimacy in terms of proximity or closeness 

between people. Moore also only discusses intimacy in relation to the singing voice, 

possibly because it is a clear signifier of persona. How, then, might the concept of intimacy 

be relevant to the perceived proximity between a listener and, for example, an instrument? 

Several researchers defend their privileging of the voice by referring to the fact that most 

people have one and are used to communicating with and relating to voices (see, for 

example, Lacasse, 2000; Middleton, 1990). The voice is also produced by the human body 

and can for that reason be regarded as more intimate than an instrument by default. 

Instruments are not something that “everyone” has experience with, at least not as deeply as 

the voice. In general, the link between instrumental sounds and intimacy is more diffuse. 

Still, instrumental sounds are regularly described as intimate. For example, in an interview 

about his 2018 album Singularity, Jon Hopkins characterizes the sonic result of miking the 

piano very close to the hammers: “it’s as intimate and wooden and real-sounding as 

possible” (Smith, 2018, n.p.). Another example is found in Spitfire Audio’s description of 

its “Gwilym Simcock Felt Piano” sample library: “Another felted, soft and very intimate 

piano” (“Product focus,” 2018). Lastly, in a Sound on Sound article, the writer mentions 

close-miking a harpsichord (a “rock & roll” technique, according to him) in order to give it 

an “intimate feel” (Anderton, 2009). Despite the evident distance of the musical instrument 

from the assumed intimacy of the human body (at least in comparison to the voice), its 

sounds clearly evoke intimacy when they are perceived as close, realistic, or softly played.  

 
40 See also Zagorski-Thomas’s (2014) application of ecological perception and embodied cognition in relation 
to record-production studies. 
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One obvious approach to understanding instrumental sounds as intimate, then, is to 

compare them to human voices. According to Wallmark (2014), we perceive timbre in 

instrumental sounds partly based on their similarities to the human voice. In his account of 

timbre embodiment, he claims that many dimensions of timbre are understood via the given 

sound’s mimetic similarities to vocal expression, in two manners: actual vocal mimesis, 

which refers to “instruments (generally aerophones) that rely on bodily acts also associated 

with the production of voice, such as movement of the vocal tract, tongue, and lips,” and 

sonic vocal mimesis, which describes how “an instrument can have an acoustic profile that 

closely resembles a voice […] For example, the inharmonic elements of an overblown 

saxophone might, in the physical world, resemble the inharmonicity of an aroused voice” 

(Wallmark, 2014, pp. 46–47, emphasis in original). The latter quality is actually relevant to 

most acoustic instruments, as inharmonic elements often arise upon greater intensity of 

playing. I would also propose that acoustic instruments mimic the timbral aspects of a voice 

at an intimate distance, because the consequent lack of inharmonic elements results in 

“soft” sounds. This approach to “instrumental” sonic intimacy suggests, then, that we 

interpret instrumental sounds in much the same way as we interpret voices, and that they 

share certain associations. 

Machine voices can also be compared to the human voice. Dominic Pettman (2017) 

touches on this possibility in a discussion of film critic Robert Ebert’s customized text-to-

speech software, which is centered on a synthesized voice based on recordings of Ebert’s 

own voice. After Ebert lost his voice in a series of surgeries, he remained able to speak with 

a voice that both he and others would recognize as his—although, as Pettman comments, 

one “with a robotic tinge to it” (p. 9). Ebert’s synthesized voice shared timbral content with 

his natural voice and thus sounded similar to it. While the sound of this text-to-speech 

software is not necessarily “instrumental” in a musical sense, Pettman’s example 

demonstrates that we recognize the human-ness of sounds by comparing them to our idea of 

human voices. A somewhat similar example comes from Ragnhild Brøvig-Hanssen and 

Anne Danielsen’s (2016) analysis of the heavily pitch-corrected voices in the Bon Iver track 

“Woods,” from the EP Blood Bank (2009). The authors direct attention to the way in which 

artifacts resulting from heavy pitch correction—including “square”-shaped shifts between 

notes and “warbling” pitch as the pitch-correction tool struggles to find the right tone—

evoke a vulnerability in the technology that suggests human imperfection, and that leads us, 

as Brøvig-Hanssen and Danielsen paraphrase Nicola Dibben (2009a), to “humanize the 

machine” (Brøvig-Hanssen & Danielsen, 2016, p. 126). As I will return to in chapter 3, 
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such a vulnerability often works as a marker of acousmatic intimacy, precisely because it 

invites the listener to trespass beyond the “perfected” façade of the professional musician.  

 In addition to the ways in which instruments and machines can sonically resemble 

the human voice’s timbre, they can also evoke its behavior in intimate contexts. In Moore’s 

table of proxemic zones, cited above, the intimate persona is partly rendered through a 

unique clarity of vocal sounds, including coughs and the intake of breath (we might also 

mention clicks of the tongue and noises from swallowing). In non-mediated situations, such 

sounds can only be heard when one is very close to the origin and the accompanying voice 

is too low to mask them. The presence of those sounds, conversely, indicates the nearness 

of the speaker. With instruments, as well, we hear more of their mechanical noises—such as 

the damper felts of a piano being lifted off the strings, the tapping of piano keys, or fingers 

squeaking across guitar strings—when we are very close and the performance intensity is 

low. There is also the related implication of such instrumental sounds that the performer is 

nearby as well.41 

Another aspect of the intimate relation of voice and instrument is the fact that 

musical instruments are usually played by human musicians. Moore (2012b) argues: “When 

we listen ecologically, we inevitably note the inevitability of the relationship between 

musicians and the sounds they make (whether voices, instruments, or electronic boxes)” (p. 

259). The fact that there is always a musician, or at least a potential musician, behind a 

musical sound impacts our interpretation of those sounds. Jason Toynbee (2000) associates 

this embodied interpretation of instrumental sounds with ventriloquism, referring to the 

production of voice in such a way that it appears to come from somewhere other than the 

body of the speaker. For Toynbee, the way in which a ventriloquist’s dummy can be made 

to speak with what is actually the ventriloquist’s voice recalls the way in which an 

instrument in a recording can be made to “speak” with its musician’s “voice.” The 

instrument can then be perceived as an extension of the musician’s mind and body. This 

link in turn evokes Martin Heidegger’s (1927/1962) notion of the “ready-to-hand” entity, 

which describes the nature, or Being, of something that has a purpose or function. The 

ready-to-hand entity has “a usability that belongs to it essentially” (1927/1962, p. 99)—an 

unfulfilled purpose that is only temporarily fulfilled when it is actually used for that 

 
41 Such interpretations of instrumental sounds as intimate depend to some extent on the listener’s knowledge 
of how various instruments produce sound. Zagorski-Thomas (2018) counters, however, that due to motor-
mimetic perception most listeners are able to recognize certain basic aspects of how sounds are produced, 
such as how hard a drum is stroked or a string is picked. 
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purpose. “Purpose” here refers not to what the thing in question is designed for but to what 

its user wants to achieve with it. The purpose of a ready-to-hand entity is thus closely linked 

to its affordances—a stapler, for example, may have the purpose of joining several pages 

together or of driving a nail when a hammer is not available, among other things.42 For an 

object to be ready-to-hand, its user must already know how to use it for their purpose. 

Consequently, a musical instrument is ready-to-hand when a musician is able to 

successfully use it to make music, precisely because it then fulfills its purpose (defined by 

the musician) by serving as an extension of the musician in making music.43  

Musical instruments and their sound thus act as extensions of musicians in a manner 

reminiscent of ventriloquism and the notion of being ready-to-hand. This relation has two 

implications for instrumental acousmatic intimacy. One is that a proximate-sounding 

instrument, interpreted in terms of the sonic characteristics of a proximate-sounding voice, 

may suggest that the musician playing the instrument is at an intimate distance from the 

listener. The other is that there is an inherently intimate connection between a musician and 

their instrument when they play it, since the instrument is not only close to the musician but 

also almost a part of them (depending to some extent on the musician’s competence)—think 

of Tal Wilkenfeld and her bass guitar, Jimi Hendrix and Annie Clark (St. Vincent) and their 

guitars, and Booker T. Jones and the Hammond organ. Understanding instruments and their 

sounds not only as similar to human voice but also as extensions of the musician helps us 

extend the idea of intimacy as proximity to many more aspects of recorded music. 

 

Portrayed Intimacy 

Portrayed intimacy refers to proximate distance between performers and concerns the 

perceived spatial relationships among the different performers in a recording, from the 

listener’s perspective. This concept builds on Zagorski-Thomas’s (2014) second aspect of 

considering spatial relationships in recorded music—namely, the perceived position of 

every musician in the recorded space. In order for two sounds in a recording, such as two 

 
42 A musical example is the turntable: for a hi-fi enthusiast, its purpose is to make audible the contents of 
good-quality records as they were recorded, mixed, and mastered; for a scratch DJ, its purpose is to afford the 
making of new music by scratching. 
43 The opposite of a ready-to-hand entity is a “present-at-hand” entity—that is, something that is “to be given 
as an object to a theoretical gaze” (Fried & Polt, 2014, p. xii). The instrument becomes present-at-hand when 
it cannot be used because, for example, it is broken or lacks certain parts. It therefore cannot be used by the 
musician to convey music. However, as Heidegger makes clear, the entity—in this case, the instrument—then 
takes on a different being as ready-to-hand, as something that must be fixed or replaced or used for something 
other than its original purpose. 
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voices, to appear intimate in relation to one another, they must be perceived as being 

positioned close together—consider, for example, Nick Cave and Kylie Minogue’s duet 

“Where the Wild Roses Grow” (Murder Ballads, 1996). This aspect of recorded-music 

intimacy is little discussed in studies of record production and popular music, though Peter 

Doyle (2005) considers the interesting case of Mary Ford’s “self-harmonizing” in her 

recordings with Les Paul from the 1940s. Doyle describes Paul’s revolutionary technique of 

recording multiple takes of Ford singing along to herself, so that the listener would hear a 

small choir consisting of Ford multiples locked in synchrony. In terms of embodiment and 

ventriloquism, such self-harmonizing is inherently intimate, since the voices represent 

performers who are not just proximate but the same.44 

My notion of portrayed intimacy also intersects with the idea of the instrument as an 

extension of the musician, as well as the perceived intimacy between a singer-

instrumentalist’s voice and their instrument. Denis Smalley (2007) observes: “Sounding 

body and performance gesture are physically indissolubly linked in intimate space. String, 

and some wind performers are entwined with their instrument, in some cases in types of 

characteristic embrace, whereas other performer-instrument spaces are more prosthetic” (p. 

41). In other words, the musician and their instrument are always physically close 

(although, as Smalley points out, some instruments extend past the intimate space and into 

the personal). This intimate relation can also arise between a singer and an instrument 

played by someone else—consider Adele’s voice in recordings such as “Someone Like 

You” (21, 2011), for example, in the intimate company of a very present-sounding piano. 

An immediate interpretation of this type of staging is that it is Adele herself who is playing 

the piano. The piano sounds a bit further away than the vocal, but its centered positioning 

and role as the sole non-human sound source gives the listener a strong impression of a self-

accompanying singer.45 This impression is contradicted by several videos of Adele 

performing the song with someone else at the piano (Adele, 2011), as well as by the fact 

that Dan Wilson plays the piano on the recording (“Adele [3]—21,” n.d.). Absent these 

visual affordances to steer our spatial perception of the recording, however, we tend to hear 

the song differently. 

 
44 A similar technique is used with heavily pitch-corrected multiples of one voice in Bon Iver’s “Woods,” 
which, according to Brøvig-Hanssen and Danielsen (2016), results in a digital choir that can be interpreted as 
representing the inner voices of the song’s protagonist. 
45 In a Sound on Sound mix review of this song, Mike Senior (2011) applauds the engineers for “wrapping the 
piano’s sonics neatly around the vocal” (n.p.). 
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Such portrayed distance relations between two sounds or performers are not 

necessarily more intimate in themselves than other relations in a recording, in terms of how 

they sound, but our experience of seeing live performances of duets and singer-

instrumentalists point our interpretation of the spatiality toward the intimate. Even in cases 

where two singers or a voice and an instrument are recorded at separate points in time and 

in separate rooms, we may perceive the recording otherwise due to the audiovisual 

experience of live performances and the other factors discussed above. 

 

Intimate Acoustic Environments: Portrayed Subjective Intimacy 

A final aspect of the discussion of how acousmatic intimacy resembles a perceived 

proximity between elements within the recorded space is the impact of the perceived spatial 

environment of the recording, or what Zagorski-Thomas (2014) refers to as “the nature of 

the environment in which the event is happening” (p. 73). This perceived environment 

impacts the listener in two respective manners recalling Meyrowitz’s (1986) subdivision of 

portrayed distance as objective and subjective. Whereas the former refers to distance 

relations within a television image where the viewer is given the role of a detached 

observer, the latter refers to images in which the camera assumes the point of view of a 

character and thus brings the viewer “into” the image. 

 As discussed in chapter 1, the spatial environment of the recording is a much-

explored subject in research on recorded music. Scholars have described how recorded 

spatialities may (or may not) simulate actual spaces (see, e.g., Brøvig-Hanssen & 

Danielsen, 2013; Brøvig-Hanssen & Danielsen, 2016; Doyle, 2005; Lacasse, 2000; 

Zagorski-Thomas, 2010), as well as how certain recorded spatialities may allude to the 

intimate environments of the home, such as the bedroom or living room (see, for example, 

Kraugerud, 2016, 2017; Truppin, 1992).46 

One way to approach the idea of intimate spatial environments in recordings is to 

consider the extent to which a recorded space might realistically resemble an actual intimate 

space. Any perception of an intimate space necessarily depends on coherence between 

one’s conception of the sound of an intimate space and what one hears in the music. I have 

argued elsewhere, for example, that short but pronounced reverberation evocative of that of 

relatively small rooms with no acoustic dampening or other acoustic treatment may enhance 

a sense of intimacy, because people associate such acoustics with the intimacy of small 

 
46 I will come back to why such spaces can be considered intimate in chapter 3. 
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spaces (Kraugerud, 2016). Similarly, Tor Halmrast (2018) suggests that it “is often assumed 

that direct sound alone is perceived as most ‘intimate,’ but early reflection might also 

indicate that we are together with the performer in a small ‘box’” (p. 345). While Halmrast 

may not have a living room or a bathroom in mind, the small box would likely have a 

similar relation (as the bathroom or living room) between a minimal sense of spaciousness 

and strong spatial impression. According to David Griesinger (1997), spaciousness refers to 

the perception of being in a large and enveloping space, whereas spatial impression 

describes the degree to which we perceive that we are in an enclosed space: 
 
[O]ne might perceive very little spatial impression while listening in a small, highly 
absorbing room, but a highly reflecting room of the same size might give a strong spatial 
impression. However, by definition the sound of such a room would not be spacious. 
(Griesinger, 1997, p. 721) 

 

Rooms in the home are often associated with less than ideal acoustics. Still, the ambience of 

such rooms is sometimes simulated in the factory presets for software reverb plugins 

labeled “Warm living room,”47 “Bedroom,” “Bathroom,” and even “Bathroom (guest).”48 

This might indicate that such normally undesirable acoustics are sometimes wanted for 

providing a recording with a sense of home-like intimacy. 

An understanding of intimacy as related to a small physical environment further 

implies proximity in that environment’s necessarily short distances (between listener and 

performer, or between two or more performers). A striking example of this production 

effect is found in the acoustic version of Sigrid’s “Strangers” (Strangers [Remixes], 2018), 

in which the voice sounds very proximate (the result of low-intensity singing close to the 

microphone in a breathy voice with some tongue clicks) while also featuring subtle and 

short reverb—we hear more of its early reflections than we hear of the reverb tail. 

Consequently, the initial feeling that the singer is very close to us is reinforced by the strong 

sense that we are in the same room as her. Three types of intimate distance relations are 

thus at play here: (1) the perceived proximity between the musician(s) (singer and piano 

player) and the listener suggests a mediated intimacy; (2) the small spatial environment 

suggests a portrayed intimacy between singer and piano player (or singer and instrument); 

and (3) the strong spatial impression of the spatial environment makes the portrayed 

intimacy subjective by virtually placing the listener in the same room as the performers. 

 
47 See Universal Audio UAD RealVerb-Pro: https://www.uaudio.com/. 
48 See Waves Renaissance Reverb: https://www.waves.com/. 
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“Strangers” thus exemplifies how a recording can be staged in ways that afford acousmatic 

intimacy in many senses.  

 

Conclusion 

Acousmatic intimacy, as I have discussed it so far, may be understood in terms of perceived 

physical proximity between performer (singer or instrumentalist) and listener, between 

performer and their instrument, and between performer and performer, as well as in terms 

of sonic environments that allude to small spaces. The perception of such spatial relations 

as intimate is based on our previous experiences of intimate interactions and relationships 

with other people, and of intimate spaces. And while intimacy between people in “real life” 

is corporeally experienced through multiple sensory inputs, we can, through source bonding 

and ecological perception, have similar corporeal experiences based only on auditory 

stimuli.  

Through this corporeal understanding of recorded sound, we begin to explain how 

voices and instrumental sounds that sound proximate to the listener are understood in terms 

of a mediated acousmatic intimacy. While the connection between voice and corporeality 

may seem more or less self-evident, given the voice’s residence within the human body, the 

perception of instrumental sounds as intimate is less so. We can explain it, however, by 

those sounds’ similarity to or evocation of the voice in tandem with the ecological 

knowledge that instruments are usually played by human musicians, and that they act, in a 

Heideggerian sense, as extensions of those musicians’ minds and bodies. A sense of 

portrayed acousmatic intimacy is also linked to source bonding and corporeal experiences 

and may suggest proximate distance relationships between two performers in a recording or 

between a performer and an instrument, or particular spatial characteristics that bring the 

listener “into” the intimate space of a recording. 

 I have yet to actually confront what acousmatic intimacy signifies, but, in the work 

of both Hall and Moore, there are already indications that the notion of intimate distance 

between people in daily life and in music may concern something more than just physical 

proximity. For example, Moore’s incorporation of personas (rather than simply “recorded 

voices”) into his determination of distance relations in music listening suggests that there is 

more to acousmatic intimacy than a perceived physical distance relation between the 

performer and the listener. Having now explored the proximity aspects of intimacy, I will in 

the following chapter problematize this notion by looking at what more there is to the 
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experience of acousmatic intimacy, as well as the fact that physical proximity does not 

always afford intimacy. I will thus explore the idea of intimacy (and acousmatic intimacy in 

particular) as implicated in social relations between people, and between people and spaces. 

 

 



Chapter 3 

Acousmatic Intimacy as Relation 

In the previous chapter, I adapted Joshua Meyrowitz’s (1986) concepts of mediated and 

portrayed distance to the discussion of acousmatic intimacy in order to help me distinguish 

among the types of perceived physical intimacy that can be derived from listening to 

recorded sound. The chapter looked at the ways in which intimacy can refer to a perceived 

proximity between listener and performer, between respective performers, or between 

listener or performer(s) and a virtual acoustic spatial environment. However, I only briefly 

alluded to the difference between intimacy and the more straightforward physical sense of 

closeness or proximity, which would have as its sonic equivalent either a sound that is 

perceived as proximate or a spatial setting that implies little distance. This difference needs 

further investigation if we are to refine intimacy in the acousmatic sense into a useful 

concept rather than simply a synonym for proximity. As its use in relation to Edward T. 

Hall’s (1969/1990) concept of proxemics indicates, intimacy also encompasses how we 

communicate with people at close distances—that is, a sense of relational closeness (see 

also Mashek & Aron, 2004). 

In a discussion of the song persona, Allan F. Moore (2012b) draws on Hall’s 

proxemics to suggest that the perceived distance from the listener to a recorded performer 

affects how we interpret a song (see also Moore, Schmidt, & Dockwray, 2009). Yet, Moore 

does not adequately distinguish between perceived intimacy and proximity. Similarly, 

Nicola Dibben (2013) equates what she refers to as auditory intimacy with “implied 

physical proximity between singer and listener” (p. 117). This equation of intimacy with 

physical proximity is also evident in Dibben’s reference to a “technical creation of intimacy 

between listener and singer within the sound of the track” (p. 117). While a sense of 

physical closeness may be “created” in the studio with specific recording and mixing 

techniques, I would argue that intimacy does not exist within the sound of the recording but 

needs to be experienced by the listener. Moreover, Dibben understands auditory intimacy as 
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separate from emotional intimacy (although often connected),49 whereas my argument is 

that acousmatic intimacy is a particular emotional engagement in and of itself that is often 

afforded by perceived physical proximity. However, precisely which sonic features that 

afford acousmatic intimacy is both subjective and context-dependent. 

For pragmatic reasons, the previous chapter of this dissertation was restricted to 

discussing the proximity aspect of intimacy—that is, how acousmatic intimacy can be 

understood in terms of perceived proximity. This is also the basis for how the term has 

often been used in analyses of recorded music, primarily within popular music studies. 

However, research into intimacy in various fields, including psychology and sociology, 

indicates that the notion can evoke specific types of interpersonal relationships and 

interactions that involve a sense of emotional closeness between people (see, for example, 

Giddens, 1992; Hahn, 2005; McCarthy & Edwards, 2011; Prager, 1995; Reis & Shaver, 

1988). Although perceived intimate distance may imply something more than just physical 

proximity for Dibben (and probably also for Moore), in the sense that it leads to emotional 

engagement, I find it problematic to separate the two (intimacy and emotional engagement) 

and thereby limit the meaning of intimacy to proximity only. This is because, as Hall 

argues, proxemics (not to be confused with proximity) is not only about how the presence of 

another person is perceived at various distances but also about how one reacts to that 

physical presence in terms of behavior and expectations in relation to different people (Hall, 

1969/1990). For Hall, then, intimate distance not only implies emotional engagement but is 

an emotional engagement. Consequently, acousmatic intimacy is a type of emotional 

engagement with recorded music. 

While arguing for an understanding of acousmatic intimacy as something more than 

just physical proximity, I will use this chapter to consider some of the other ways in which 

intimacy can be understood, and how they may be manifested in recorded music. More 

specifically, I will investigate intimacy as specific types of relationships or interactions with 

people and places. Furthermore, I will draw distinctions between existing research on the 

psychosocial aspects of intimacy and the distance-related aspects of intimacy presented in 

 
49 Dibben refers to empirical studies that show that social proximity and perceived proximity in virtual 
environments impact emotional responses (Llobera et al., 2010; McBride et al., 1965), as well as research 
indicating that people respond to virtual interpersonal distance and actual interpersonal distance in similar 
ways (Bailenson et al., 2001; Wilcox et al., 2006; Yee et al., 2007). Although I completely agree with 
Dibben’s argument that perceived proximity often leads to emotional engagement, I disagree with her use of 
intimacy to describe two distinct phenomena (auditory and emotional intimacy) and would rather argue for an 
understanding of the two processes as aspects of the single phenomenon of acousmatic intimacy (see also 
Dibben, 2009a). 
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the previous chapter. The concept of the song persona (Moore, 2012b) will serve as a 

means of understanding the interpersonal emotional engagement of intimacy in relation to 

recorded music—for example, by pointing to the listener’s experience of human agency or 

human interaction based on the acousmatic sound. Accordingly, authenticity will become a 

relevant concept in the discussion of acousmatic intimacy, since the experience of honesty 

can enhance the feeling of interpersonal engagement. After discussions of persona and 

authenticity, I will turn to the double paradox of acousmatic intimacy: If intimacy is to be 

understood as a kind of emotional and physical closeness, and as a two-way relation, how 

can all of this be experienced in recorded music, where the actual relation between musician 

and listener is unidirectional and anything but close? I will devote the final sections of this 

chapter to intimacy in relation to familiar and small spaces, ideas of metaphorical intimate 

space, and positive and negative notions of intimacy and its representation in recorded 

music. Overall, this chapter concerns how recorded musical sound affords a sense of 

relational engagement or interaction in the listening experience, which in turn contributes to 

the feeling of the sound being not only proximate but also intimate. 

 

Intimate Awareness and Interaction 

In the Encyclopedia of Social Theory, Kornelia Hahn (2005) defines intimacy as “a quality 

of a social interaction based on the reciprocal interpretation of the actors. [. . .] [I]t is based 

on an interaction that is both extraordinarily meaningful to the actors and restricted to a 

small number of persons” (p. 417). Intimacy, according to Hahn, can arise in brief singular 

encounters but is often experienced via a series of interactions that form an intimate 

relationship. Hahn’s definition, which emphasizes intimacy’s basis in consensus and 

agreement, draws partly on Anthony Giddens’s discussions in The Transformation of 

Intimacy (1992). Giddens argues that a new type of “pure relationship” of confluent love 

has emerged in modern times that is based on constant mutual renegotiation and reflection 

about the nature of the relationship. The pure relationship is therefore active and contingent, 

in contrast to the “‘forever,’ ‘one-and-only’ qualities” of romantic love (1992, p. 61).50 

Confluent love also derives from the emergence of what Giddens calls plastic sexuality, 

 
50 What Giddens refers to as romantic love emerged in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, as 
marriages became less tied to judgments of economic value (as they were in the premodern era), and as the 
home became a place where individuals could expect emotional support. However, romantic love, as opposed 
to confluent love, is limited to monogamous, heteronormative relationships between woman and man, and it 
can be marked by a power imbalance. Confluent love can (and often does) involve elements of romantic love 
but is always balanced and based on the (two or more) partners’ negotiated premises. 
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meaning a sexuality that is not tied to reproduction, so confluent love is not constrained by 

traditional gender roles or sexual norms. As a key component of the pure relationship, 

intimacy, according to Giddens, is “a transactional negotiation of personal ties by equals” 

(p. 3). Accordingly, intimacy is not restricted to heteronormative romantic relationships but 

depends upon the actors’ particular conditions. Hahn (2005), in turn, argues that a 

relationship based on intimacy requires “autonomous and self-reflective individuals who 

are able to engage in self-disclosure in order to establish an ‘authentic’ interaction” (p. 

417). A prerequisite for intimacy is therefore a reciprocity between the actors in how they 

understand and approach their relationship, and intimacy itself describes the resulting 

authentic interaction. Similarly, Richard E. Sexton and Virginia S. Sexton (1982) argue that 

intimacy depends on mutual consent, which means that both actors must be open to 

intimacy for it to emerge. They also provide a more specific definition of intimacy, based 

on the Latin origin intimus, which means “inner” or “inmost”: “an awareness of the 

innermost reality of one person by another” (1982, p. 1). Sexton and Sexton’s focus on 

awareness, an aspect of both social interaction and negotiation, points to a relevant aspect 

of the experience of intimacy in acousmatic sound, through which a listener is made aware 

of something as well.  

Questions remain, though: What might the listener be made aware of, and how are 

they made aware? Some scholars even define intimacy based on the object of this intimate 

awareness. Cristina Miguel (2012), for example, defines it as “the inner thoughts and 

feelings, which one only share within meaningful relationships (couple, parental, friendship 

or sexual), which are based in love, liking or caring” (p. 10).51 Miguel thus refers to 

intimacy as a particular kind of information (inner thoughts and feelings) that is defined by 

whom (or rather, how many) it is shared with. The latter point—who is included in the 

intimate sharing—is emphasized by Jeffrey H. Reiman (1976), who argues that intimacy is 

“constituted not simply by the quality and intensity of what we share, but by its 

unavailability to others—in other words, by its scarcity” (p. 32; see also Fried, 1984; 

Inness, 1992). Similarly, Christopher Lauer (2016) claims that a key component of intimacy 

is the exposure and sharing of a specific and normally unshared thing (such as a secret) or 

vulnerability. As a result, trust becomes central to intimacy, because secrets and 

vulnerabilities are usually only shared with people whom one trusts. Intimacy is thus partly 

 
51 For Miguel, who draws on Lynn Jamieson’s (1998) identification of four kinds of relationship (couple, 
parental, friendship, and sexual) in which intimacy can flourish, intimacy is not restricted to partners but can 
arise between friends and within families as well.  
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defined by how and with whom—that is, to what extent—something is shared.52 Whereas 

its inherent scarcity may impact how intimacy can be expressed through recorded sound, it 

also draws attention to a potential problem with acousmatic intimacy in particular: If 

intimacy is defined by its scarcity, how can it be expressed through and experienced from 

widely distributed recorded sound? I will return to this question later in the chapter. 

From the preceding discussion, I would suggest three complementary ways of 

understanding intimacy: (1) as a type of interaction that involves a reciprocal awareness or 

recognition of the other’s inner realm, as well as a negotiation of a personal relation; (2) as 

a type of information—that is, inner thoughts and feelings that are normally not shared with 

anyone; (3) in terms of exclusivity regarding with whom one shares one’s inner thoughts 

and feelings, which is related to how one shares those things. Given the hermeneutic 

approach of this dissertation, these three understandings of intimacy hinge upon a 

subjective perspective. That is to say that the interaction, information, and exclusivity 

aspects are all ultimately understood as intimate by the subject but modified by their 

empathy with the other. Through this subjective experience, intimacy becomes a feeling of 

being attached to another person, through exclusive recognizing or the feeling of being 

recognized. Intimacy can thus be understood in terms of a two-way interpersonal relation as 

experienced by the subject. 

Further on in this chapter, I will discuss how these three understandings of intimacy 

relate to my concept of acousmatic intimacy. As we will see, acousmatic intimacy can 

emerge when the listener is made aware of the artist’s inner thoughts and feelings, when 

they get the impression that the artist recognizes their own inner thoughts and feelings, and 

when the performance is experienced as though it were meant only for the listener (even 

when they know perfectly well that it is not). I will argue for these possibilities with a 

primary focus on the listener’s perspective, though the artist’s or musician’s perspective is 

also relevant for any conclusion that intimacy can be constructed acousmatically. In order 

to connect the discussions of relational intimacy in this chapter with the previous chapter’s 

discussions, I will start with Moore’s concept of the song persona.  

 

 
52 However, for some scholars, such as Jamieson (1998), sharing is not a crucial aspect of intimacy. This view 
is in line with Ernesto Garzón Valdés (2003), for whom intimacy is the realm of thoughts and doubts that have 
“not yet been expressed and perhaps never will be” (p. 20), and that cease to be intimate once expressed. 
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Recorded Song Persona 

While discussing Moore’s adaptation of proxemics to music analysis in the previous 

chapter, I chose not to engage with the many aspects of the song persona in music, instead 

treating it as equivalent to the singing voice. However, the idea of a song persona can shed 

light on the relational aspects of acousmatic intimacy, because it suggests that the singing 

voice (as well as other sounds) represents a body and a personality.53 As Simon Frith (1996) 

reminds us, there is no simple relation between whose voice we actually hear and whose 

voice we think we hear (and whom we think it addresses): “To sing a lyric doesn’t simplify 

the question of who is speaking to whom; it makes it more complicated” (p. 184). This 

complexity derives from the fact that there are several “voices” at play in addition to the 

singer’s “physical” voice, including the voice of the protagonist in the lyrics, the voice of 

the narrator, and the voice of the lyrics’ author, as well as the song composer’s voice, or 

stylistic identity (Cone, 1974; Frith, 1996). Other necessary negotiations arise, according to 

Frith, between what we hear in the song and the composer as a person, as well as between 

the sounding voice and the singer. This all leads Frith to distinguish among three layers of 

performance in popular music: the performer as a real human being, their star personality 

(or image), and their song personality, which is “the role that each lyric requires” (1996, p. 

212). Several scholars have approached these or similar layers of performance that may be 

at play in a performance or a recording in various ways (see, for example, Auslander, 2004; 

Brackett, 1995; Burns, 2010; Dibben, 2009b; Hansen, 2019; Hawkins, 2009; Holm-Hudson, 

2018; Lefford, 2014). I will continue my discussion by turning to Moore (2005; 2012b), 

who approaches the concept from the perspective of analyzing music recordings (as 

opposed to music videos and other forms of public presence). 

Moore derives his approach to stratifying performance identity in recorded popular 

music in part from Philip Auslander (2004), who in turn builds on Frith’s (1996) 

abovementioned performance layers to distinguish between “the real person (the performer 

as human being), the performance persona (which corresponds to Frith’s star personality or 

image) and the character (Frith’s song personality)” (Auslander, 2004, p. 6). Moore, 

however, aims to direct the focus away from the musician and toward the music, and he 

 
53 Related is Steven Connor’s (2000) concept of vocalic bodies, which addresses “a projection of a new way 
of having or being a body, formed and sustained out of the autonomous operations of the voice” (p. 35). 
Connor’s concept is partly based on Rick Altman’s (1980) notion of sound hermeneutics, which, likewise 
recalling Denis Smalley’s (1997) concept of source bonding, suggests that an acousmatic voice must always 
be understood as originating in a plausible source. Connor argues, “phenomenologically, the fact that an 
unassigned voice must always imply a body means that it will always partly supply it as well” (2000, p. 36). 
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does so by conflating Auslander’s first two layers, that of the real person and the 

performance persona, into the performer layer, then further divides the character into song 

persona and protagonist (Moore, 2012b). The performer is the particular individual who 

performs the song, and who lives a life outside of the song, parts of which may or may not 

be public. As an example of the latter situation, Moore mentions Roger Daltrey, lead singer 

of the Who, who has also appeared in films and has released several solo albums. The 

persona in a song is the perceived identity of a singing voice that is not necessarily the same 

as the identity of the performer—that is, in short, an illusion resulting from the style of 

performance (which might be different from song to song) as well as the particular sonic 

modification imposed on the voice through recording and mixing. In other words, the 

persona is related to the exact sound we hear in the recording. The final layer of 

performance for Moore is the protagonist of the song, which is the identity that is suggested 

by the lyrics, such as the narrator in the Who’s “The Kids Are Alright” (My Generation, 

1965). 

For Moore, all three layers are always active, and they may be quite different from 

one another—as is the case in much of David Bowie’s music (see, for example, Moore, 

2012b)—or they may be close to indistinguishable, as in “The Kids Are Alright” and the 

music of many singer-songwriters, where both persona and protagonist may be closely 

based upon the actual personal life of the performer.54 However, even in songs in which all 

three layers of performance seem indistinguishable, there is a difference in function, 

because the listener never knows the extent to which the protagonist is actually based on the 

performer’s personal life. Moreover, even in the most realistic-sounding recordings, the 

persona is different from the performer as they appear and are outside of music, for, as 

Moore points out, “how many of us, in order to communicate with another, will 

preferentially choose to sing?” (2012b, p. 188).  

 Moore’s treatment of the artist’s “extramusical” identity as a single layer has been 

criticized by, among others, Kai Arne Hansen (2019), who insists on a distinction between 

the artist as a private person and their public identity in order to unpack the ways in which 

artists perform their public personas through music videos. However, when studying the 

sound of recordings (and not audiovisual factors) and their potential significations, I find 

 
54 Although “The Kids Are Alright” is sung by Roger Daltrey and written by Pete Townshend, we still hear 
the protagonist as similar to the persona and/or the performer (just like Johnny Cash’s recording of “Hurt,” 
which was written by Trent Reznor but performed by the late Cash and associated with his lived life). On the 
other hand, this example suggests the ability of performance and sonic modification to create such illusions, 
similar to what actors do when playing the role of someone else. 
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Moore’s other layers useful, because they supply the necessary distinction between the 

persona evoked by the sound of the performed, recorded, and possibly manipulated voice 

and the character(s) evoked by the lyrics. The persona evoked by sound alone should also 

be distinguished from the star persona as performed in public (and in music videos) by the 

artist. All of this depends, of course, on the focus of the analysis. For Hansen, persona is an 

artist’s articulation of identity in any public situation, and his aim in using the term is to 

critically assess an artist’s audiovisual appearance.55 For Moore, on the other hand, the aim 

is to interpret the song and understand the ways in which it may mean something to the 

listener, which resonates with my approach in this dissertation. That is not to say, however, 

that an artist’s (or other musician’s) appearance outside of the recording is not relevant to 

the interpretation of the recording, but rather that the link between an artist’s star persona 

and their song persona in a particular recording is not obvious unless the listener is already 

aware of the former. In the case of pop and rock stars, this link is probably more often 

evident to the listener than it is in the case of, for example, indie artists and bands.56 

Nevertheless, we must take into account the fact that a given listener may not be aware of 

who an artist is beyond their name and how they sound in order to best capture how sound 

informs interpretation. A disadvantage of this approach is that the interpretation does not 

say much about what an artist may have intended to convey. On the other hand, it does offer 

a deeper understanding of how listeners make sense of recorded musical sound, which is 

what I am interested in here. In what follows, then, I will concentrate on the notion of a 

persona evoked in the listener’s mind based on what the listener hears in a recording.  

In his discussion of persona, Moore is concerned only with the singing voice (when 

serving a lead role) and not instruments, which implies that, when listening to a track, the 

listener’s attention is focused on the identity of the singer. He explains this assumption by 

pointing to its analogy with conversation: “In conversing, we are primarily interested in the 

person we are conversing with; what else may be going on becomes secondary. And we get 

to know that person through the interaction” (2012b, p. 179). While it may be true that 

many, if not most, listeners are primarily concerned with the singing voice when listening 

to and interpreting recorded popular music, Moore’s conversation analogy fails to 

acknowledge that instrumental sounds and acousmatic spatialities may, in some cases, be 

 
55 A similar approach is advocated by Stan Hawkins (2020), who, in a chapter on personas in rock, is similarly 
interested in “who the artist is and what their strategies are” (p. 241, emphasis in original). 
56 Although indie acts may also have very dedicated fans who cultivate a deep interest in the musicians’ public 
lives. 
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equally important aspects of the music (and the singing voice) and afford meaningful 

interpretations in their own right. Instead, the sounds of instruments and their spatial 

environments, in Moore’s case, always serve as “support” for the interpretation of the 

singing voice by being part of what Moore calls the “personic environment.” As explained 

in chapter 2, the personic environment labels the combination of texture, harmony, and 

narrative structure in which the persona is situated. 

I will expand Moore’s conception of persona to encompass the way in which an 

instrumental performance can also evoke a persona, even when accompanying a voice, so 

as to properly distinguish among the individual performer identities that may be part of the 

voice persona’s environment. Not all recordings will appear to the listener to have clear 

instrumental personas, but there are numerous examples of how an instrumentalist’s 

performance style and general sound has contributed to the overall sound of a band or artist. 

It is, for example, difficult to consider the role of musicians like Keith Moon, Carol Kaye, 

or Jon Lord exclusively in terms of how they contributed to the appearance of a singer 

persona. Furthermore, a singer-instrumentalist such as St. Vincent, who has a distinctive 

style both as a singer and as a guitar player, should be considered in terms of both.57 

Like a singer, an instrumental performer may adhere to different performance styles, 

or sounds, in different performances or recordings that are in turn recorded and manipulated 

differently in the production process. And just as different singers have different voices and 

various ways of using their voices, instrumental performers have individual playing styles 

or “performance personalities.” That is, they have consistent approaches to various tasks 

that may manifest themselves as a certain type of “energy” or “feel” in how they play. 

Additionally, they often prefer certain types of sounds or equipment over others. What’s 

more, a performer’s style and sound on a particular record typically represent only a certain 

excerpt in their “style repertoire.” In an analogy using acting, the actor can perform a role in 

a specific way, and they may be visually transformed with makeup, wigs, and clothing as 

well, but we will usually still recognize their looks and basic approach to acting. Likewise, 

we can recognize Nels Cline’s guitar playing on his low-key, part-orchestral jazz album 

Lovers (2016), even though it is completely different from the highly various work he has 

done with Wilco and his numerous improvisation/noise projects. The performer is the same 

but evokes different personas for each record or project (or even song). 

 
57 Instrumental sound can also contribute to evoking singer-instrumentalist personas that have less distinct 
instrumental styles, such as a “singer-songwriter persona,” which I will discuss further in chapter 5. 
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 The reference to the persona (as opposed to simply a voice or sound) in these 

discussions is meant to elicit those aspects of listener interpretation that will link the voice 

or instrumental sound to its supposed performer (from the listener’s viewpoint), similar to 

the way in which Denis Smalley’s (1997) concept of source-bonding explains how listeners 

often associate a sound with a source (see chapter 1). The notion of persona, then, 

emphasizes that when one is listening to recorded music, one often associates the sound 

(vocal or instrumental) with an idea of a real person and relates to that idea as such. When 

Moore introduces the concept of proxemics to the discussion of persona, as mentioned in 

chapter 2, it is to demonstrate that performance and production have a considerable impact 

on how the listener relates to the persona (Moore, 2012b). A central part of this relation 

encompasses the ways in which the personic environment impacts our understanding of the 

persona. Accordingly, Moore’s personic environment includes all the instrumental sounds 

that accompany it.  

Here, though, we encounter another problem with Moore’s definition of persona, as 

well as his distinction between persona and environment: If the singer in a track also is, or 

appears to be, playing an instrument that provides texture and harmony, do we regard that 

instrument as part of the personic environment or as an aspect of the same persona? In some 

cases, an accompanying instrument, such as an acoustic guitar, may appear just as close to 

the listener as the vocal does, which strengthens my argument that the notion of persona 

may also encompass accompanying instrumental sounds. In those cases, the perceived 

distance between the listener and (Moore’s) persona (voice), as well as the placement of the 

voice within the sound box, may suggest, for example, intimate distance. At the same time, 

the portrayed distance relationship between the voice and the guitar (if we, along with 

Moore, consider them to represent the persona and the personic environment, respectively) 

may contradict that interpretation, because, according to Moore, intimate distance is also 

indicated by a large degree of separation between persona and environment (“Persona 

within the environment”; Moore, 2012b, p. 187). If the persona is supposed to represent the 

sonic presence of a performer when one is listening to a record, the term should also include 

the possibility that the same performer is playing an instrument. This extension of the idea 

of the persona may further clarify the distinction between performer and persona—for 

example, in cases where the listener is given the impression that the singer also plays an 

instrument when they are actually not. Moreover, if the singer actually is playing an 

instrument in a recording, the voice and instrument may be recorded non-simultaneously. It 

seems, then, that three different types of persona may be active in a recording: the singer 
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persona, the instrumentalist persona, and the singer-instrumentalist persona. Such a concept 

of persona can be useful in distinguishing among various experiences of intimacy from 

different musical sources when listening to music, as well as describing portrayed intimate 

relations between elements in a recording. 

 

Authenticity 

For Moore, the issue of coherence between the different layers of performance identity 

prompts the related discussion of certain aspects of authenticity. This is relevant to my 

discussions of relational intimacy, because, as I have previously argued, intimacy demands 

a sense of trustworthiness, which in turn may be afforded by authenticity’s perceived 

truthfulness.58 The vast discourse associated with the concept of authenticity includes many 

approaches and aspects, some of which are discussed by Moore (2002, 2012b). Moore also 

suggests a tripartite model of authenticity based on who the music authenticates rather than 

what it is about the music in question that appears to be authentic. The three possible 

answers, according to Moore, are the musician (first person), the listener (second person), 

or an absent other (third person; 2012b, p. 269). In Moore’s definition, first-person 

authenticity (“authenticity of expression”) “arises when an originator (composer, 

performer) succeeds in conveying the impression that his/her utterance is one of integrity, 

that it represents an attempt to communicate in an unmediated form with an audience” 

(Moore, 2002, p. 214). Second-person authenticity (“authenticity of experience”) “occurs 

when a performance succeeds in conveying the impression to a listener that that listener’s 

experience of life is being validated, that the music is ‘telling it like it is’ for them” (p. 220). 

Lastly, third-person authenticity (“authenticity of execution”) “arises when a performer 

succeeds in conveying the impression of accurately representing the ideas of another, 

embedded within a tradition of performance” (p. 218). While first- and second-person 

authenticity are highly relevant to acousmatic intimacy, third-person authenticity is less so, 

and I will leave it at this point in the discussion.59 

In all of these cases, Moore is concerned with “authenticity as authentication” 

through the performance’s ability to successfully convey its impression—a success that 

depends partly on musical decisions made by the performers (Moore, 2012b). Furthermore, 

 
58 In popular musicology, authenticity has been described as deriving from the way in which truth is claimed, 
which is, in turn, an effect of performance and production (Askerøi, 2013; Hawkins, 2002; Middleton, 2006; 
Moore, 2002; Scott, 2009). 
59 Third-person authenticity is, however, related to how intimacy is constructed between the artist and their 
audience, such as through social media (see, for example, Baym, 2018; Jones, 2018). 
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it is the listener who judges whether a performance is authentic or not, since authenticity is 

a matter of interpretation, and since its meanings are constructed in the act of listening. Put 

differently, authenticity is ascribed to the music and not inscribed in the music (Moore, 

2002). Moreover, whether or not a recorded performance is deemed authentic depends, on 

the one hand, on the degree of honesty the listener perceives the performance to have, and, 

on the other hand, on whether it relates to the listener or not. Ideas of intimacy resembling 

Moore’s first-person authenticity are often linked to the perception of intimacy. An example 

of this type of authenticity cited by Moore (2012b) involves Johnny Cash’s American 

recordings, in which Cash’s voice appears in sparse arrangements and (apparently) without 

sound effects. In “Hurt” (American IV, 2002), for example, the production brings forth 

every creak of the voice, the guitar, and even the chair Cash is sitting on, which adds up to 

an enormous degree of perceived intimacy (Askerøi, 2017). This sense of intimacy derives 

directly from an impression of being in the immediate presence of Cash, and even being 

sonically placed in the same room as him. 

First-person authenticity, according to Moore, arises when the listener is given the 

impression that the performer’s communication with the audience is unmediated. However, 

it is unclear what Moore means by mediation in this context. At one point, he defines an 

unmediated authentic expression according to the reduced “distance between its (mental) 

origin and its (physical) manifestation” (2002, p. 213). However, the examples he uses also 

imply a technological unmediated-ness, replete with sparse acoustic instrumentation and the 

lack of apparent sound effects. Mediation can be framed as a form of “interference,” but, as 

Keir Keightley (2001) points out, there are several ways in which interference can be (and 

has been) defined. It could derive from technological mediation or a mediation in the form 

of intermediaries (for example, producers, label representatives, commercial interests, etc.) 

getting in the way of the performer’s, artist’s, or composer’s intentions. The sense of 

authenticity, as it is exemplified by Moore with Johnny Cash’s apparently technologically 

unmediated American recordings, is related to what Keightley describes as a romanticist 

approach to rock authenticity, which builds on romantic notions of tradition and, more 

importantly in this context, technologically unmediated expressions of inner experience—

the romanticist approach promotes a sense of community, “traditional” and “natural” 

sounds and styles, sincerity, and the “hiding” of musical technology (2001, p. 137). The 

modernist approach to rock authenticity, as its opposite, encourages innovation, artist 

integrity, and openness to new sounds (including “recordedness”). 
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An example of how an apparent lack of technological mediation is read as authentic 

involves so-called unplugged performances. Keightley explains: “By removing some 

technology from the communication process, a feeling of directness and intimacy may be 

achieved” (2001, p. 135). He describes these performances as “symbolic ‘unpluggings’ and 

virtual intimacies” (p. 135, emphasis in original), because, without some kind of 

technological mediation (microphones, cameras, networks), the performances would not 

reach the audience at all.60 From the opposite direction, Simon Frith (1986) discusses how 

technology has been understood as inauthentic using three historical cases. One of these, 

which Frith uses to demonstrate that technology has long been set against nature, is the 

early use of microphones by crooners to project their soft sung voices to the audience. 

Unlike music hall and opera singers, who would reach audiences with only their voices, 

crooners depended on technology, and their sound was thus regarded, by some, as artificial: 

“Microphones enabled intimate sounds to take on a pseudo-public presence, and, for the 

crooner’s critics, technical dishonesty meant emotional dishonesty” (1986, p. 264; see also 

Read & Welch, 1959). A central point in both Keightley and Frith’s examples is that it all 

comes down to whether or not the performance appears mediated to the listener—a verdict 

that is subject to their experience with certain sounds. As Brøvig-Hanssen and Danielsen 

(2013) argue, sounds such as the crooning voice become naturalized as listeners are 

repeatedly exposed to them. As a result of the naturalization of certain means of mediating 

performances, a mediated performance, including Keightley’s example of unplugged 

performances, can come across as unmediated, and even mediation involving much higher 

levels of technological complexity can appear thus (Bolter & Grusin, 1999). 

If it is technological mediation to which Moore refers, the first-person perspective 

would appear to “deny the possibility of authenticity to pop artists and bands whose musical 

expressions are premised on mediation” (Askerøi, 2013, p. 8). Most of David Bowie’s 

records, for example, would fall short in terms of this measure of authenticity (although 

they may be regarded as authentic according to other measures to which I will return), since 

the various personas assumed by Bowie throughout his career—such as Ziggy Stardust, the 

Thin White Duke, and Aladdin Zane—apparently differed from Bowie as a real person. As 

Moore himself comments when discussing integrity, which rests on the insistence that there 

is no gap between the identities of persona and performer, Bowie would “fail the 

 
60 Relatedly, Connor (1987) notes that the desire for the authentic paradoxically coexists with the recognition 
of its impossibility (p. 134, see also Wurtzler, 1992). 
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authenticity test” on these terms (2012b, p. 263). For Moore, the sense of authenticity 

expressed in Bowie’s music (or that of the Pet Shop Boys, to whom Moore also refers) is 

therefore more reminiscent of Keightley’s understanding of modernist rock authenticity, or 

Johan Fornäs’s (1995) notion of meta-authenticity, which allows for the validation of 

opaquely mediated music through the meta-reflexivity of the authors: “an explicitly 

artificial song can still carry an impression of authenticity from a conscious artist to a 

similarly well-informed fan” (p. 276).61 

If we are to understand this type of authenticity as first-person authenticity 

(authenticity of expression)—for we are looking at an authentication of the musician—we 

must refer to a different form of mediation than the technological. It must be the intent of 

the artist rather than the “pure” sound of their performance that should not be interrupted. In 

such an understanding, as suggested by Fornäs, musical expressions that are premised on 

technological mediated-ness can be regarded as authentic, and, conversely, apparently 

unmediated performances can be perceived as inauthentic. When considering Bowie as a 

performer and artist in light of integrity, we should also take into consideration his “artistic 

vision,” and the extent to which it comes forth via the persona heard on the given recording. 

In other words, it should appear to the listener that the recorded persona is true to what 

Bowie the performer and artist is trying to do. If we acknowledge these aspects of the 

performer, Bowie does not necessarily “fail the authenticity test,” because his various 

personas were likely the result of Bowie’s ideas about what he wanted to say and how he 

wanted to say it. This sense of connection between vision and persona can also be linked to 

the fact that, in the studio, Bowie’s voice was often recorded with effects, so that his 

performance was influenced by hearing his altered voice played back to him (Agnello & 

Lerman, 2018). Again, this is only a suggestion as to how we might understand Bowie as 

authentic in terms of first-person authenticity, and, as mentioned, the verdict is always 

arrived at by the individual listener. My point is that the style of production and thus the 

persona, in order to be perceived as authentic in terms of first-person authenticity, must be 

perceived as true to the performer. It is not, then, the extent to which the persona conveys a 

“realistic” performance but the extent to which it conveys an ideal performance that is in 

question. 

 
61 A similar notion of Lawrence Grossberg’s (1992) is “authentic inauthenticity,” an ironic nihilism that 
“celebrates the possibility of poses without denying that that is all they are” (p. 226). Although often discussed 
with reference to ironic or overemphatic performances (see, for example, Hawkins, 2002), authentic 
inauthenticity can also refer to recordings in which technological mediation is openly revealed (Brøvig-
Hanssen, 2013), as in the case of much of Bowie’s music. 
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 Whereas first-person authenticity—an apparent lack of separation between the 

performer’s intent and the persona heard in the recording—is often implied in descriptions 

of recordings as intimate, second-person authenticity is also highly relevant to an 

understanding of acousmatic intimacy. Referring as it does to the extent to which a listener 

can relate to what is expressed in a recorded performance (and how it is expressed), second-

person authenticity is a key aspect of the experience of intimacy because intimacy is closely 

connected to the recognition of the other, and of oneself by the other (see, for example, 

Lauer, 2016). Moore (2002), as mentioned, relates second-person authenticity to the 

listener’s impression of being validated by the music. This is, on the one hand, a question of 

belonging, and, on the other, a question of owning the experiences expressed in the music: 

“the music we declare to be ‘authentic’ is the music we ‘appropriate’” (p. 219). Second-

person authenticity is thus related to the definition of intimacy as a type of interaction—as 

an awareness (or recognition) of the other’s inner realm. In second-person authenticity, the 

listener recognizes the persona’s situation or experience as one with which they can 

sympathize. If this situation relates exclusively to the definition of intimacy as a type of 

information—that is, inner thoughts and feelings that one normally does not share—the 

listener may be given the impression that the persona or performer is recognizing their 

inner realm, leading to an experience of intimacy.  

 First- and second-person authenticity, then, often work together when recorded 

sounds are experienced as intimate. Acousmatic intimacy presupposes an impression of the 

persona as true to the artist as a “private” person (first-person authenticity). The listener can 

never know the relation between the two beyond the impression they have of the public 

persona. If the listener is given the impression that what they hear is an outpouring of the 

artist’s private conditions, they can trust the artist with their emotional investment. Such an 

experience of truthfulness can emerge from the lack of either technological or human 

mediation, but the latter is perhaps more important. Nevertheless, if both are lacking—that 

is, if a performance is experienced as technologically unmediated, and this condition is 

understood to be the intent of the artist (from the listener’s viewpoint)—this may result in a 

stronger affordance of intimacy. Acousmatic intimacy can also be triggered in the listener 

by the impression that the performer recognizes and empathizes with the listener’s intimate 

thoughts and feelings. Although second-person authenticity itself does not require first-

person authenticity, the experience of intimacy through second-person authenticity most 

likely does require an impression that the persona is truthfully conveying a real person. I 

will elaborate upon these aspects of intimate authenticity in the following sections, where I 
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discuss how recorded performances can be perceived as realistic and how intimate 

proximities and relations can be conveyed and experienced when the actual relation and 

distance between musician and listener is anything but intimate. 

 

The “Realism” of Virtual Performances 

Related to Moore’s understanding of first-person authenticity is what many refer to as 

realism. When realism enters into discussions of recorded sound, it often takes on a 

meaning similar to that of the term “fidelity” (often as part of the term “high fidelity” or 

“hi-fi”), which refers to the extent to which recorded sounds are true to their source. High 

fidelity, a term that emerged around 1930 and was later adopted by consumer audio culture, 

originally referred to recordings that sounded as close to a supposed original live 

performance as possible (Sterne, 2003; Zak, 2012),62 but, through the naturalization of 

many forms of technological mediation, its meaning has changed (Amble, 2016). In the 

context of this dissertation, realism is further complicated by the fact that, in the Deleuzian 

sense, it would comprise both the virtual and the actual, and, consequently, it does not refer 

exclusively to something “outside” the recorded space (Deleuze, 1966/1991, 1977/2002; 

Massumi, 2013). Consequently, the description of a recorded sound as realistic could 

potentially involve a reference to the recording itself, since a sound heard in a recording—

thus, a virtual sound—is as real as an actual sound heard directly, and unmediated, from an 

instrument. I will continue to use the term realism here, but always as a reference to the 

Deleuzian actual. 

 A sense of realism in sound can represent a way for listeners to connect with and 

experience intimacy in recordings, since it adds a layer of recognizability to the music. For 

example, Paul Sanden (2009) expands upon the notion of liveness63 via the concept of 

“corporeal liveness.” Whereas liveness, in light of the “threat” of mediatization,64 refers to 

the impression that something could have been live (or involved a sort of live presence), 

corporeal liveness specifically refers to the “liveness invoked by music’s connection to an 

acoustic sounding body, usually that of a human performer” (p. 9). A basic aspect of 

corporeal liveness is the identification of a supposed source of sound, which is also central 

 
62 The relation between a reproduction (recording) and its original (the performance) is problematic (Sterne, 
2003) and will be discussed further in chapter 4. 
63 See also Philip Auslander’s (2008) work on liveness, upon which Sanden draws. 
64 Like Auslander (2008), Sanden builds upon Jean Baudrillard’s (1981) conception of mediatization to refer 
to performances “whose very identity is, at least in part, shaped by [. . .] mediating processes” (Sanden, 2012, 
p. 45, emphasis in original). 
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to Smalley’s (1997) concept of source-bonding, discussed in chapter 1. According to 

Sanden, such an identification is based on a recognition of the physical acts of performance 

and reception. In his arguments, he draws on Arnie Cox’s (2001) mimetic hypothesis, 

which suggests that we understand sounds by comparing them to sounds made by 

ourselves, through “tacit imitation, or mimetic participation, which in turn draws on the 

prior embodied experience of sound production” (p. 195). In a discussion of the virtual 

presence of Glenn Gould’s body in his recordings, Sanden suggests that the close placement 

of microphones on the piano adds to the sense of corporeal liveness: 
 
The added effect of this close-microphone set-up, however, is that we can also hear, very 
clearly, the noise of Gould’s body playing his piano. In addition to his singing, we can hear 
his physical interaction with his instrument; moreover, we hear the tactility of that 
instrument: the creaking of his chair as he sways, the percussive nature of hammers hitting 
strings, the re-dampening of strings as he lifts his foot off the sustain pedal, and the very 
precise nuances of articulation that are lost in recordings with a more typically reverberant 
sound. (Sanden, 2009, p. 20) 

 

The voice and the noises from the instrument and the chair are all sounds that neither Gould 

nor the engineers wanted in the recording, but they were unable to remove them (Sanden, 

2009). The result is the pronounced presence of Gould’s body as well as the “body” of the 

piano and the interaction between the two in the recorded sound. As Sanden argues, such 

corporeal liveness undermines the supposed disembodiment of recordings—that is, the view 

of recordings that equates corporeal presence with visual presence and thus ignores 

“corporeally sensitive techniques of listening that have little if anything to do with sight” 

(2009, p. 17). Corporeal liveness is therefore related to first-person authenticity in the way 

in which it refers to an immediate experience of the performer by the listener. However, as 

exemplified by the fact that Gould’s recordings did not sound like he intended them to 

(although the performance itself, meaning what he actually played on the piano, may have), 

corporeal liveness does not necessarily imply a sense of honesty or uninterrupted intention, 

as first-person authenticity wants to do.65 Consequently, corporeal liveness may be useful as 

a way to distinguish between the two kinds of first-person authenticity suggested above—

that is, between an apparent lack of technological mediation and an apparent lack of human 

intermediaries. 

 Yet another theory proposed by Sanden, which is related to Moore’s notion of the 

persona, is that of virtual liveness: “Whereas most accounts of liveness focus on the 

 
65 Of course, the evaluation of authenticity in Gould’s recordings is up to each listener. 
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perception of actual performers, [. . .] virtual liveness invokes virtual performing personae: 

performers who exist only in a listener’s encounter with highly mediatised music” (Sanden, 

2012, p. 46).66 These virtual personas, according to Sanden, exist in what Jason Toynbee 

(2000) refers to as the “technosphere,” a “domain of imaginary possibilities and constraints 

which lies between performance on one side and the more or less remote reception of sound 

on the other” (p. 69). A premise of the technosphere, according to Toynbee, is that the gap 

between a “live” performance and recorded sound can be bridged, and Sanden’s notion of 

virtual liveness seems to be one of the ways in which this bridging might happen. Like 

Moore (2012b), Sanden argues for a concept of persona based on listening and a corporeal 

knowledge of sound production (in the sense of making sounds, not record production) in 

general, rather than the knowledge of other aspects of individual performers. For Sanden, 

however, virtual liveness and the virtual performance persona are meant to apply to notions 

of liveness that occur when electronic sound technologies subvert the need for human 

energy to produce sounds. Virtual liveness thus reaches where corporeal liveness does not, 

as in the case of “highly mediatized music,” which, for Sanden means recordings that 

involve “high levels of electronic sound manipulation” (2012, p. 46).67 Similarly, a virtual 

persona is one that is not immediately referring to an actual performer.  

Although Sanden incorporates the concept of virtual liveness to solve the “problem” 

posed by highly mediatized (or opaquely mediated) performances, I see no reason not to 

extend the concept to refer to the virtual personas that do clearly refer to actual (or realistic) 

performers. For Sanden, who follows Auslander’s notion of persona as an aspect of a 

performer’s identity that also resides outside of the recording, it makes sense to distinguish 

virtual personas from actual personas. However, if we follow Moore, the persona will 

always be virtual,68 since it only exists in the listener’s encounter with recorded sound (or 

mediatized performances) in the technosphere. Liveness, on the other hand, is virtual in all 

cases, precisely because the concept refers to ways in which virtual performances relate to a 

listener’s prior experience and knowledge of actual performances. Virtual liveness then 

complements the persona concept (always virtual) in an explanation of how a recorded (and 

 
66 Similarly, Brøvig-Hanssen’s (2012) concept of “ideal events” refers to a recording paradigm that is not 
entirely documentary (reproducing a performance as it sounded in the studio or concert hall) or surrealistic 
(abandoning the recognizability of an actual or virtual performance). The ideal event is a result of studio 
manipulation conducted in such a way that it still can be recognized as a performance. As such, the event must 
appear to the listener to be spatiotemporally coherent, regardless of how it came to being. 
67 I assume that Sanden here refers to sound that is heard as highly manipulated—that is, the sound is 
opaquely mediated. As Brøvig-Hanssen (2018) argues, recordings can involve a high level of sound 
manipulation without the listener noticing it. 
68 Virtual, that is, in the Deleuzian sense discussed previously (chapter 1). 
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thus virtual) performance can be experienced as “live-like.” Furthermore, corporeal 

liveness, as an aspect of virtual liveness, addresses a recorded performance’s ability to 

evoke a sense of bodily presence. When active, it helps to bridge the gap between the 

persona and a supposed actual performer, and in turn it may afford both first- and second-

person authenticity. Virtual liveness thus works in ways similar to source bonding 

(Smalley, 1997), by explaining the perceptual link between a recording and a listener’s 

corporeal knowledge of sound. However, whereas source bonding refers to the link between 

the sound and its supposed source (which could be an instrument), virtual liveness 

specifically directs attention to the perception of a persona (an imagined person). Such an 

understanding of virtual liveness sheds light upon the ways in which a listener can relate 

emotionally to a performance that is happening at a different time and place than the 

listening—something that is a central aspect of acousmatic intimacy, as we will see below.  

 

The Double Paradox of Acousmatic Intimacy 

The concepts of authenticity and liveness can explain how recorded performances are 

experienced as meaningful as a result of recognition and emotional relation. However, 

when it comes to acousmatic intimacy, this dynamic becomes more complicated. If 

intimacy, as suggested above, is based on a reciprocal awareness or recognition of inner 

thoughts and feelings, music listening cannot provide it unless the listener has a close 

relationship to the performer. If we look outside of music and media research, intimacy is 

mostly associated with a physical or emotional closeness between people, and the people 

we choose to be intimate with are rather carefully selected. In record production, however, 

this closeness is broken from the perspective of both the performer and the listener, which 

results in the double paradox of acousmatic intimacy. Firstly, a recording can be heard by 

almost anyone and thus does not align with the limited reach or scarcity of intimate sharing 

(Reiman, 1976). Although techniques such as soft singing and the close placement of the 

microphone to a singer’s mouth have often been described as providing a sense of intimacy 

(see, for example, Doyle, 2005; Frith, 1986; Lacasse, 2000), such assumptions remain 

problematic because of the fact that the recordings can be heard by almost anyone at any 

time, without the performer being present. Secondly, the actual relation between performer 

and listener is neither physically nor emotionally close. There are thus three apparent 

contradictions between acousmatic intimacy and everyday, face-to-face, relational intimacy 

that need to be solved: physical closeness, emotional closeness, and exclusivity. As 
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demonstrated to this point in the chapter, the perception of physical closeness and 

emotional closeness is validated through the theories of corporeal liveness and authenticity, 

respectively. The remaining problem, then, is exclusivity: How can intimacy remain such 

when it is distributed to the public sphere, and how can something existing in the public 

sphere be perceived as intimate? 

We may bridge this remaining gap by starting with two different conceptions of 

extimacy, or extimité in French, originally coined by Jacques Lacan (1959–60/1992). For 

Lacan, the term refers to an intimate exteriority—that is, something external that has been 

internalized (Evans, 1996; Lacan, 1959–60/1992). Pramod Nayar (2009) applies this sense 

of extimacy in his studies of the relationship between the adoring fan and the adored 

celebrity. According to Nayar, this is an intersubjective relationship “where the notions, 

images and desire of the celebrity by the fan are internalized. [. . .] For the fan the star is no 

stranger out there, but somebody who has been internalized” (p. 159). Extimacy can 

similarly explain how a listener may internalize the notion of a song persona and thus 

experience an intimate relation to the persona. 

 But this internalizing of the persona by the listener is contingent on a preceding 

externalizing of something supposedly intimate from the performer via the persona. The 

construction of sonic personas that afford acousmatic intimacy is a means of accomplishing 

this precedent. Nancy Baym (2018), for example, observes that “[t]echnologies such as 

microphones that can capture a voice no louder than a whisper and relay it directly into our 

bodies put us into close sensory contact with musicians even if they were worlds away” (p. 

31).69 In that way, the musician can express something that is open to being experienced by 

the listener as intimate (via Lacan’s extimacy). Serge Tisseron’s (2011) understanding of 

extimacy in his studies of how people expose themselves in social media also works well to 

describe how artists and recordists construct expressions that afford intimacy in specific 

ways when they produce records. For Tisseron, extimacy addresses the ways in which 

people project fragments of their intimate selves to others in order to be validated. He 

argues that the desire for extimacy is inseparable from the desire to meet oneself through 

the other, and from taking risks, and it is also closely dependent on the satisfaction of the 

desire for intimacy: it is because one knows how to hide oneself that one wishes to reveal 

certain privileged parts of oneself. Extimacy, as it is used by Tisseron, thus refers to the 

 
69 Baym’s argument is from a study of how digital communication platforms have afforded closer 
relationships between artists and fans (see also Jones, 2018). 
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deliberate sharing of what I previously referred to as intimacy as information into the public 

domain. This is related to what Lynn Jamieson (1998) labels “disclosing intimacy”—the 

sharing of thoughts and expression of feelings70—but whereas this focuses on the sharing of 

intimate information between partners in an intimate (or potentially intimate) relationship, 

Tisseron’s extimacy may illuminate the processes at play when something intimate is 

distributed to the public sphere and in turn experienced as intimate.  

As is implied by my extended engagement with the persona, musicians present 

themselves in specific and often carefully calculated ways through the recorded 

performance. This means that the details of a singer’s performance, as well as how these 

details are emphasized or de-emphasized in recording and mixing, affect the resulting 

persona.71 The ways in which techniques and technologies are applied in music production 

to contribute to the shaping of the song persona are comparable to the ways in which people 

use the internet, in Tisseron’s study, to shape their internet persona. In the same way that 

the social media user constructs an intimate persona by choosing exactly what to share, 

recordists choose which “intimate details” of a voice, such as breath sounds and other non-

voice “mouth noises,” to feature in order to construct a specific type of intimacy for the 

audience. Consequently, the acousmatic intimacy of a recording aligns closely to Tisseron’s 

understanding of extimacy, in that it is carefully constructed for distribution in the public 

sphere, which may, in turn, suggest that acousmatic intimacy is always extimate. 

Ariana Phillips-Hutton (2018), for example, explores the confessional aesthetics (the 

self-revelation) of singer-songwriter music, and how the performance of such an aesthetics 

is dependent on and directed to an audience rather than exclusively introspective (the 

singer-songwriter sings to an audience and addresses it even though the lyrics might be very 

personal). Discussing the music of indie singer-songwriter William Fitzsimmons, Phillips-

Hutton notes: “As a person who has made a career out of the intimate details of his personal 

life, Fitzsimmons’s performance highlights the paradoxical relationship between the 

intimacy of the confessional experience and the quotidian realities of public performance” 

(2018, p. 335). According to Phillips-Hutton, this confessional aesthetics not only arises 

from the private or intimate nature of the lyrics but also, in this case, from Fitzsimmons’s 

performance style and the ways in which the music is recorded and processed in the 

 
70 Miguel (2012) uses the term “intimacy practices” to similarly refer to “the acts of sharing our inner thoughts 
and feelings with our significant others” (p. 10). 
71 Kevin Holm-Hudson (2018) has elaborated on these aspects of the construction of personas in a study of the 
ways in which various studio processing techniques were used in David Bowie’s recordings to serve various 
dramaturgical purposes. 
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studio.72 The result is a persona that is apparently closely related to Fitzsimmons as a 

private person, even though what we hear is a constructed identity. 

When such practices of deliberately disclosed intimacy afford to the listener a 

feeling of intimacy, we are speaking of not only a transcendence of the intimate into the 

public, as in Tisseron’s conception of extimacy, but also an internalizing of exteriority (for 

the listener), as described by Lacan’s original concept of extimacy and suggested by how a 

recording can “invite” the listener into the musicians’ intimate sphere. Acousmatic intimacy 

relies upon both conceptions of extimacy to explain how intimacy can be experienced from 

music recordings where the criterion of exclusivity is not fulfilled, and the one-to-one 

closeness is illusory.73 

 

Domestic Intimate Space 

So far in this chapter, I have discussed intimacy as referring to certain aspects of 

communication and relations between people, to something that is expressed from one 

person to another, or to some inner personal realm. This is also reflected in common 

conceptions of “intimate sounds”—that is, sounds that afford to the listener a perception of 

physical or emotional closeness to a performer (see, for example, Dibben, 2013; Doyle, 

2005; Lacasse, 2010; Moore, 2012b). However, some scholars have also noted the sense of 

intimacy that may be afforded by the acoustics of small spaces. For example, Tor Halmrast 

(2018) suggests that early reflections imply that the listener shares the intimate space of a 

small “box” with the performer (see also discussion in chapter 2). For Halmrast, then, 

acoustic ambience in recordings can afford a sense of intimacy—an example, in turn, of 

how ambience, or reverberation, can afford certain interpretations (Clarke, 2005). With the 

invention of electromechanical recording in the mid-1920s (and playback equipment that 

could replicate the more detailed sound recordings), recordings became capable of 

replicating room ambience, and, as Peter Doyle (2005) comments, “of carrying [. . .] 

significant sonic information about the spaces in which they were made” (p. 56). The 

 
72 In an analysis of Peter Gabriel’s “Blood of Eden” (Us, 1992), Lacasse (2000) similarly describes how a 
proximate-sounding voice supports the intimate and personal contents of the lyrics in the bridge of the song. 
He describes those lyrics as depicting “an intimate and privileged moment as experienced by the character, 
most probably occurring in the context of sexual intercourse,” and “the voice foregrounding enhances [this] 
image of intimate fusion” (p. 192). 
73 Although the experience of intimacy from music listening may be very real, the feeling of being one-to-one 
with someone in such mediated situations is often illusory (see, for example, Taddicken & Jers, 2011; van 
Manen, 2010). 
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importance of ambience was new to recording, but it was not new to music in the 1920s, as 

Michael Chanan (1994) explains:  
 
[A]coustic spaces have their own history and create their own expectations. Polyphony was 
composed for the cathedral, the madrigal and the masque for the palazzo, the lied and the 
sonata for the salon, the symphony and the concerto for the concert hall. Each type of space 
implies a twofold set of social relations—on the one hand among the performers, on the 
other between the performers and the listeners—which corresponds to the cultural and 
ideological values that the space represents and which the very architecture is designed to 
express. (p. 49, emphasis in original) 

 

As Chanan points out, different spaces are associated with different types of social 

situations and norms, as well as different performance practices. As such, the acoustical 

ambience that “surrounds” a musical performance is likely to influence our interpretation of 

that performance through the associations and expectations we have regarding particular 

types of acoustics. 

I will focus here on the portrayed subjective intimacy (see chapter 2) that can be 

evoked by a specific type of reverb in a recording that virtually places the listener in the 

same room as the performer(s). This type of spatiality arises when the ambience in a 

recording is heard as a very present “roominess” that is reminiscent of the spatial 

characteristics of small rooms with no dedicated acoustic treatment, and specifically of 

domestic spaces such as living rooms, bedrooms, and kitchens. The sound of such a room 

would typically be made up of a preponderance of early reflections and a short reverb tail, 

and often acoustic artifacts such as comb filtering and frequency build-up—features that are 

not considered to be very suitable for musical activities (including performance, recording, 

and even record listening). These kinds of spaces share a similar relation between a strong 

spatial impression and a low sense of spaciousness, as mentioned in chapter 2; again, these 

terms refer to the perception of being in a large and enveloping space, and the degree to 

which we perceive that we are in an enclosed space, respectively (Griesinger, 1997).74 

Domestic spaces do, however, afford a sense of acousmatic intimacy not only through the 

acoustic impression of a small room but also through the interpretation of those acoustics as 

reminiscent of actual intimate domestic spaces (an idea to which I will return). 

A possible way to relate acousmatic intimacy to domestic spaces in recordings is to 

take into account the extent to which a recorded space realistically resembles an actual 

 
74 While a living room or a bathroom may not have been what Halmrast had in mind when referring to a small 
box in the quote above, the small box with its early reflections would probably give the same strong spatial 
impression as those spaces. 
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intimate space. Some scholars taking a spatial approach to studying recorded musical sound 

have explored what kind of spatial environment we hear as we listen to certain recordings, 

thus going beyond simply noting aspects such as a long or short reverb or echo (see, for 

example, Brøvig-Hanssen & Danielsen, 2013; Doyle, 2005; Kraugerud, 2017; Lacasse, 

2000). Instead, they ask what kind of space the reverb reminds us of (or does not remind us 

of). As mentioned in the introduction, when we listen to recordings, we compare their 

spatial environments to our experiences with actual spatial environments, consciously or 

otherwise (Brøvig-Hanssen & Danielsen, 2013; Smalley, 2007). For example, Albin J. Zak 

III (2001) points out that the room in which a performance is recorded may evoke certain 

associations. When listening to a song recorded in a particular studio, as well, we may 

recognize the spatiality from another recording that was recorded in the same studio. Some 

recordists even record in “non-studio” spaces in order to lend a signature ambience to the 

recording that may be easier to recognize than the ambience of a studio’s dedicated 

recording room. For example, Zak cites an interview with producer Daniel Lanois where he 

says: “I like the strange rooms that you find in old houses and buildings . . . You get a 

sound that’s unique to that record, a sonic signature, if you like” (Zak, 2001, pp. 101–2). 

And this inclusion of specific kinds of acoustic spaces in recordings can also serve narrative 

purposes, and thus allow them to act as sonic markers (Askerøi, 2013).75 

The recording’s ability to realistically replicate acoustics we associate with the home 

is central to the notion of intimate domestic space in recorded sound. This does not mean 

that performances have to be recorded in such a space, whose features can be simulated in 

other ways, such as with digital reverbs (see chapter 4). Without going too far into 

acoustics, I do want to note Halmrast’s (2018) findings that the attack of a sound is 

important in determining what type of room the sound is in. By looking at how the early 

reflections of a room’s reverberation impact the sound’s attack, in turn, we can make 

assumptions about the size of the room, as well as the materials of which it is constructed. 

Source bonding (Smalley, 1997) is also relevant here. When listening both to recorded 

music and to sounds in rooms, people are usually not aware of exactly what creates the 

 
75 Other research that considers the importance of the specific types of spatial environments we hear in 
recordings includes Ragnhild Brøvig-Hanssen and Anne Danielsen’s (2013, 2016) work on naturalized and 
surreal spatialities, Doyle’s (2005) work on the cultural meanings of echo and reverb effects, and Simon 
Zagorski-Thomas’s (2010) discussion of how virtual recorded spaces translate to the acoustics of the space in 
which the music is heard. These scholars account in various ways for how the virtual spatial environment of a 
recording, meaning the space in which we perceive the sounds to be located, may affect our interpretation of 
the music. 
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recorded or simulated ambience, but they might recognize aspects of sounds and reverbs 

and associate them to certain kinds of spaces, such as a room in the home. 

My notion of intimate domestic space is loosely based on Gaston Bachelard’s 

phenomenological study The Poetics of Space (1958/2014), which looks at the basic 

functions of the intimate spaces of our homes. Similar to Martin Heidegger in “Building, 

Dwelling, Thinking” (1951/2012), Bachelard relies on the notion of the dwelling—homes 

are built not only in terms of physically setting up a building but also in terms of imbuing 

that building with personal experiences, secrets, memories, and dreams of past and future. 

The result of all of this is a safe place that provides shelter from the external world and 

affords an intimate relation with it. This is, of course, problematic, given the fact that the 

home is not always felt as safe. Whereas Bachelard’s idea of the dwelling appears to derive 

from his nostalgia concerning a happy childhood in his family’s house, others may well 

have bad associations with their home (when typing the word “domestic” into Google’s 

search field, sadly, one of the top search suggestions is “domestic violence” 76). The 

dwelling, then, and its associated intimacy and refuge, should be considered an ideal home, 

not a real home, for the purposes of the following discussion. Michel de Certeau, Luce 

Giard, and Pierre Mayol (1994/1998), for example, describe the (ideal) home as follows: 
 
The territory where the basic gestures of “ways of operating” are deployed and repeated 
from day to day is first of all domestic space, this abode to which one longs to “withdraw,” 
because once there, “one can have peace.” One “returns to one’s home,” to one’s own place, 
which, by definition, cannot be the place of others. Here every visitor is an intruder unless 
he or she has been explicitly and freely invited to enter. (p. 145) 

 

De Certeau, Giard, and Mayol thus associate the notion of the domestic space with a shelter 

from the demands of the outside world. Furthermore, they draw attention to the conflict 

between intimacy and intrusion, which emerges from the definition of intimacy as 

exclusivity—intimacy is what we share with only a selected few, and when someone else 

“takes part” in it, they are experienced as intruding.77 Bachelard (1958/2014) reminds us as 

well that the home is filled with memories. When we receive “outsiders” there, we expose 

ourselves in a sense. 

Bachelard also writes exclusively about the rooms in a house as intimate, whereas 

not everyone has experience with a house as such. Still, while the idea of the dwelling is 

 
76 The search was repeated in three different browsers on two different computers (in order to bypass the 
influence of Google’s personalized search) with the same results. 
77 This sense of intrusion can be related to both the intimate sphere of the home and the intimate proxemic 
zone. 
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complicated, as are the rooms (and acoustics) we associate with it, domestic spaces do 

differ from regular music performance spaces. Rooms in most Western working- and 

middle-class homes have relatively similar sizes, especially in terms of height, and the 

building materials are often wood, stone, or plaster, or a combination of these. What we 

have in the rooms are also often similar: beds, sofas, tables, TVs, books, framed pictures, 

cupboards, windows, curtains, appliances, and so on. All of these things affect the acoustics 

of the rooms in certain ways. 

The acoustics of small domestic spaces may thus lead to experiences of intimacy, 

through our associations with them as well as their implied proximity between us and the 

performer(s) (discussed in chapter 2). And while associations with the home are not always 

positive, the acoustics of those spaces can still be experienced as pleasant. For example, a 

study by Daniel Västfjäll, Pontus Larsson, and Mendel Kleiner (2002) found that sound 

samples with short and medium reverb times supplied higher levels of experienced arousal 

and induced more pleasant reactions than the same sounds with long reverb times. 

According to the authors, these findings can be “interpreted as indirect evidence for the idea 

that presence is related to emotional experiences” (p. 29). Furthermore, Ana Tajadura-

Jiménez and colleagues (2010) found that, when study participants were exposed to virtual 

acoustic rooms with varying sound source positions and acoustic properties, they 

considered the small rooms to be “more pleasant, calmer, and safer than big rooms” (p. 

416). As Dibben (2013) concludes from these findings, “[t]his is significant since it implies 

that small virtual spaces will be preferred where the listener feels affinity for the 

singer/persona” (p. 114). Consequently, the acoustics of small spaces may—in addition to 

implying proximate and potentially intimate physical relations within the sound box—be 

experienced as pleasant and safe and will likely enhance or amplify the acousmatic 

intimacy already afforded by other sonic characteristics of a sound. 

 

Metaphorical Intimate Space 

While close proximity and homelike acoustics are spatialities that may evoke intimacy in an 

embodied sense, intimacy can also be represented through metaphorical spaces, based on 

various associations beyond the physical realm. Mads Walther-Hansen (2012) divides the 

phonographic space into the experiential layers of acoustic space and metaphorical space. 

An acoustic space is a space “with acoustical properties (with real or impossible 

characteristics) in which sounds are located in different positions. This may be an acoustic 
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space of a perceived performance or an acoustic space of more ‘detached’ sound events” (p. 

38). A metaphorical space, on the other hand, “does not refer to any acoustic reality, but is 

perceived metaphorically, allowing sounds to interact in a non-physical way” (p. 38). This 

notion of metaphorical space thus draws on a sense of metaphor other than the conceptual 

metaphors of height, depth, and width that comprise the phonographic space of 

recordings.78 The kinds of intimate space I have discussed so far may be more related to 

acoustically experienced space, because they concern perceived spatial relations associated 

with intimacy, but they are also metaphorical in the way in which they evoke an 

experiential reality of intimacy that transcends any notion of acoustic spatial properties. It 

might be worthwhile, however, to briefly consider other ways in which phonographic space 

might evoke intimacy in a metaphorical sense. 

 Throughout his doctoral dissertation, Serge Lacasse (2000) discusses some of the 

ways in which vocal staging affords metaphorical meanings. At one point he refers to Jean 

Châteauvert (1996) and Michel Chion’s (1999) discussions of the inner monologue in films, 

what Chion refers to as the I-voice. The I-voice is the type of inner monologue that makes 

the audience identify with it. For Chion, there are two technical criteria for a voice to be 

perceived as an I-voice—namely, close miking to create a feeling of intimacy with the 

voice, “such that we sense no distance between it and our ear,” and “‘dryness’ or absence of 

reverb in the voice (for reverb situates the voice in a space). It’s as if, in order for the I-

voice to resonate in us as our own, it can’t be inscribed in a concrete identifiable space, it 

must be its own space unto itself” (Chion, 1999, p. 51). Chion’s I-voice thus recalls the 

proximate intimate voice described in chapter 2 and relates to the way in which perceived 

physical closeness can invoke a sense of intimacy. 

 When I think about the metaphorical space of the inner monologue in film, however, 

I turn to what Chion refers to as the object-voice, which, unlike the I-voice, does not make 

the listener take the position of embodying an invisible character. It instead captures the 

sense of being able to hear a specific character’s thoughts.79 As an example, Chion 

 
78 Walther-Hansen’s understanding of metaphorical space, as opposed to acoustic space, is thus similar to 
what Eric Clarke (2013) refers to as “a metaphorically related psychic space.” This is a type of domain that 
differs from the physical space (whether actual or virtual)—one through which the “apparently spatial and 
material attributes of the voice […] are mapped onto a psychic domain” (p. 108). Also related is what Emma 
Thompson (2002) refers to as the “deterritorialization” of space, which is the idea of virtual spaces that are not 
based on actual architectural spaces but rather on the possibilities of technology. 
79 A similar concept is Bernhard F. Dick’s (1990) “subjective voice,” which he describes as an “inner voice 
that literally speaks its mind [. . .] because the audience requires access to the character’s thoughts” (p. 28). 
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discusses a scene in Hitchcock’s Psycho (1960) where we hear Marion’s (Janet Leigh) 

thoughts as she goes through an internal drama: 
 
How do we understand that these voices resonate “in her head,” and not that they are voices 
calling up images of her as they talk about her? Because they conform to audio conventions 
that establish a sound as subjective, making it unrealistic. Which is exactly the opposite of 
an I-sound, since a “subjective” perception in a film is objectivized as such. In Psycho, the 
technical manipulations consist of a pronounced filtering, which makes the voices resemble 
telephone voices, as well as the addition of reverb which incorporates them into an 
imaginary place, the place of her head, her imagination. (Chion, 1999, p. 52) 

 

Châteauvert, while not referring specifically to reverberation,80 argues similarly that we, 

through the sonic representation of the inner monologue, “consider the character’s thoughts 

as the source of a discourse that nobody else can hear except for some extraordinary 

characters” (Châteauvert, 1996, p. 142; translated from French in Lacasse, 2000, p. 94). The 

inner discourse to which Châteauvert refers evokes the definition of intimacy as an 

awareness of another person’s inmost reality (Sexton & Sexton, 1982).81 The sonic 

representation of the inner monologue may thus afford an experienced intimacy between 

viewer and character through the access given to the viewer to something that is normally 

not shared. John Klepko (2003) observes three ways in which voices with a lot of echo or 

reverb on them are used in television productions: when a character is thinking about the 

past (and we hear their thoughts through this reverberated voice), when a character is 

dreaming, and when a voice must represent the inner thoughts and feelings of the character. 

Klepko suggests that these effects could be used in music production, but that the latter 

effect, when used in music, is “less likely to be understood by the listener” (2003, p. 475, 

emphasis in original). Through its repeated use in films to signal access to a character’s 

inner realm, such reverb has thus, to use Askerøi’s (2013) term, been established as a sonic 

marker of intimacy. 

 

(Positive and) Negative Notions of Acousmatic Intimacy 

Since intimacy, for the authors discussed in the beginning of this chapter, is largely based 

on a reciprocal interpretation of the relation, the term has mostly positive connotations. If 

 
80 Châteauvert uses the Wim Wenders film Wings of Desire (1987) as an example featuring inner voices that 
are whispered and appear very proximate. 
81 Lacasse (2000) provides another example in an analysis of Alanis Morissette’s “Your House” (1995), where 
he argues that the long reverb on the voice is a metaphorical representation of the character’s “emotional 
emptiness” after finding out that her lover has someone else in his life (Lacasse, 2000, p. 179). Again, the 
reverb signifies access to someone’s (in this case, a persona’s) inner realm. 
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one of the actors is not feeling the intimacy—if the consent is not mutual—the intimacy 

dissolves. However, other authors suggest that intimacy can become negative as well. Jane 

R. McCarthy and Rosalind Edwards (2011), for example, argue in their entry on intimacy in 

Key Concepts in Family Studies that it “refers to the meaning and expression of close 

family and personal relationships, as these are understood in contemporary European and 

New World societies, and to the qualities that they may be supposed to provide” (p. 123). 

While intimacy is an important component of the kind of family the authors describe, it can 

be desirable but also controlling and oppressive—for example, through an associated desire 

to know every thought of one’s partner or child, or through physical degradation and 

violence.82 Whereas such negative aspects are beyond the scope of the definitions of 

intimacy referred to here, Lauer (2016) discusses how intimacy in relationships can be 

related to “negative” actions, such as arguments and fighting. For Lauer, conflicts are not 

intimate in themselves, but they may be seen as expressions of a desire for intimacy, and 

they can even act as vehicles for intimacy in a relationship. The hope at the core of the 

conflict, according to Lauer, is that “intimacy comes . . . when people stop being polite and 

start being real” (2016, p. 102). Conflicts in a relationship can thus be seen to result from a 

lack of (as well as a need for) intimacy and can lead to honest, or authentic, expression of 

one’s inner thoughts and feelings.83 Consequently, the intimacy that can emerge from 

conflict is not negative in itself but is discovered (or rediscovered) in the context of a 

negative situation. In musical contexts, we experience such intimacy from conflict in songs 

in which the lyrics describe a conflict situation (an argument, a breakup, and so forth) while 

the sound of the recording affords intimacy in the ways discussed in both this and the 

previous chapter.84 

One way in which intimacy can be interpreted as negative in itself is when it applies 

to an encounter in which someone enters (that is, intrudes upon) another’s intimate zone. 

Likewise, in the last section of the Handbook on Closeness and Intimacy, Arthur Aron and 

 
82 Another way to interpret intimacy as having a negative effect is Richard Sennett’s warning against what he 
calls the “tyrannies of intimacy” (Sennett, 1977/2017). The transformation to a more intimate society—in 
which we seek personal meaning in realms that should be impersonal, such as politics—reflects “a self-
obsessive and competitive individualism” that undermines cohesive communities (McCarthy & Edwards, 
2011, p. 124; Sennett, 1977/2017). 
83 For example, in The Baron in the Trees, Italo Calvino (1957/1977) describes the passionate but brief 
relationship between the main character, Cosimo, and the great love of his life, Violeta. Their relationship is 
marked by jealousy and emotional teasing, and in their search for intimacy they often break out into dispute, 
frustrated by their inability to be vulnerable with one another. The relationship is marked by a constant power 
struggle between the two, and only in their disputes are they able to “be real.” 
84 The analysis of Siv Jakobsen’s “To Leave You” (2017) in chapter 5 further exemplifies this relation 
between conflict and intimacy. 
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Debra J. Mashek (2004) suggest that, regarding closeness and intimacy, “there can be too 

much of a good thing,” and that “many people are actively averse to closeness, fear 

intimacy” (p. 426). Thus, a negative sense of intimacy does not necessarily involve a sense 

of intended oppression or abuse, as suggested by McCarthy and Edwards’s (2011) example 

above. The point made by Aron and Mashek also supports Hall’s notion that intimacy, 

while biologically based, is modified by culture (Hall, 1969/1990; Meyrowitz, 1986). For 

example, Hall quotes one of his subjects on the experience of having someone invade one’s 

intimate sphere: “One subject said, ‘These people get so close, you’re cross-eyed. It really 

makes me nervous. They put their face so close it feels like they’re inside you’” (Hall, 

1969/1990, p. 118, emphasis in original). This sensation results, according to Hall, from the 

“uncomfortable muscular tension of being cross-eyed from looking at something too close” 

(p. 118). A sonic equivalent of this muscular tension is the uncomfortable feeling one gets 

when someone who is not an intimate relation speaks right into one’s ear. In music 

recordings, as well, some listeners may experience any overly proximate voice as “too 

intimate,” because they are not accustomed to listening to such sounds, and the presence of 

the singer may thus feel overwhelming. 

Feelings of intimate intrusion from recorded musical sound may also be triggered by 

particular ways of performing that express bad intentions or lack of trustworthiness (in 

combination with lyrics). Such a negative aspect of intimacy is addressed by Dibben 

(2013), who notes that an up-close voice that is experienced as too close may contribute to 

drawing the listener into “disturbing scenarios.”85 The result is that the sound of the 

recording destabilizes the presumed benign relationship between the persona and the 

listener. As an example of this, Dibben refers to Barry Adamson and Jarvis Cocker’s 

recording of “Set the Controls for the Heart of the Pelvis” (1996), in which the listener 

involuntarily becomes a bystander to vocalist Cocker “while he narrates a masturbatory 

sequence which social conventions dictate the listener will find repellant” (Dibben, 2013, p. 

119). The perceived closeness of the singer thus becomes (for the listener) an unwanted 

one, based on the repellent character of the persona. The listener is not “ready” to take part 

in that kind of sharing of intimacy, and there is thus a mismatch between the listener’s and 

the persona’s willingness to be intimate. Dibben’s example highlights the importance of a 

sense of trust for intimacy to be experienced positively.  

 
85 Dibben discusses the experience of recorded voices as too close as one of four approaches to subverting the 
author image. 
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Another example is Peter Gabriel’s “Intruder” (Peter Gabriel, 1980), where the song 

title aptly captures the song’s feeling of having one’s intimate sphere intruded upon by an 

uninvited visitor as described by de Certeau, Giard, and Mayol (1994/1998). The lyrics are 

written from the intruder’s perspective and describe how he breaks into “your” home, how 

he feeds on “your” fear “when I’m certain you know I am there,”86 and, finally, how he 

leaves his mark. He does not break in only to steal valuable things but because he enjoys it 

so. The listener’s sense of intrusion is enhanced by the almost whispering voice of Gabriel’s 

intruder. According to Fernando Poyatos (2002), whispering expresses intimacy and 

establishes secrecy or confidentiality,87 and since the persona in “Intruder” expresses 

thoughts that are meant only for the listener, he can be interpreted as intimate.88 However, 

since the persona’s intimacy is not “approved” by the listener—who, through the lyrics, is 

given the position of the intruded upon—this intimacy is experienced as negative. The 

notion of intimate intrusion is further exemplified by John Parish and P. J. Harvey’s “Taut” 

(1996), also discussed by Dibben, in which Harvey’s desperate-sounding whispering voice 

is accompanied by a very “roomy” drum sound. In his analysis of the track, Eric Clarke 

(1999) describes the sound of the drum kit as “big and right in front of the mix” (p. 367), 

but I would also draw attention to the strong spatial impression of the drum acoustics—that 

of a relatively small, home-like room, as described above. Since this source represents the 

most present reverb in the recording, the other sound sources, including the voice, seem to 

be in the same room with it. The result is that the voice appears to invade not only one’s 

intimate zone—by feeling too close—but also the intimate sphere of the home: someone is 

there who should not be. The acoustic environment of the voice as disclosed by the drums 

proves the point in the aforementioned study by Tajadura-Jiménez and colleagues (2010) 

that the positive effect of less reverb on the perception of sounds does not apply to 

threatening sources: “Threatening objects, such as other humans or animals invading a 

space, will create a more arousing negative reaction in a smaller space, as compared to a 

larger space” (p. 416).89 

 As mentioned above, there are two ways in which acousmatic intimacy can register 

as negative. One is the way I have described, whereby a proximate sound is perceived as 

 
86 Lyrics written by Peter Gabriel (1980), my transcription. 
87 Lauer (2016) also argues that secrecy can be a way to manifest intimacy, through the exclusive nature of 
secrets. 
88 See also Lacasse’s (2010) analyses of paralinguistic features in recorded musical sound. 
89 Conversely, drawing on the work of Joachim F. Wohlwill (1976), the authors suggest that “the ‘invasion’ of 
space might be less negative or even positive if the invader is seen positively” (Tajadura-Jiménez et al., 2010, 
p. 416). 



Acousmatic Intimacy as Relation 

 

80 

 

threatening or unnerving. Another specifically associates the threat with the sense of 

culturally inappropriate closeness, whereby a listener may feel as though they themselves 

are involuntarily observing something that they should not be, following Dibben’s 

(particularly explicit) example of Barry Adamson and Jarvis Cocker’s song. A listener 

could, for example, hear a close-miked singer-songwriter performing what appears to be 

personal or confessional lyrics and experience this as though they themselves were invading 

the performer’s intimate sphere. While intimacy in general is culturally modified, this 

notion of the listener invading the performer’s intimacy is especially contingent upon the 

listener’s awareness of certain recording aesthetics. 

Scholars like Giddens, Hahn, Jamieson, Miguel, and Sexton and Sexton may not 

view this sense of intrusion as intimacy at all, since it does not involve a reciprocal 

willingness to share inner thoughts and feelings. But it remains useful to the concept of 

acousmatic intimacy, because it describes a feeling of intrusion triggered by the recorded 

sound, often in combination with the narrative in the lyrics. Acousmatic intimacy can thus 

refer to a positive feeling of intimacy that is experienced as reciprocal (from the listener’s 

perspective) or to a negative feeling of intimate intrusion. What these positive and negative 

notions have in common is the exclusivity, or limited reach, of the utterance—it is intended 

only for the listener (whether this is articulated through the proximity effect or through 

short reverberation). Both notions also refer to an awareness of inner thoughts and feelings, 

but in the case of negative intimacy, the awareness is involuntary for one of the actors, 

whereas in the case of positive intimacy, it is experienced as reciprocal.90  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has examined several aspects of how intimacy can be experienced as a form of 

relational engagement, and how such experiences may be triggered by recorded musical 

sound. Intimacy is, as Julia C. Obert (2016) observes, a slippery concept that has been 

assigned many, sometimes conflicting, definitions. In order to define acousmatic intimacy, I 

have examined some of the existing definitions of intimacy from the fields of psychology, 

sociology, and philosophy in light of theoretical concepts from popular musicology such as 

persona, authenticity, and liveness. I have also argued that the relational aspect of intimacy 

is relevant to recorded music in the sense that recorded sound can give the listener the 

 
90 It is not actually reciprocal, of course, because the musician is not aware of the listener at all, but through 
second-person authenticity, the listener may still experience the persona as aware of the listener’s situation. 
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impression of a meaningful, truthful, trustworthy, confidential, and/or recognizable 

interaction with a persona (vocal or instrumental) and recorded spaces. Acousmatic 

intimacy thus always involves an emotional engagement, but this engagement can be either 

a positively or negatively loaded experience. 

When a listener experiences intimacy from recorded music, such relational aspects 

and perceived physical proximity are both usually in play, combining to constitute 

acousmatic intimacy. While perceived physical proximity can be, and often is, a central 

aspect of acousmatic intimacy, it is not acousmatic intimacy per se. Rather, it can lead to 

the interpretation of a sound as intimate when the assumed source of that sound is also 

experienced as authentic, since it indicates that the sound source is not only close but also 

intended to be so. Such perceptions of acousmatic intimacy require that the physical and 

relational distances between the listener and the performer(s) are somehow traversed by the 

acousmatic sound. While the concepts of persona, authenticity and liveness explains some 

of the processes involved in this traverse, I also incorporated concepts of extimacy to 

explicitly address the case of intimacy by explaining how expressions of intimacy can be 

shared and internalized across distances. 

Acousmatic intimacy is not restricted to popular music recordings but can also be 

experienced in, for example, a phone call, if the source is perceived as physically proximate 

and is relationally close. However, what is interesting in music recordings is that recordists 

can facilitate the triggering of intimate experience through conscious or subconscious 

choices made at different stages of record production. The next chapter looks at how new 

technology has facilitated new ways of producing music recordings that afford acousmatic 

intimacy. The types of sounds that are experienced as intimate—in terms of both proximity 

and relation—has changed in accordance with this technological development, as have the 

sounds that listeners are accustomed to hearing in musical contexts. In turn, this 

development has led to exaggerated forms of acousmatic intimacy that lurk in the margins 

of what is perceived to be technologically unmediated. 
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Chapter 4 

Technological Facilitation of Acousmatic Intimacy 

Whereas the two previous chapters focused on how we might understand the idea of intimacy 

in recorded music and how that acousmatic experience of intimacy involves a triggering of 

emotions in the listener, this chapter will revolve around the technology and techniques that 

have made acousmatic intimacy possible, including the technology of recording, mixing, and 

playback. However, while playback technology has had an immense impact on how listeners 

experience intimacy in music recordings, I will have to limit my discussion of it here, as I 

indicated in the introduction. This chapter will confront three main issues: how various 

technologies have facilitated the production of acousmatic intimacy, how the perception of 

intimacy in recorded music has changed with the advent of new ways of triggering intimacy,91 

and how the boundaries for this perception are often pushed in ways that transcend physical 

presence. 

Certain tools, such as the electrical microphone, dynamic range compression, 

multitracking, and digital reverb, have enabled the production of intimate-sounding 

recordings. Equally important, however, are the ways in which recordists have used these 

tools to trigger an acousmatic experience of intimacy and even pushed them to represent 

soundscapes that transcend the type of intimacy we know from everyday extramusical 

settings. For example, if proximity is crucial to triggering a listener’s feeling of intimacy, as 

suggested in chapter 2, the electrical microphone, and the condenser microphone in particular, 

is probably the most important invention there is for facilitating acousmatic intimacy. The 

introduction of the Neumann U47 condenser microphone in 1949 set a new standard for 

microphones with its improved dynamic and frequency ranges (Schmidt Horning, 2013).92 

Rather than the microphone alone, however, it is the way in which singers and recordists 

 
91 I should stress that acousmatic intimacy always refers to experienced intimacy, which implies, in turn, that 
what is intimate will vary from listener to listener. What is experienced as intimate is still not arbitrary, because, 
as discussed in chapter 1 with reference to Mads Walther-Hansen (2012), auditory stimuli limit a listener’s 
possible responses. My focus, then, is on how technology and its use facilitate such experiences. 
92 The U47 is still highly sought after for its sonic characteristics, and several current manufacturers try to 
emulate it. Some later microphone designs feature an improved dynamic range and flatter frequency curves 
(resulting in a more transparent replication of sounds), but condenser technology is still at the core of most such 
designs. 
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started to make use of it that enabled a form of intimacy that has continued to change the 

sound of recorded music even today. In this chapter, I will look into the specifics of how the 

electrical microphone and other technologies have influenced the production of acousmatic 

intimacy. 

This chapter will further engage with the ways in which acousmatic intimacy is 

continuously developing, and especially the ways in which new production techniques that 

trigger experiences of intimacy often work at the margins of what is perceived and 

experienced as an actual live performance (as opposed to a performance that has been 

manipulated to such an extent that the manipulation itself becomes the focus of attention).93 

This does not necessarily mean that a sound must be transparently mediated to be perceived 

as acousmatically intimate—the listener can remain aware of even very apparent forms of 

technological mediation—but rather that the listener must be able to “trace” the sound back to 

an actual performance. Related to this aim of non-disruptive mediation is what Jay D. Bolter 

and Richard Grusin (1999) label a “double logic of remediation”—that is, the cultural desire 

for more media even as mediation seeks to erase its own traces: “ideally, [our culture] wants 

to erase its media in the very act of multiplying them” (p. 5). In the context of this 

dissertation, the double logic of remediation might refer to the paradox of the amount of 

sound manipulation and “production tricks” that often goes into representing sounds as 

authentically intimate. 

Similarly, Jonathan Sterne (2003) observes that the technology involved in the 

reproduction of sound is ideally a “‘vanishing’ mediator,” and that when this mediation does 

become audible, the experience becomes less convincing for the listener (p. 218). Such ideas 

have been prevalent since the early days of recording, as Sterne exemplifies with the case of 

Charles Sumner Tainter, an employee of Alexander Graham Bell. Through his involvement in 

the invention of the Graphophone (an improved version of Edison’s phonograph), Tainter 

aimed to reproduce sound in acoustically transparent ways so that there would be no audible 

difference between reproduction and original. This aesthetic aim, Sterne comments, 

“committed [Tainter] to a project of erasing the medium” (2003, p. 257). Such a conception of 

mediation, where “copies are debasements of the originals” (p. 218) also involves an original, 

which, Sterne argues, is also a product of the mediation, because any studio recording is a 

 
93 A focus on mediation technology rather than the music that is mediated is described by Denis Smalley (1997) 
as technological listening: “Technological listening occurs when a listener ‘perceives’ the technology or 
technique behind the music rather than the music itself, perhaps to such an extent that true musical meaning is 
blocked” (p. 109). 
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reproduction of the performance that is set up specifically for that studio session. Sterne 

discusses an era of recording in which live music94 was performed acoustically, without any 

electrical amplification. Today, however, live performances of popular music are highly 

influenced by recording technology and are almost always highly technologically mediated.95  

Sterne’s argument that an original is as much a product of the medium as its 

reproduced copy goes hand-in-hand with Mark Katz’s (2010) concept of “phonograph 

effects.” Phonograph effects are the changes in ways of listening to, performing, and 

composing music that have arisen in response to recording technology—that is, “any 

observable manifestation of recording’s influence” (p. 2). Katz’s (and Sterne’s) point is that 

recording always does more than record, and it is never just a neutral “capture” of something 

that already exists.96 Even with field recording, which has often been regarded as a 

transparent capture of the world, the choices made by the recordist in terms of what, who, 

where, and how they record contribute to the production of not only place but also race, 

gender, class ethnicity, and identity (Western, 2018). In the studio (as well as concert venues), 

however, new production norms have developed for manipulating sounds and the relations 

between them in a mix—norms that have led Simon Zagorski-Thomas (2014) to refer to 

music productions as “sonic cartoons.” Here, Zagorski-Thomas points to the use of various 

production techniques—such as spot-miking of individual instruments in the orchestra or Max 

Martin’s use of a guiro sample to exaggerate Britney Spears’s vocal fry (creaky voice)97 in 

“Oops! . . . I Did It Again” (Oops! . . . I Did It Again, 2000)—to “create greater but artificial 

clarity in a recording” (Zagorski-Thomas, 2014, p. 50) and direct the focus of the listener to 

specific sounds (in the absence of the visual cues that, in a “live” situation, would produce the 

cocktail party effect98). 

Recordings may nevertheless convince listeners into believing that they do capture a 

performance as such. Unlike the early days of recordings, when people only had live 

 
94 “Live music” first became a term after recorded music became a fact. More precisely, Sarah Thornton (1995) 
argues that the term first emerged in the 1950s when recordings started to become a primary means of listening 
to music. 
95 Music composition and performance has been fundamentally shaped by its adaptation to recording formats 
(Katz, 2010). Also, live performers are increasingly taking use of recording technology on stage (Kjus & 
Danielsen, 2016). 
96 This is also Theodore Gracyk’s (1996) point with addressing the recording as the primary text of rock music: 
the recorded “performance” that is heard by the listener is constructed in the studio, and it is the primary way 
through which the listener experiences the music. 
97 Harry Hollien (1974) refers to vocal or glottal fry as the pulse register of the voice, which “occupies the lowest 
range of phonation along the fundamental frequency continuum. The term was selected because its vibratory 
pattern is pulse-like, and because these perceived pulses usually have relatively low frequencies” (p. 126). 
98 The cocktail party effect refers to the cognitive ability to focus auditory attention, such as when focusing on a 
single conversation in a noisy environment (see, for example, Bronkhorst, 2015; Cherry, 1953). 
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performances of music (or player pianos and so forth) to compare them to, listeners now 

compare recordings to other recordings and are thus able to interpret them on the format’s 

own premises. In this way, while a recording is never a transparent capture of a preexisting 

performance or directly representative of the actual, it can still appear to be “realistic”—that 

is, reminiscent of live performance—to the listener. Some aspects of technological mediation 

of sound are easier to ignore than others,99 and, as Sterne (2003) writes about the early days of 

recording and record listening, the perception of recordings as true to an “original” 

performance required a “faith in the apparatus” (p. 247). The public were therefore taught, 

through commercials, how to “separate foreground and background sounds” in order to ignore 

the noises of the medium: “In other words, listeners were helping the machines reproduce 

sound ‘perfectly’” (p. 256). Due to Western (and possibly other) cultures’ desire for 

technological mediation to be both invisible and inaudible, listeners have become willing and 

able to ignore certain signs of mediation in order to focus on the “unmediatedness” of a 

recording and perceive it to be transparently mediated. Precisely which signs listeners are able 

to ignore varies at the individual level and is also continuously changing at the cultural level 

as well, since sounds initially considered to be opaquely mediated tend to become naturalized 

over time (Brøvig-Hanssen, 2018; Brøvig-Hanssen & Danielsen, 2013). This ability to 

experience something that one knows is “very mediated” as unmediated—as though one is in 

“direct communication” with the performer—is a key to acousmatic intimacy. 

For a recording to be experienced as intimate, the listener will most often be able to 

relate its sounds to a source,100 since, as argued in chapter 3, acousmatic intimacy is often 

experienced as linked to a song persona or between song personas. Moreover, as Simon Frith 

(1986) argues, listeners are particularly sensitive to manipulations of the voice, and a common 

conception is that less perceived mediation equals more direct communication. However, 

since recording technology and its uses are constantly developing, the limits to what listeners 

are able to accept as acousmatic intimacy rather than simply manipulated or over-processed 

sound are in constant flux. At the margins of what is perceived as intimate is what I term 

acousmatic hyperintimacy, which I will, in the final part of this chapter, conceptualize as the 

 
99 Even today, the manipulation of pitch is far less “acceptable” than the manipulation of, say, dynamics. 
100 Early accounts of the public’s response to the phonograph or “talking machine” indicate that the relation 
between a sound and its original source has not always been obvious. While the description of the phonograph as 
a talking machine might suggest that people perceived it to have its own voice, some described its sound as the 
devil’s voice; others thought the machine was the devil capturing the soul of those who were recorded (Laing, 
1991). Furthermore, Edison conducted “tone tests” whose aim was to convince the public of an equivalency 
between a live performance and a sound recording, which indicates that the connection between the two was not 
apparent to all (Sterne, 2003). 
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ways in which exaggerated forms of acousmatic intimacy may evoke feelings of intimacy that 

clearly transcend unmediated everyday intimacy. 

Two major technological contributions to the facilitation of acousmatic intimacy and 

hyperintimacy are the microphone and multitrack tape recording. Whereas these two 

technologies, as I will argue, enable the mediation of performances as intimate in the recorded 

domain, other technologies have provided tools for recordists to further exaggerate 

characteristics of a recorded performance that may trigger a feeling of intimacy in the listener. 

While I cannot go into all of the relevant technologies, I will focus on dynamic range 

processors (including compressors, expanders, and gates), reverb, and stereo and pseudo-

stereo techniques in addition to the microphone and multitrack tape recording.  

 

The Microphone and its Intimate Affordances 

As mentioned above, a significant contribution to microphone design was the introduction of 

the Neumann U47 in 1949. While condenser microphones had appeared already in 1917 

(from Bell Labs) and had been used in radio since the 1920s, it was the U47 that brought 

condenser microphone technology into the recording studio, where carbon and ribbon 

transducer microphones had long been the standard. These three microphone types used 

different technologies to transform acoustic sound into electric current,101 and these 

technologies exhibited different characteristics regarding how they reproduce sound. The 

carbon microphone had a narrow frequency range and a limited dynamic range, and it was 

quite noisy (Case, 2016). These deficiencies were greatly improved with the ribbon 

microphone, which had a much wider frequency range and dynamic response. Its design, 

which picked up sound from the front and back of the ribbon but not from the sides, also 

resulted in the proximity effect, an increase in low-frequency response as the microphone 

moves closer to the source, as Alexander Case (2016) concludes: “As a result, the tone of a 

vocalist up close to the microphone possessed a rich, velvety, bass emphasis” (p. 75). This 

feature of directional microphones was embraced by the early crooners and has been 

exploited by singers and recordists ever since. As Case points out, due to the physical 

restrictions of the metal ribbon, the ribbon microphone was not able to replicate the highest 

 
101 Carbon transducers are based on the changing density of carbon granules as they are compressed by sound 
pressure; ribbon microphones are based on the varying magnetic field between magnets and a thin metal ribbon 
that reacts to sound pressure; and, finally, condenser microphones are based on varying capacitance induced by 
the vibration of one of two capacitor plates. Another microphone type that has become a standard in both studios 
and on the stage is the moving-coil dynamic microphone. Like ribbon transducer microphones, it is based on 
magnetic tension, but instead of a fragile metal ribbon, it utilizes an electromagnetic coil, making it much more 
durable (for a more detailed description of various microphone designs, see Case, 2016; Eargle, 2005). 
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frequencies of certain sounds, including the voice. This deficiency was, in turn, addressed 

with the condenser microphone, and especially the U47 (still a highly sought-after and 

replicated microphone102), which offered great improvements in high-frequency response. It 

also offered what is often referred to as a “presence peak”—that is, an enhancement of upper-

middle frequencies that, according to Case, “etches vivid detail into the vocal track, boosting 

intelligibility and highlighting emotional expression. With the presence peak, the modern 

vocal sound was born” (2016, p. 75). 

While recording (and radio)103 may have been perceived as intimate in itself, in the 

way it transferred a musical performance to the privacy of one’s living room, recording with 

electrical microphones brought about an acousmatically intimate proximity between 

performer and listener. It should be noted that this is a different kind of intimacy from what 

was provided by simply playing back a performance in one’s living room with the help of the 

radio or a recording. In addition to bringing what was previously public into the intimate 

domain, that is, this form of recording also brought performance styles that were previously 

restricted to intimate situations into the public sphere. Consequently, there was an intimacy on 

both ends of the recording—that is, what belonged to the intimate sphere entered the public 

sphere only to reenter the intimate sphere once again. In the era of mechanical recording,104 

singers had to sing at a certain volume for the sound to transfer to the record, but with the 

microphone and electrical amplification, even subtleties of a performance such as breathing 

and other subtle mouth sounds could be made audible over the background noise of the record 

(see, for example, Schmidt Horning, 2013). For the first time, record listeners could 

experience the full-frequency spectrum of the voice from the recording. They could also hear 

the ambience of the studio or concert hall in which the performance had been recorded. The 

dynamic potential of this new technology—that is, its dynamic sensitivity and ability to 

capture the abovementioned subtleties—was taken advantage of by certain singers, who 

 
102 Manufacturers like Flea, Golden Age, Stam Audio Engineering, Warm Audio and Wunder Audio all make 
microphones that aims to replicate the U47. 
103 A significant difference between recording and radio is that, while both provided a spatial disjunction 
between the performance space and the listening space, resulting in an acousmatic listening situation, recordings 
added a temporal disjunction, leading to what R. M. Schafer terms schizophonia—that is, the spatiotemporal 
disjunction provided by recording (Schafer, 1969; see also Brøvig-Hanssen, 2012). The telephone, on the other 
hand, which similarly separates speaker and talker, still preserved a physical connection between the two via the 
telephone line (Connor, 2001). Furthermore, Hugh Chignell (2009) notes that radio is often regarded as intimate 
in itself. Other scholars who have addressed intimacy in relation to radio include Johnson (2006), Kuffert (2009), 
Loviglio (2005), and Taylor (2010). 
104 Mechanical recording—often called acoustic recording—refers to early recording technologies through which 
sound pressure was mechanically transferred to the recording medium (disc or cylinder) without any form of 
electrical amplification (see, for example, Sterne, 2003).  
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would adapt their style to the medium, resulting in innovations such as crooning and 

“whispering”105 (Case, 2016). As Susan Schmidt Horning (2013) comments, such singers 

would have otherwise lacked access to acoustic, or mechanical, recording studios that only 

welcomed singers with powerful voices that would successfully transfer to the record in the 

mechanical process. Crooners such as Rudy Vallee and Bing Crosby recognized the 

microphone as an instrument that could be used to alter their vocal performances to their 

preferences. According to Schmidt Horning, electrical recording thus “created not only a 

greater intimacy between listener and the performer but also a more intimate relationship 

between the performer and the technology” (2013, p. 45). In that way, the invention of the 

electrical microphone facilitated acousmatic intimacy, not only via its technical abilities, but 

also in the way it afforded new performance styles. 

 The inspiration of introducing the microphone and electrical amplification to recording 

came from radio. Audiences had preferred the sound of radio, which already made use of 

electrical amplification (Sterne, 2003), and which had already introduced an acousmatic sense 

of intimacy. In the early 1930s, several articles in Broadcasting Magazine, for example, 

demonstrate how “the intimacy of radio” had become an important tool in advertising. In the 

January 15, 1933, issue, winning essays from a contest arranged by General Electric were 

presented. The contestants answered this question: “How can advertising over the radio be 

improved?” One winner, William E. Curtis, devoted his essay, titled “Intimacy Stressed,” to 

how radio announcers could give the illusion of speaking directly and personally to the 

listener, and also how they could use the microphone in order to achieve this:  
 
A sales talk into the microphone should be as simple and pleasing as a friendly conversation. [. 
. .] A gentle voice with an air of personal contact is the kind that produces the best results. The 
announcer should consider the microphone as if it were his best friend with whom he was in 
intimate conversation. (“How Can Radio Advertising Be Improved?,” 1933) 

 

In an earlier issue, from October 15, 1931, John Carlile, the production director of CBS at the 

time, provides some instructions for speakers on radio, including the following:  
 
Don’t orate in the style usual to platform or pulpit. A discourse delivered in a conversational 
tone, and in such an intimate manner as one would use if he actually entered each of the 
million homes that may be attuned to the discourse, is much more effective than the one 
offered in the style of platform or pulpit address. (“Six ‘Don’ts’ Suggested for Speakers on 
Radio by Production Director,” 1931) 

 

 
105 The “whispering” singers did not whisper as such but sang “with what was at the time an ear-grabbing 
gentleness” (Case, 2016, p. 74). 
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These two accounts describe a fundamental change in how people used their voices in public 

addresses ranging from live speech to radio. Whereas the former required force, the latter 

asked the speaker to adapt to the social norms of the typical location of the radio apparatus—

that is, the home.106 

These examples demonstrate that radio and the use of the microphone brought with 

them a new potential for acousmatic intimacy. If we compare these accounts to some of the 

critiques of crooning, we also see a difference in how the use of the microphone was 

perceived for speaking and singing, respectively. While speaking into a microphone was 

welcomed as an intimate style of approach, singing into one was regarded by some as 

“cheating,” as though singers were using microphones to appear to be better than they really 

were. In his account of how the crooners’ early use of microphones was received, Simon Frith 

(1986) concludes that the amplification of the voice made for an “unnatural” illusion of 

intimacy, so that some found it to be sentimental and “effeminate,” or an affront to the ruling 

view of masculinity (see also McCracken, 1999). BBCs controller of programs, Cecil Graves, 

for example, described it as a “particularly odious form of singing” (Frith, 1986, p. 263).  

While not everyone shared the negative view of the BBC, the amplified singing voice 

would have been regarded as opaquely mediated by most. For Brøvig-Hanssen (2013), 

“mediation” functions as “a comprehensive generic term for the technological mediation that 

happens within the production process of music—that is, the processes of recording, editing, 

and treating sounds with various signal-processing effects” (p. 14). Opaque and transparent 

are words she then uses to define the degree of mediation detected by the listener, in which  
 
transparent mediation implies that the listener’s focus is directed towards what is mediated and 
not towards the technological mediation itself, whereas opaque mediation implies that the 
listener is attracted to the act of mediation itself, in tandem with that which is mediated. (2018, 
pp. 195–96) 

 

Brøvig-Hanssen further describes the gradual naturalization of opaque to transparent 

mediation using crooning and the mediation of the human voice through microphones. She 

emphasizes Frith’s point that the intimate crooning voice was initially considered to be 

opaque mediation, due to the novelty of this type of sound in a concert hall and the mismatch 

 
106 This awareness of entering people’s homes also translated to radio’s advertising potential, as suggested by 
Curtis’s essay. Furthermore, in an issue of Broadcasting from February 1, 1934, a business owner, Martin 
Fleishman, tells about his experiences with radio advertising and how it helped revive his furniture store. Part of 
radio’s usefulness to Fleishman was its ability to direct potential customers in a more personal way: “We felt that 
in radio advertising we had a medium by which we could talk more intimately to the public, and we believe that 
we made the public feel toward our store as one good friend feels toward another” (Fleishman, 1934). 
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between the sound and the singer’s spatial location:  
 
though the vocalist sang from a stage in a concert hall, far away from the listener, it sounded 
as if he or she was sitting right next to the listener. Of course, as listeners grew accustomed to 
such live performances, the microphone-staged voice gradually came to stand for the musical 
voice itself. (2013, p. 18–19)  

 

Brøvig-Hanssen calls this a “familiar-made-unfamiliar” vocal sound, because it appeared (and 

still appears) natural in daily situations but unsettling in the concert hall. When we come to 

accept such sounds over time, it is because our repeated exposure to them has triggered 

processes of naturalization (Brøvig-Hanssen & Danielsen, 2013). In this way, a type of sound 

that was regarded as too intimate by some listeners in the 1930s is now natural rather than 

peculiar or uncanny, and these processes have worked on our response to even more intimate 

vocal sounds in popular music recording as well.  

It is important to note that the anecdote referred to by Brøvig-Hanssen and Frith is 

about microphone use in the concert hall, not the recording studio. The key difference 

between the two, as mentioned above, is that the concert hall presented a mismatch between 

the auditory and the visual impression of the performance, whereas recordings give listeners 

no such visual representations of the performance with which to contrast what they heard. In 

either case, however, the sound of a crooning voice alone could still have been perceived as 

opaquely mediated, due to the way in which it disturbed “our familiar way of hearing a 

sound” (Brøvig-Hanssen, 2018, p. 196).107 

 New technology afforded new singing styles, and when microphone technology 

entered the realm of recorded music and radio broadcasting, singers who had long been 

known for voices that projected well onto mechanical recordings were outdone by singers 

who adapted to their new “instrument.” Paula Lockheart (2003) argues against critics at the 

time who described this new type of radio singer as untrained and suggests that these singers, 

while perhaps untrained in the traditional (pre-microphone) sense, were instead trained on the 

new skills of microphone singing. Similarly, several accounts of early radio focus on how the 

medium required specific ways of speaking and using one’s voice, something of which U.S. 

 
107 Another way in which the public was exposed to the microphone voice was through the cinema. One early 
example is the musical film The Jazz Singer from 1927, starring Al Jolson. Rick Altman (1995) writes that 
“audiences were increasingly exposed to a new kind of sound—not the theatrical kind meant to be projected to a 
larger public, but a new, more intimate sound that is presented as private, and thus can only be overheard” (p. 
69). He further argues that when Jolson sings loudly in one scene, the amplification serves the same purpose as 
Jolson’s way of singing—that is, to project the voice to a large audience. But when Jolson speaks privately to his 
mother, the amplification counteracts his quiet voice, enabling the audience to hear sounds that are not meant for 
them. 
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President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s “fireside chats” make a good example (see also the 

examples from Broadcasting Magazine above). According to Lockheart, Roosevelt’s 

approach to using radio as a way of addressing the American people resulted in a sense of 

intimacy and warmth, as it gave the impression of a one-to-one chat with the listener rather 

than a public speech.108 

One example of a singer who similarly took advantage of the microphone’s ability to 

replicate quiet sounds is Mary Ford. In the 1940s, guitarist and recording pioneer Les Paul 

took the “intimate recording” one step further by placing the microphone only inches away 

from Ford’s mouth (Doyle, 2005). This was an uncommon technique at the time, and it 

required that Ford sing very softly to avoid overloading the microphone. The result, according 

to Peter Doyle (2005), was that “Ford’s voice suggests a relaxed, breathy intimacy. The 

listener and the singer are ‘placed’ now in intimate proximity” (p. 149). Doyle’s analysis109 of 

Ford’s voice, then, is reminiscent of Edward T. Hall (1969/1990) and Allan F. Moore’s 

(2012b) descriptions of the voice at an intimate distance as whispering. Furthermore, such a 

sound would not have been possible to achieve in pre-microphone mechanical recording, 

because, as previously mentioned, the technology demanded much louder sound input due to 

the high noise floor in the recordings. Katz (2010) comments that the microphone allowed 

crooners to transcend the previous distance limitations of mechanical recording in ways that 

afforded intimacy: 
 
the technique achieved a remarkable effect. Crooning is akin to whispering, which under 
normal circumstances can be heard only when one is physically very close to the speaker; 
crooning thus provides a sense of intimacy between artist and audience, collapsing the 
technologically imposed distance that would seem to preclude such a relationship. (p. 46) 

 

The microphone, then, made possible a whole new level of acousmatic intimacy in recorded 

music—one that coheres with Hall’s conception of intimate distance. 

 

Magnetic Tape and Multitrack Recording: Reduced Noise and Increased Control 

In addition to the microphone, the magnetic tape recorder represents an important step in 

facilitating acousmatic intimacy. Whereas the microphone and the electrical amplification of 

the voice made it possible to transfer even quiet sounds to the record, the tape recorder 

eliminated the mechanical element of that transfer altogether through its use of magnetism. 

 
108 For further discussion of the intimate character of Roosevelt’s fireside chats, see Loviglio (2005). 
109 This does not necessarily represent how today’s listeners experience Ford’s recorded voice, as experiences of 
acousmatic intimacy have changed. 
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Consequently, the tape recorder reduced noise even more and increased the possible dynamic 

and frequency ranges, both of which are important to the perceived transparency of recordings 

and, in turn, the feeling of being in direct communication with a performer. 

Instead of relying on sound pressure to physically move a needle that then engraves 

the record, the tape machine is based on the exposure of an electric current (the audio signal) 

to a magnetizable material, onto which a magnetic pattern similar to the electric current 

emerges. The concept of magnetic recording was introduced already in 1878 by Oberlin 

Smith, who hoped to reduce the background noise of the Edison phonograph, and ultimately 

realized with Valdemar Poulsen’s telegraphone (a steel wire recorder) in 1898. However, it 

was only in 1928 that Fritz Pfleumer started experimenting with magnetic tape by gluing iron 

particles onto strips of paper that he used in a self-made tape recorder (Brøvig-Hanssen, 2012; 

Clark, 1999; Engel, 1999). Pfleumer’s early magnetic tape tore easily and displayed poor 

sound quality, but it demonstrated its potential in its reusability (the recorded sound could be 

erased and the tape reused), its recording time (a 300-meter reel could hold 20 minutes of 

recorded sound), and its editing possibilities (the tape could be cut, shortened, and glued 

together again), resulting in both cost savings and emerging opportunities for sound 

manipulation (Engel, 1999). Pfleumer’s technology was further developed by AEG 

(Allgemeine Elektricitäts-Gesellschaft) in collaboration with IG Farbenindustrie (now better 

known as BASF) starting in 1932, and after the war also by the American company 

Ampex,110 which introduced its model 200 in 1947 and the less costly, lighter, and smaller 

300 in 1948 (Engel, 1999; Gooch, 1999). Based on the aforementioned Les Paul’s 

experimentation with sound-on-sound recording (or overdubs), Ampex quickly developed the 

tape machine to allow for the recording of multiple tracks of sound on top of one another, 

meaning that a musician could record one voice and later record a harmony on top of that 

without deleting the first track. In fact, Ampex’s first eight-track tape recorder, introduced in 

1956, was bought by Paul (Snyder, 2003). 

The multitracking possibilities offered by the tape machine introduced, according to 

Brøvig-Hanssen (2012), a new level of schizophonia. While the phonograph stood for a 

spatiotemporal disjunction and thus, according to Schafer (1969), had initiated an era of 

schizophonia, Brøvig-Hanssen points out that multitracking introduced a second level of 

disjunction within the medium, as it was able to simultaneously reproduce performances that 

had happened at different times and/or at different places. (The phonograph reproduced only 

 
110 Simultaneously, the development and production of tape and tape recorders for the private consumer market 
continued in Germany (Engel, 1999). 
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one coherent performance.111) Multitrack recording also allowed for mixing (adjusting 

individual track levels, equalizers, compression, and so on) as a separate process after the fact 

of recording a performance, allowing more freedom to creatively shape the sound of the 

recording. Furthermore, when mixing became part of post-production, recordists were able to 

hear the effects of the processing without committing to it right away, as they would have had 

to before, when the mixing was happening during the recording. The flexibility of multitrack 

tape recording has been further enhanced by digital recording, which now mainly happens 

with software DAWs (digital audio workstations), with which single tracks can be edited in 

minute detail. 

Three major contributions to the production of acousmatically intimate sounds and 

spatialities came along with multitrack tape and have been further improved upon in modern 

digital recording. The first involves the aforementioned reduced noise and broader frequency 

and dynamic spectra of the format. Due to the non-mechanical transfer of sound to tape, the 

background noise of the medium was reduced and the frequency spectrum was enhanced,112 

revealing even the subtlest details of a performance (especially when used in combination 

with the condenser microphone). Digital recording lowers the noise floor even further, 

resulting in what is often referred to as digital silence (see Brøvig-Hanssen, 2013). 

Consequently, recordists can now record and amplify even the softest whisper (not the 

“whispering” singing style mentioned earlier, but actual whispering) and thus afford greater 

intimacy. 

The second contribution is the possibility to edit tape through cutting and splicing 

(gluing together two tape ends), which allow recordists to construct an ideal performance out 

of several individual performances of the same piece of music. With these new editing 

possibilities, of course, arrived the option to not edit a given performance. Leaving a 

performance alone (or redoing it until it is perfect) is no longer the only option but one of 

several, which in turn makes performance flaws and other “extramusical” sounds113—such as 

breaths and other noises from performers, instruments, or the room—more noticeable and, in 

time, representative of a certain aesthetic ideal that may afford intimacy in its own sense. As 

mentioned, DAWs vastly improved editing possibilities by enabling recordists to work with 

 
111 Sound-on-sound overdubbing techniques had been performed with the phonograph, but it was a complicated 
process (Cunningham, 1998, Katz, 2010). 
112 Victrola’s Ortophon, which used electrical amplification for both recording and playback, improved the 
performance of mechanical recording while demonstrating the potential of electrical recording (Sterne, 2003). 
113 Whether they are in fact extramusical or instead an integral part of any performance in which they appear is a 
much-debated point that I will not pursue here. 
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microseconds of a single track and move, remove, amplify, attenuate, reverse, or otherwise 

process these fragments. The recordist can therefore construct the “most intimate” 

performance from several takes and at the same time make it sound unedited. 

The third major contribution to acousmatic intimacy introduced with multitrack 

recording is the aforementioned ability to process single audio tracks after recording. Detailed 

post-processing of recordings has greatly impacted the shaping of recorded sound in general 

and thus also the sounds that afford intimacy.114 Specific to acousmatic intimacy is the 

enhanced ability to exaggerate sound characteristics that tend to trigger intimacy while 

controlling those characteristics that may expose any “production tricks” to the listener. 

Furthermore, multitracking has expanded recordists’ opportunities for shaping the stereo 

image, to which I will return later in this chapter. 

 Multitrack recording is not the only technology directly related to capturing and 

reproducing musical performance that has developed and changed the particular 

characteristics of recorded intimacy. In the following paragraphs, I will discuss tools used to 

manipulate the sounds of a recording that I find particularly relevant to the ways in which the 

production of a sense of intimacy has developed. 

 

Dynamic Range Processors: Controlling Intimate Proximity 

One audio processing tool often associated with intimacy, due to its frequent use in bringing 

sounds to the front of the sound box, is dynamic range compression (subsequently 

“compression”; see, for example, Zak, 2001). A compressor is a device that automatically 

attenuates an audio signal based on its amplitude. When the audio level entering the 

compressor reaches a set threshold, the compressor reduces the gain by a set ratio (both 

threshold and ratio are often controllable parameters). Compressors—or leveling amplifiers, 

as early devices were called—were originally used in radio to make sure that the audio signal 

did not overload (and thus blow) the radio transmitter. Previously, radio engineers had to 

observe and predict and manually adjust the amplitude levels of the broadcast audio; leveling 

amplifiers began to appear to help the cause in the 1920s (Izhaki, 2012). Although several 

compressor designs were commercially available by the late 1930s, their use in recording over 

the next decade was limited. While the goal of compression was to transparently control the 

 
114 In modern digital recording, the dynamic range is also wide enough to eliminate the technical need for 
dynamic range compression or limiting in the recording process, which previously would have been used to 
avoid overloading the medium. Instead, recordists can track without any processing after the microphone 
preamplifier and leave all such choices to the mixing stage. 
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amplitude level of sounds, or the amplitude level of an orchestra in relation to a singer, early 

compressors produced undesirable noises as they worked (Schmidt Horning, 2013). More 

“musical” compressors came on the market by the late 1950s and set a standard for 

compression that persists today.115 

 As with microphones, different compressors make use of different basic technologies 

to detect and attenuate an audio signal. These differences impact how quickly the compressor 

reacts to sounds above threshold (attack time) and how quickly it stops attenuating the sound 

when the input is below threshold (release time). Whereas these parameters are controllable 

on some compressors, other compressors vary them based on the amplitude of the input 

signal. There are also variations in the shape of the attack and release curves, in how much the 

compressor distorts the audio signal (its total harmonic distortion, or THD), and in how it 

otherwise affects the timbre of the sound (Moore, Till, & Wakefield, 2016). Recordists 

therefore choose different types of compressors for different purposes. Austin Moore, Rupert 

Till, and Jonathan R. Wakefield explore the differences among three classic compressors, the 

Teletronix LA-2A, the Fairchild 670, and the UREI 1176, which represent opto-based, 

variable mu, and FET compression, respectively.116 Common to all these types of 

compression, according to these researchers, is their tendency to boost a sound’s bass 

frequencies and increase its brightness. One notable difference, in addition to their respective 

variations in THD and attack and release times, is that the LA-2A “has a slightly fuller body 

to the sound quality that is consistent with the comparatively higher spectral flux figures for 

this compressor” (Moore et al., 2016, p. 8). Spectral flux is a measure of how quickly the 

power spectrum of a signal is changing, and, according to Vinoo Alluri and Petri Toivainen 

(2010), higher spectral flux in the lower end of the frequency spectrum correlates to the 

perceptual category of “fullness.” 

 After compressors entered the recording studio, they were soon used not only to adjust 

amplitude levels but also to shape the envelope of sounds. With these compressors’ extended 

control of attack and release times (compared to early compressor designs), engineers could, 

in effect, enhance the attack or decay of the sound by attenuating other parts of it. 

Compression could thus enhance the proximity of a voice already captured with closely 

placed microphones, for example, by bringing forth transients, such as consonants, as well as 

 
115 Several of the more common compressors are currently available both as hardware devices and as software 
DAW plugins. 
116 See Moore, Till, and Wakefield (2016) for detailed descriptions of these three compressor designs. Yet 
another common compressor technology is VCA compression, which is renowned for its transparency. 
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breathing and other quiet non-voice vocal sounds. It also brought forth other types of 

“noises,” such as mechanical or electronic noise or room ambience. As discussed in chapter 2, 

the presence of noises like these alongside the sound of an instrument or a voice can be linked 

to an implication of intimacy on the part of the performer. 

The technique known as side-chain compression, or side-chaining, is also relevant to 

mention in this context. A side-chain is the part of most compressor circuits that detects audio 

level and controls the amount of gain reduction imposed on the audio input. Usually, the main 

audio input—the signal that is to be compressed—is also sent to the side-chain, so that the 

level of the audio input controls the gain reduction. On many compressor units and plugins, 

however, an auxiliary sound source can be used to control the side-chain and, hence, when 

and how heavily the compressor works on the main audio input. This use of the auxiliary 

side-chain input is what is often referred to as side-chaining. Whereas many people now 

associate side-chaining with the “pumping” synth sounds in electronic dance music and 

related genres, in which the kick drum sound often controls the side-chain of a sustained synth 

or all the remaining tracks, the technique is also widely used for more subtle tasks, such as 

making space for several sounds in the same frequency register. For example, one can send 

the sound of a kick drum to the side-chain on a bass track, so that the bass is attenuated every 

time the kick drum plays; because they both reside in the same frequency area, the attenuation 

of the bass track will make the kick drum sound clearer in the mix (Colletti, 2013).  

In relation to acousmatic intimacy, side-chain compression can make space for a voice 

by, for example, sending a vocal audio track to both the input and the side-chain of a 

compressor (or ducker; see below) on a reverb return track (see, for example, Izhaki, 2012). 

This operation attenuates the amplitude of the reverb or instrument whenever the vocalist is 

singing, allowing, for example, long, big-sounding reverbs or delays on the vocals while 

keeping them at the forefront of the sound box. The reverb is attenuated whenever the vocalist 

sings, potentially creating a dry up-close vocal sound, before it regains its average amplitude 

level when the vocalist is quiet, giving the impression that the vocalist is located in a space. 

With certain specific adjustments, the compression can also lengthen the reverb, increasing 

the perceived size of the space in which the singer is placed. By attenuating a reverb that 

would otherwise have masked the voice—thus clearing space in the mix for the voice—the 

voice can appear proximate while at the same time standing in contrast to the depth of its 

reverb. 

A less subtle use of side-chaining (apart from the aforementioned pumping synth 

sound) is the ducking effect in radio, where the level of the music automatically “ducks” 
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when the DJ is speaking (the DJ’s voice here functions as the trigger signal). An important 

difference between a ducker and a compressor, however, is that when the input signal is 

above threshold, the compressor will attenuate it in relation to its amplitude, whereas the 

ducker will attenuate it by a preset amount (Izhaki, 2012). In other words, a ducker can be set 

to always attenuate sound above the threshold of, for example, 6 dB (which is like turning 

down a volume fader), whereas a compressor’s attenuation amount is never constant (that is, 

unless the input signal’s amplitude is constant). Consequently, the duckers’ attenuation may 

sound more abrupt than that of the compressors. In an account of diegesis in the creation of 

sonic narratives in music production, Mads Walther-Hansen (2015) analyzes such a ducking 

effect in Air’s “Radio #1” (10 000 Hz Legend, 2001). Quite a way into the song, a male voice 

appears, humming along with the track. The voice is very loud, and the ducking effect makes 

the rest of the track appear to be pushed back by this voice. With reference to the song title, it 

sounds like it is a radio DJ that is humming. Walther-Hansen argues that this effect makes the 

humming voice extra-diegetic—that is, it happens outside of the performance universe or the 

previously established narrative. He further argues that it establishes a new narrative, with the 

rest of the track becoming meta-diegetic (or prerecorded) in relation to the humming voice. 

The listener is furthermore transferred from the loud environment of the band performance to 

the intimate presence of the humming voice—an intimacy triggered by the use of ducking to 

change the volume ratio between a sound and its sounding environment but in the opposite 

direction from what I described above (where compression, in effect, amplifies the 

environment). 

 

Reverb and the Construction of Intimate Space 

As discussed above, there are two main ways in which reverb can be used to trigger 

intimacy—one is to avoid reverb or remove most or all of it, and the other is to simulate a 

domestic space. The first is best achieved in the recording process either by recording in a 

“dead” space—that is, a location with minimal reverb/reflections—or by preparing, or 

“deadening,” a space with absorbent material to reduce existing reflections. If the recording is 

already completed in a reverberant space, there are software plugins made to remove reverb, 

such as Acon Digital’s Deverberate,117 which subtracts overall ambience and other forms of 

“noise.” Such dry sounds can also be contrasted with a reverberant, spacious environment to 

exaggerate the effect. 

 
117 See https://acondigital.com/products/deverberate/. 
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In terms of the second way—simulating domestic space—Brøvig-Hanssen (2013) 

supplies a thorough review of the nature of reverb and its use in record production. According 

to her, the degree of amplification facilitated by electrical recording with improved 

microphones, as well as tape recording, enabled engineers to capture the ambience of the 

space in which the recorded performance took place (see also Schmidt Horning, 2013; Sterne, 

2003; Zak, 2001). Because some recording studios lacked the space to give their recordings 

the sound of a big room, professionals developed various means of simulating that effect. The 

spring reverb had been invented by accident in a radio studio in the 1930s by driving a spring 

with the signal from a turntable pickup (Schmidt Horning, 2013), and engineers had also been 

experimenting with creating reverb with magnetic tape in the 1930s. However, the use of echo 

chambers ultimately contributed the most to the simulation of big spaces. The technique was 

first achieved in 1937 by band leader Raymond Scott, who placed microphones in the hallway 

and in the toilets outside his record company’s office and recording studio (Schmidt Horning, 

2013). Later, Columbia Records chief engineer William Bachman projected sound into the 

stairwell at the company’s New York studio through a loudspeaker, and the reverberating 

sound was picked up by a microphone placed on the landing above. Later, recording studios 

would build purpose-made echo chambers with walls covered in reflective materials such as 

ceramic tiles, eliminating the drawbacks of the provisional chambers (such as people walking 

in the stairwell). Still, these permanent chambers took up a lot of space, so artificial means of 

simulating reverb promptly replaced them. One significant step in this direction was the EMT 

140 plate reverb, introduced in 1953. Plate reverbs consist of a large steel plate that is driven 

by the sound played into it via a transducer; the plate’s resultant vibration is captured by one 

or several pickups (one in the case of the EMT 140). The technology is thus very similar to 

that of spring reverbs, but the plate reverb had a wider frequency response, making it sound 

more like the reverb of actual spaces (though not truly “natural” as such; see Izhaki, 2012). In 

addition, the reverberation time was adjustable, making the plate reverb a more flexible tool. 

It was also portable, if big and heavy, unlike an echo chamber (Schmidt Horning, 2013). 

One significant difference between plate and spring reverbs, on the one hand, and echo 

chambers and reverberant recording rooms, on the other, is that the former feature almost no 

pre-delay (or initial delay)—that is, the time it takes for a sound to travel from its source to 

the nearest surface and then be reflected back to the microphone. The length of the pre-delay 

is an important factor in deciding how large a space is as well as the distance of the source 

from the listener (Rossing, Moore, & Wheeler, 2002), meaning that plate and spring reverbs 
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are better at simulating small spaces than larger ones.118 However, a convincing simulation of 

a small space would also require a short reverberation time, so when a spring or plate reverb 

is used with a long reverberation time, the result is less reminiscent of actual spaces. Without 

the temporal separation between dry signal and reverb provided by a pre-delay, sounds are 

likely to be experienced as located in the back of the sound box.  

Digital reverb technologies range from the early algorithmic reverbs, starting with the 

EMT 250 in 1976 and still being developed today, to convolution reverbs, which have 

become easily available as plugins (they were originally hardware units, but those were too 

expensive to really catch on). The idea of digital reverb was originally developed by Manfred 

Schroeder, who demonstrated the concept already in 1961, but it was only as DSP (digital 

signal processing) chips became cheaper and more powerful that Schroeder’s ideas could be 

translated into a commercial product (Izhaki, 2012). The EMT 250 and several later digital 

reverbs, including the AMS RMX16 (1981), the Quantec Room Simulator (1982), and the 

Lexicon 224 (1978) and 480L (1986), are based on complex mathematical algorithms 

executed on internal DSP chips. Although the EMT 250’s design offered only very basic 

control over the reverb, potentially any reverb parameter can be controlled in algorithmic 

reverbs, making them capable of emulating a host of realistic and surreal spatialities (Izhaki, 

2012). Later on, with even further improved DSP technology, it became possible to sample 

reverb and convolve the sample with recorded sounds. Convolution reverbs are based on the 

recording of an impulse response of a space—a representation of how a given signal changes 

when going through the space—and convolving the sounds with this impulse response.119 

Ideally, the sound source then appears to be placed in the room where the impulse response 

was recorded. Both algorithm-based and convolution reverbs have allowed for more 

convincing simulations of actual spaces, including spaces found in the home. Digital reverbs 

provided recordists (as well as other artists) with new tools with which to shape the recorded 

space (Brøvig-Hanssen, 2013). As indicated by its name, the Quantec Room Simulator even 

allowed recordists to record a dry sound and later apply a very convincing simulation of any 

kind of room to it. This idea of the simulation of rooms has been brought into the realm of the 

DAW as well, where, as mentioned in chapter 2, some reverb plugins have presets named 

after rooms in the home, giving the mixer better control over the simulation of intimate spaces 

 
118 Engineers found ways to add pre-delay to plate and spring reverbs by employing the delay caused by the 
distance between the record and playback heads of tape recorders (Owsinski, 2006). 
119 Convolution is described by Griffin Brown of iZotope as “a type of cross-synthesis, a process through which 
the sonic characteristics of one signal are used to alter the character of another” (Brown, 2019). This means that 
“filters” other than space can be used as impulse responses, including plate reverbs or distortion effects. 
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in post-production; the convolution technology makes it easy to recreate the sonic impression 

of a specific space without having to physically be in that space.120 

Although many of the spatialities that can be made with digital reverb can also be 

made with pre-digital technology, the former’s simplicity of use and accessibility makes it 

particularly important to the development of recorded sound (and acousmatic intimacy). With 

digital reverb, recordists have the opportunity to experiment with spatialities without leaving 

the studio’s control room, and also without committing to space-specific sounds while 

recording. One type of reverb sound that originates in analog technology but became popular 

largely due to digital technology is the gated reverb. “Gated reverb” refers to a reverb that is 

abruptly cut off in such a way that the reverb tail is not allowed to fade out linearly, as a 

natural reverb does (as such, it is also known as “non-linear reverb”; see, for example, Izhaki, 

2012). An oft-cited example of this is the drum sound in Phil Collins’s “In the Air Tonight” 

(Face Value, 1981), which features a gated reverb. The first known use of gated reverb, 

however, was during the recording of Collins’s drums for Peter Gabriel’s eponymous third 

album (1980).121 By coincidence, engineer Hugh Padgham and the musicians discovered that 

the sound of the drums fed through the listen mic compressor of the Solid State Logic 4000 B 

mixing console created a massive and very aggressive sound. Padgham then patched in one of 

the mixer’s noise gates122 to try to control it. The result was that the reverberation of the 

studio space was amplified by the compressor but the decay was abruptly cut off by the noise 

gate, resulting in a sound that would never occur in actual space. Padgham later used the same 

technique on “In the Air Tonight.” Eventually, gated reverb was made available as a preset on 

digital reverb hardware units such as the AMS RMX16, and, possibly due to its digital 

availability, the sound became a sonic signature of the 1980s (Askerøi, 2020; Cunningham, 

1998). 

 
120 Several software convolution reverbs, such as the Audio Ease Altiverb, also provide a picture of the sampled 
space. On Audio Ease’s website, they list all the impulse responses they provide, and a category called 
“Domestic spaces” includes bedrooms, bathrooms, kitchens, and so forth (see 
https://www.audioease.com/altiverb/browse.php). 
121 Gabriel himself cites Hugh Padgham’s work with XTC as the inspiration for the gated reverb sound: “There 
was a drum sound that Hugh Padgham had experimented with, using SSL gates, on the XTC record that I was 
very excited about. There was this huge resonant sound that would be trapped down in sort of square shapes and 
then flattened into nothing” (Gabriel, n.d.). 
122 Whereas compression and ducking attenuate signals above the threshold, noise gates attenuate signals below 
the threshold (Izhaki, 2012). In a gate, any input signal below the threshold is attenuated by a set amount. This 
sets gates apart from dynamic expanders, which attenuate sounds in relation to their amplitude. In effect, gates 
are a more drastic option than expanders. While gates are often used to remove unwanted noises from a track or 
to drastically cut the decay of a sound (like with gated reverb), expanders can be used to expand the dynamic 
range of a track. 
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Moorefield (2005/2010) describes the use of gated reverb in David Bowie’s “Sons of 

the Silent Age” (Heroes, 1977). Here, Bowie’s vocal was recorded using several microphones 

placed at various distances from him. The sound signals captured by the microphones went 

through separate noise gates with individual threshold levels; the most distant microphones, 

which would pick up more of the room reverb than the closer microphones, required louder 

singing in order to not to be muted by the gate. Because Bowie varied his volume between the 

different song parts, the resulting effect is a particular combination of a gated reverb on the 

choruses, when he sang loudly, and a lack of reverb on the verses, when he sang more softly: 
 
The effect is not the same as simple reverb; the gate cuts off the reverb tail, so that what the 
listener is left with is a strange, otherworldly quality to the vocal. [. . .] The verses have a more 
intimate quality by virtue of the vocal’s apparent proximity, while the choruses sound huge 
and somehow alienated due in no small part to the strange quality of the suddenly distant, yet 
curiously nonreverberant voice. (Moorefield, 2005/2010, p. 52) 

 

The gating of the ambience microphones in “Sons of the Silent Age,” then, emphasizes the 

difference between the distant choruses and the intimate- or proximate-sounding verses. This 

contrast in turn foregrounds the intimate character of the quieter parts. Furthermore, while the 

reverberant choruses have a certain surreal tinge to them, the prominent but short reverb also 

shares some characteristics with small but reflective spaces, suggesting that Bowie is placed 

in a tiny room (see chapter 2). However, since the gated reverb is used only on the loudly 

sung lead voice and none of the other sounds, we do not get an impression of a portrayed 

subjective intimacy. We are thus left “looking” into the room from the outside instead of 

being in there with Bowie. Still, the gated reverb sets up a contrast to the spatiality of the 

verses which works to emphasize the verses’ perceived proximity 

 While gated reverb is often used in ways that have little to do with acousmatic 

intimacy—such as in “In the Air Tonight”—there is nevertheless a potential there for 

convincingly simulating small, intimate spaces. Gated reverb also represents one of many 

ways in which recordists have taken control over the construction of recorded spatiality, 

including those that have contributed to the affordance acousmatic intimacy—whether it is by 

“taming” big reverbs or by constructing small and familiar-sounding spatialities that in turn 

afford feelings of immersion (see chapters 2 and 3). Familiar and immersive spatialities are 

also central to the next section, where I discuss the role of stereo width in affording 

acousmatic intimacy. 
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Stereo Recording and Pseudo-Stereo Techniques: Exaggerated Presence 

One development that has had a massive effect on the ways in which recordings can 

convincingly simulate human hearing in actual space is stereophonic recording and playback. 

Stereo recording was developed simultaneously in the early 1930s by Bell Laboratories in the 

United States and by EMI engineer Alan Blumlein in the UK. Blumlein’s early experiments 

involved using a pair of microphones to record and then play back the sound of each 

microphone through two separate speakers (Rossing et al., 2002).123 Through its enhanced 

evocation of hearing in actual space—by letting the two microphones “represent” the 

listener’s two ears—stereo recording marks a shift in how recordings could be perceived as 

intimate. While mono recordings required recordists to adjust sounds’ frequency spectra in 

order to prevent sounds from masking one another, the width dimension of stereo playback 

and mixing provided another domain in which to distribute the recorded sounds, so that 

individual sounds could take up more space. That is, sounds such as the voice could be placed 

toward the front of the sound box without masking other sounds. Individual sounds could also 

be recorded with a stereo pair of microphones and thus occupy more space across the width 

dimension. 

Another important aspect of stereo is, as mentioned, that its two channels “match” 

human binaural hearing, meaning that stereo recordings could provide a realistic sense of 

horizontal location.124 Stereo recording is central to the emerging trend of posting so-called 

ASMR (Autonomous Sensory Meridian Response) videos to YouTube. These videos often 

consist of a person whispering or speaking very softly, as well as making supposedly soothing 

sounds with various objects such as rice bags, cushions, brushes, and feathers, in order to give 

listeners relaxing shiver sensations (Andersen, 2014). Joceline Andersen explains that 

“ASMR relies primarily [on the] affective power of the whispered voice’s impression to 

create an intimate sonic space shared by the listener and the whisperer” (2014, p. 683). While 

many ASMR video makers record their sound in mono, Andersen notes that binaural (stereo) 

microphone setups have become more popular because of the enhanced presence of the 

sounds they create, as, for example, when the video maker whispers closer to one microphone 

than the other and thus appears to be closer to the listener’s ear. 

 
123 Stereo playback was not made commercially available until 1954, on stereo magnetic tapes, and 1958, on 
stereo records (Chanan, 1995). 
124 Listen, for example, to early test recordings made by Alan Blumlein, available via the British Library’s web 
archives: https://sounds.bl.uk/Sound-recording-history/Alan-Blumlein-recordings. These recordings of Blumlein 
and his colleagues walking around the room and talking at different positions in relation to the microphones give 
a convincing impression of what it would have been like to sit in the position of the microphone pair. 
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 While the fidelity of recording with a stereo pair of microphones thus adds to the sense 

that a singer is right in front of a listener, similar and more exaggerated effects can be 

achieved with pseudo-stereo techniques—that is, techniques that simulate the width 

perspective of recording in stereo from a monophonic recording. One such technique involves 

tracking a single instrument or voice performance twice (or more) in mono, then panning the 

sounds across the stereo field. The inevitable subtle time and pitch differences between the 

different takes create a width that is difficult to achieve with stereo recording alone. An early 

means of creating stereo width in post-production is the artificial double tracking (or ADT; 

sometimes called automatic double tracking) technique developed at Abbey Road Studios in 

the 1960s. This technique was based on simultaneously playing back the same sound from 

two tape machine heads, one of which was slightly delayed but with a varying delay time. It 

was widely used on the fiftieth anniversary remix of the Beatles’s Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely 

Hearts Club Band (2017), giving the music a much bigger presence than it had in the original 

mixes (Harvey, 2017; Martin & Hornsby, 1979). Similar techniques are made available in the 

digital domain with hardware units such as the AMS DMX 15-80S stereo digital delay and 

the Eventide H910 harmonizer, and with virtual plugins such as Waves Audio’s Reel ADT (a 

simulation of Abbey Road’s ADT) and Waves Doubler. All these effects are based on 

introducing a phase difference125 between the left and right stereo channels by continuously 

varying the amount of delay as well as pitch on each channel. When a monophonic sound is 

sent into the double tracker effect, the variation between the two output channels makes the 

sound appear wider. However, the effect can sometimes come across as opaque, especially 

when used less subtly.126 For example, in a discussion of Pulp’s “I Spy” (Different Class, 

1995), Lacasse (2000) suggests that the feeling of instability afforded by stereo phasing may 

represent an access to a persona or character’s inner thoughts and feelings. In this particular 

example, it is through the song persona that we gain such access to the inner world of other 

characters: 
 
[A] clear effect of stereo phasing is applied to the voice in a large portion of the song, and is 
especially loud on the chorus line “I Spy.” Not only could the phasing effect be related to the 
spying obsession itself (inner turmoil) as expressed by the main character who spies on a 
couple: it also seems to support the image of an access inside the couple’s inner world: “I 

 
125 Phase refers to the peaks and troughs of sound waves. When recording a sound source with two or more 
microphones, the sound will almost inevitably hit the microphones at different phases, due to timing differences 
(if ever so slight), and in turn alter the sound’s timbre. If the source (or the microphones) are moving, the phase 
difference and the timbre will change accordingly.  
126 It also sounds different from actual double-tracking, because the relation between two separately recorded 
tracks is more random than the automated difference between the two ADT output channels (which is modulated 
based on a constant ratio). 
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know the way your minds work; I have studied / And your minds are just the same as mine” 
(01:44–01:52). (p. 203) 

 

The phasing effect, then, not only adds to the sense of “turmoil” but also can be understood to 

reflect the inner world of someone’s mind.127 Furthermore, what Lacasse refers to as a clear 

effect of stereo phasing in the verses—which is subtler than the effect on the chorus line—

makes an already proximate-sounding voice (thanks to its low performance energy and close 

microphone placement) appear even closer. It simulates some of the effect of binaural 

recording setups to produce wider stereo imaging that emphasizes the proximity to the voice 

and thereby adds to a sense of intimacy. 

Stereo and pseudo-stereo techniques, then, may trigger intimacy by creating a stereo 

image that plays on binaural hearing and the perception of sounds in actual space, either by 

simulating events in the stereo frame as they could have happened in actual space or by 

exaggerating such aspects in ways that create surreal but believable and immersive intimate 

proximities. I will discuss such and similar exaggerated aspects of acousmatic intimacy later 

in this chapter, after looking into how the presence of noise in recordings can afford intimacy 

through signifying silence. 

 

Noise as Signifier of Silence 

Modern microphones, microphone preamplifiers, and other recording equipment128 generate 

significantly less electrical self-noise than the equipment Les Paul used in the 1940s and 

1950s (although Paul’s equipment was probably considered close to noiseless compared to 

earlier technology), which makes it possible to record very quiet sources, such as singers who 

sing even softer than Mary Ford, mentioned above. What is more, modern equipment has 

much more headroom—that is, it takes more amplitude to overload it—which makes it 

possible to record louder sources at the same intimate distance from the microphone. In effect, 

the dynamic range of recording has vastly expanded since Paul’s days of recording. Likewise, 

while recording equipment has gotten much quieter, listeners have also gotten much more 

familiar with the role of noise in both recordings and live concerts. For example, in concert 

venues, we only notice the noise of the air conditioning system or noises from outside the 

venue when the music is quiet enough to do so. Similarly, in recordings, we only hear 

electrical noise, as well as other kinds of noise (for example, from the mechanics of a piano), 

 
127 For another example of stereo phasing, see Hawkins (2013). 
128 Here, I am referring to modern equipment with modern designs. Several manufacturers of audio equipment 
make replicas of older designs precisely because they distort sounds in certain desirable ways. 
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when the music is quiet enough. Consequently, the presence of noise of specific kinds in a 

recording can act as a signifier of intimacy precisely because it indicates that the other sounds 

are quiet (see chapter 2). 

However, noise does not contribute to a sense of intimacy when it is too loud, as was 

the case in the early phonograph recordings discussed above—in these instances, the noise 

instead distanced the recorded sound from the listener. Stan Link (2001) argues that 

transduction noise (the noise from the transformation of sound into something else, such as 

record grooves, and vice versa) in records can trigger an experience of either presence or 

absence.129 Vinyl crackle, for example, can represent the sound of the event of listening, in a 

way that, according to Link, could place the listener in a recorded listening event—making 

the listener identify with someone else’s listening—or outside it, as a spectator. In the latter 

case, the noise draws attention to the reproduction technologies and thus pulls the listener 

away from the music: “Noise was a palpable sign of the listener’s remove from the recording 

along with its remove from the scene of documentation” (Link, 2001, p. 38). Although Link 

mainly discusses transduction noise in the form of vinyl crackle and tape hiss and the like, 

some noises can also be heard to represent the recording process—that is, what happened in 

the studio—and thus draw attention to the location of recording and trigger an experience of 

presence with the performers and recordists. I would argue that, for example, the noise of 

microphone preamplifiers, instrument amplifiers, or instrument mechanical noises, trigger that 

experience of presence in the recording situation. Such noises are, however, the kind that 

listeners have learned to ignore or “hear through” (Link, 2001; see also Sterne, 2003). The 

ability of noises to enhance a sense of presence and acousmatic intimacy therefore depends 

on, among other things, their relative loudness. They must be loud enough to be noticed but 

not so loud as to distort the perceived presence of the recorded performers. 

 Paradoxically, then, noise may function as a way to simulate quietness or silence, as 

well as to trigger an experience of presence or access to the recording situation. Although the 

available dynamic range of recordings is very wide with modern recording technology, it is 

not necessarily so in practice, and especially for popular music sound. All of the sounds of a 

recording are required to be audible in almost any listening situation (such as listening in the 

car or on headphones in urban soundscapes) without the listener having to adjust the volume 

during a track when the dynamics change. Additionally, the so-called loudness wars have had 

 
129 See also Zagorski-Thomas’s (2009) discussions of the use of the sonic characteristics of various reproduction 
media in phonographic staging. 
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an impact on recordings; recordists make recordings as loud130 as possible (without 

overloading analog-to-digital or digital-to-analog converters) in order to grab the attention of 

radio listeners.131 In effect, the dynamic range of popular music recordings is often quite 

limited, which means that quietness needs to be represented in ways other than through low 

playback amplitude, and the presence of certain types of noise is an effective means of doing 

so. 

 

Hyperintimacy: Intimacy Beyond Intimacy 

Sound reproduction technology has clearly developed in ways that enable new or enhanced 

means of triggering acousmatic intimacy. When new technologies have emerged, recordists 

have found ways to exploit and manipulate them in order to construct previously unheard 

spatialities,132 which sometimes have led to new perceptions of intimate closeness. Moreover, 

the distribution of recorded sound allows for intimacy to be experienced well beyond the 

immediate actual environment of the listener, thus extending the intimate sphere far into the 

public sphere. Sound characteristics that, before recording, were restricted to the immediate 

space and time of the performer can be experienced at almost any place at any time. Virginia 

Madsen and John Potts (2010) make a similar point when arguing that podcasts extend voices 

or voice performances through space and time, suggesting an extended sphere for the 

performance of the acousmatic voice: “[F]ar from being disembodied or disincarnate, the 

acousmatic voices activated through podcasting carry the traces of their bodies with them, or, 

more correctly, they become their own ‘voice-bodies’—set adrift in space and now also in 

time” (p. 33). Via the enhanced fidelity of sound reproduction as well as recordists’ expanded 

abilities to meticulously shape the recorded space, acousmatic voices can thus provide the 

listener with a vivid presence of the performer, and in ways that can evoke intimacy. 

 However, acousmatic intimacy relies not only on technological developments but also 

on listeners’ concepts of what intimacy is, both sonically and relationally. Moreover, 

acousmatic intimacy is evolving along with changing ways of understanding what one is 

listening to. Such changes are, as mentioned, evident in the way in which people eventually 

ignored the noises of early records that they first heard as opaque, and in the way that 

 
130 One way to achieve perceived loudness is to reduce the dynamic range of recordings with compression 
(Izhaki, 2012). 
131 For more thorough discussions of the loudness war, see, for example, Milner (2009), who discusses its 
negative consequences using the example of the Red Hot Chili Peppers record Californication (1999). Moreover, 
Kyle Devine (2013) situates the loudness war in a longer tradition of loudness in recording and playback.  
132 As in the cases of multitrack recording and gated reverb, development of new technology is also often 
inspired by creative use of previous technology. 
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contemporary listeners may in turn find those same noises-made-transparent obstructive to the 

listening experience. To address how listeners’ attention to various aspects of record listening 

has changed, Katz (2020) offers a tripartite periodization of record production history from 

the perspective of listening, as follows: “learning to listen, high-fidelity listening and post-

fidelity listening” (p. 384).133 The first—“learning to listen”—concerns the familiarization 

with recording, in the sense of learning to distinguish between what constitutes the music and 

what is incidental to it (such as noises and distortions coming from the playback format). The 

second—“high-fidelity listening”—reflects the period when listeners were fully accustomed 

to the idea of recorded music, and recordings and playback equipment were promoted as 

having “high fidelity.”134 The third—“post-fidelity listening”—refers to the period when 

“good enough was good enough” and the convenience of being able to listen to any music 

anywhere at any time was and is prioritized by many over having “the best” playback 

conditions and sound. The notion of fidelity is problematic throughout, since, as Katz points 

out, “[i]n reality, high-fidelity is hyperreality” (2020, p. 386).135 For one thing, Katz insists, 

the aural perspective of recordings is often almost impossible, falling right in the middle of a 

string quartet, for example. In rock recordings, the perspective can be even more skewed, 

when the kick drum sounds much closer to the listener than the cymbals, and most vocalists 

would not be heard at all in a loud rock setting (that is, a non-microphone performance 

situation). The relation between a very quietly sung voice atop a full-blown band is another 

example of such hyperreality. Even in an amplified live setting with microphones, such a 

performance relation can prove problematic, as the large amount of gain required for the quiet 

voice to be heard over the band can easily lead to acoustic feedback. 

 While Katz focuses on the ways in which music listeners have used and gotten used to 

sound reproduction technology in various ways, and on the ways in which technology has 

arisen in response to listeners’ habits, those changing habits have also affected how artists and 

recordists produce music. As mentioned, when the incidental noises that were once an 

inevitable aspect of record production, and that the listener had to actively distinguish from 

the music, become readily avoidable or removable from a recording, they afford a new set of 

meanings. In music produced in the last two decades, when recordists have had access to 

 
133 Other perspectives upon the development of listening are offered by Bergh and DeNora (2009) concerning 
how listening habits have changed in dialogue with technological development, and Bentley (2000) concerning 
how listening in general (not just music listening) is changing in terms of to whom and to what we listen and 
where and how we listen. 
134 See, for example, Keightley (1996) and Perchard (2017) for critical discussions of the emergence of hi-fi 
culture in the 1950s and 1960s. 
135 See Roquer González (2018) for a discussion of sound hyperreality in popular music. 
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DAWs and most recordings have been edited and mixed more or less “in the box,”136 

recordists have immense control over the sounds and which parts of them to keep or remove. 

Precisely because noises and other “incidental” sounds can be avoided, they are also less 

easily ignored, as the listener must assume that they remain there for a reason. Listening to 

noise in recordings thus also depends on the context of both the recording’s making and the 

listening medium and event. 

As listeners’ experience of and attention to recorded sound change with the 

naturalization of certain sonic signatures of technology, recordists are prompted to find new 

ways of grabbing the listeners’ attention—now perhaps more than ever, given the advent of 

on-demand streaming as the primary means of discovering new music. Now that listeners can 

browse through an immense catalogue of music and play snippets of songs to see if they want 

to listen through them, recordists must provide a reason not to skip to the next track by 

placing melodic, rhythmic, lyrical, or timbral hooks at the very beginning of the song.137 One 

such strategy is to manipulate the timbre or spatiality of sounds to make them stand out, 

perhaps by triggering a sense of intimacy. Sometimes, as well, this acousmatic intimacy must 

do more than give the impression of a physically and relationally close performer or 

persona—the performer needs to appear beyond intimate in order to hold the listener’s 

attention.138 

This exaggeration of intimacy can happen in several ways—for example, by making a 

voice sound more proximate than would be possible or seem natural in an actual space, or by 

making it sound “embracing,” or immersive, so that listeners feel as though they are “in” the 

sound. An example of such immersion is St. Vincent’s “Hang on Me” (Masseduction, 2017), 

in which the singer’s voice is spread across the stereo image (but still with a focus in the 

stereo center). The voice sounds relaxed and soft, which suggests an intimate or personal 

distance between the singer and the listener. Heavy compression reduces this perceived 

distance by enhancing the transients of the singer’s voice as well as the sounds of the singer’s 

breathing. The voice also has a kind of omnipresence to it—we get a feeling that the voice is 

embracing us, not unlike Kate Bush’s voice in “Get Out of My House” (The Dreaming, 

 
136 Ricky Martin’s “Livin’ La Vida Loca” (Ricky Martin, 1999) was the first production done completely within 
a hard disk DAW (Daley, 1999). 
137 Similar strategies were also important in eras when radio was a key source for discovering music, as is 
exemplified by the placement of the chorus at the very beginning of several of the Beatles’ early singles (see, for 
example, Martin & Hornsby, 1979). 
138 Although, as briefly discussed in chapter 3, such treatment of sounds is not experienced as positive (or even 
as intimacy) by everyone. The musical context in which the sound is placed also determines whether a listener 
experiences such a treatment as intimate or not. 
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1982).139 In “Hang on Me,” the feeling of immersion is possibly the result of a stereo phasing 

effect, which makes the voice signal differ slightly between the stereo channels, in turn 

widening the sound across the stereo dimension. Together with loud transients and breathing 

sounds, stereo phasing makes the voice seem closer to each ear than a non-reverberated, mono 

voice. The phasing effect seems to exploit the notion that proximate sound sources are 

perceived as wider than distant sounds, as argued by Tim Ziemer (2017; see discussion in 

chapter 5). In “Hang on Me,” the voice is even wider than what would be possible in actual 

space, evoking, instead, a rather surreal (and surreally intimate) space between singer and 

listener. This surrealism implies that the listener is physically occupying the same space as the 

singer, though this voice veers toward opaque mediation, or manipulation to such an extent 

that it no longer evokes a sense of intimacy. The experience of intimacy from the voice sound 

thus depends on the listener’s ability to hear beyond the “manipulatedness” of the pseudo-

stereo technique that has been used in order to experience a physical intimacy that transcends 

what is possible in actual situations. Christopher Lauer (2016) points out a related paradox 

regarding intimacy: physical intimacy requires that one is inmost in the other (in the way that 

a ghost, as they are often portrayed in movies, can occupy the same space as a living person), 

but it also demands the resistance of a touch (which a ghost is not capable of experiencing). 

This “inmost touch” is thus something that cannot be achieved as such, and, consequently, 

physical intimacy in real life is always a compromise between proximity and distance. 

However, as we have seen, the inmost touch is something sonic intimacy can realize by 

bringing the performer “into” us, or by bringing us “into” the performer, through exaggerating 

acousmatic intimacy beyond what would be possible in actual situations. 

A similar exaggeration of perceived bodily presence is addressed by Stan Hawkins 

(2013) in his discussion of pop music videos, in which he introduces the term 

hyperembodiment to address the ways in which music video productions highlight bodies that 

have gone through beautification processes “where the body’s technological constructedness 

constitutes a prime part of the show” (p. 469). The enhanced vocal fry of Britney Spears’ 

voice in “Oops! . . . I Did It Again” (2000), mentioned above, can work as a purely auditory 

example of hyperembodiment, as it directs focus toward the physical processes of the voice’s 

construction. Hyperembodiment in music production thus evokes the close zooming of film 

cameras onto specific body parts, as when, in the music video for “Oops! . . . I Did It Again,” 

the cameras zoom in on Spears’s mouth (see also Hawkins & Richardson, 2007). Hawkins 

 
139 See Brøvig-Hanssen & Danielsen’s (2016) analysis of Kate Bush’s “Get Out of My House” (1982). 
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operationalizes hyperembodiment in relation to the ways in which the gendered body is 

materialized and fetishized in audiovisual contexts, through a hyperreal positioning of the 

body well beyond how it is normally experienced (that is, in everyday situations). 

Consequently, if hyperembodiment engages intimacy, it is primarily in a physical sense, with 

connotations of sexuality. 

Another related term is hyperpresence. In an analysis of Prince’s “Kiss” (Parade, 

1986), Brøvig-Hanssen and Danielsen (2016) use this term to describe the generally 

proximate spatiality of the recording, focusing on the voice’s clarity and the presence of high 

frequencies, as well as the dryness of the sounds. An important aspect of the experience of 

hyperpresence, according to the authors, is a low level of background noise. Hyperpresence, 

then, relates to the foregrounding of musical sounds in a recording so as to “hide away” any 

extramusical sounds, such as reverberation and background noise, that might draw attention 

away from the musical sounds. Presence has been described by Matthew Lombard and 

Theresa Ditton (1997) as “a perceptual illusion of nonmediation” (“Presence Explicated,” 

para. 1). This illusion can, according to the authors, occur when the medium appears to 

become either invisible or transparent, as if the communication were actually happening in the 

same room.140 It can also arise when the medium appears to be something other than a 

medium—that is, “a social entity.” Hyperpresence thus describes very specific types of sound 

that play on an exaggeration of a perceptual illusion of nonmediation.  

While both hyperembodiment and hyperpresence may be related to acousmatic 

intimacy and may, in specific cases, be part of the reason why a sound triggers intimacy, they 

are not the same. Hyperembodiment is narrower than hyperintimacy since it concerns the 

staging of the body. Hyperpresence, on the other hand, may appear more similar to 

hyperintimacy but is nevertheless not concerned with the relational aspect of intimacy, which, 

as I argued in chapter 3, is what sets intimacy apart from mere physical proximity. That is, 

something can be hyperpresent without being intimate. When sonic features that trigger 

acousmatic intimacy are highly exaggerated, as in “Hang on Me,” it is not only a physical 

presence but also relations associated with the sound that are evoked. To direct attention to 

the ways in which record production might exaggerate a sense of proximity intrinsically 

related to a sense of intimacy, then, we could call this particular form of hyperpresence 

acousmatic hyperintimacy. Acousmatic hyperintimacy refers to the way in which recorded 

music can trigger a sense of relational intimacy to or with a recorded persona through the 

 
140 See also my previous reference to Bolter and Grusin’s (1999) discussions of the double logic of remediation 
in this chapter. 
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hyperreal (and sometimes surreal) virtual recorded spatialities that can be created through 

ongoing innovations in technological manipulation.  

A key component to acousmatic hyperintimacy is the exaggeration of sonic 

characteristics to the very limit of what the listener can accept as true to a performance. 

Hence, the experience of acousmatic hyperintimacy from music is more individual than the 

general experience of acousmatic intimacy, because it depends on the listener’s abilities to 

experience highly mediated sounds as intimate, while, for some listeners, such opaque 

mediation steals attention away from other aspects of the music. The singer’s voice in “Hang 

on Me” may, for example, not present as intimate or hyperintimate to all, but rather as an 

over-manipulated voice. As discussed, what is initially experienced as opaquely mediated 

generally becomes naturalized over the course of time. Moreover, listeners’ experience of 

mediation opacity is affected by what they are used to listening to. So, someone who listens 

regularly to heavily manipulated voices is more likely to experience such sounds as 

transparently mediated than someone who is not used to such sounds. Consequently, 

acousmatic hyperintimacy is in continual development, along with both recording techniques 

and ways of listening and attending to music. To summarize, then, acousmatic hyperintimacy 

implies a particular way of perceiving acousmatic intimacy––one that transcends physical 

presence. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has demonstrated that recording technology has, since at least the beginning of 

electromechanical recording, been exploited to provide a greater sense of intimacy in 

recorded music. As Katz (2010) observes, it is not the technology itself that prompts such 

changes but the interplay between the technology and its users. Similarly, ways to afford 

acousmatic intimacy and hyperintimacy have continuously been developed by those who have 

explored the limits of their technological tools and pushed the boundaries of what is accepted 

as good or natural sounding. Three main points can be taken from this chapter, which I will 

briefly summarize. First, what is experienced as acousmatically intimate is in continuous 

development. As listeners become accustomed to different kinds of spatialities, new 

thresholds are set for what it takes to trigger, among other things, intimacy. As with intimacy 

itself, as explained by Hall (1969/1990), what is experienced as acousmatic intimacy varies at 

the individual and cultural level. Second, as conceptions of intimacy and acousmatic intimacy 

change, recordists adapt their ways of producing music that afford intimacy. Such adaptation 

does not necessarily happen consciously but rather as part of a broader reaction to music with 
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which the recordist is familiar, which in turn explains the genre-specific differences in how 

acousmatic intimacy is produced (and whether it is relevant at all). Finally, the development 

of what is experienced as intimate and the development of how acousmatic intimacy is 

triggered often operate on the margins of what technology and listeners’ tolerance allows for. 

At these margins, we therefore find hyperintimacy—that is, an exaggerated acousmatic 

intimacy that is experienced as an especially intense physical and emotional presence. 

Experiences of acousmatic intimacy and hyperintimacy are thus closely linked to the 

development of recording technology and its ability to convey both natural-sounding and 

hyperreal spatialities as musical perception changes. 

Having discussed various aspects of acousmatic intimacy in this chapter and the 

previous two, I will in the following two chapters demonstrate how acousmatic intimacy can 

work in practice, using two case studies. In each chapter, an interview with a recordist is 

coupled with analyses of two recordings that they have been part of making (whether as 

producer, recording engineer, mixer, or a combination). The two cases thus offer different 

perspectives on how acousmatic intimacy can be afforded as well as how it relates to the 

practice of record production. 
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Chapter 5 

Soft, Intense, and Close 

In this chapter I address the concept of acousmatic intimacy using the cases of Norwegian 

singer-songwriter Siv Jakobsen’s song “To Leave You,” from her debut album The Nordic 

Mellow (2017), and British singer-songwriter Jordan Mackampa’s “Teardrops in a 

Hurricane,” from the EP Tales From the Broken (2017). The discussions are based on 

analyses of the two songs, as well as an interview with recordist Matt Ingram, who produced 

both of them. I met up with Ingram at Urchin Studios,141 which he runs with his colleague 

Dan Cox, in Hackney, East London (on the studio’s website, the two are listed as 

musician/producer/engineer and producer/engineer/mixer, respectively). I got in touch with 

Ingram through Siv Jakobsen, whose music I wanted to include in my work, and I had 

suggested to Ingram before the meeting that we discussed Jakobsen’s recording of “To Leave 

You,” which I had found relevant to the subject of this dissertation, due to its implications of 

acousmatic intimacy. Norwegian press reviews also described the song as intimate. For 

example, in Fædrelandsvennen, a review titled “A truly intimate debut” (“En virkelig intim 

debut”) notes that “Jakobsen is so near the microphone that she is practically breathing into 

your ear” (Søbstad, 2017, my translation; see also Sviland, 2017). Based on my interest in 

letting the interviewees complement my conception of acousmatic intimacy, I asked Ingram 

to suggest a second recording to discuss (see chapter 1), and he suggested “Teardrops in a 

Hurricane.” As I will argue in this chapter, the two recordings make use of different means to 

trigger experiences of intimacy in the listener, but they also display similarities regarding how 

they create an intimate acousmatic space. 

 This chapter and the following are devoted to demonstrating how acousmatic intimacy 

relates to the practices of record production. To what extent does the concept correspond with 

existing practices in the studio, and how do specific production techniques contribute to the 

affordance and triggering of acousmatic intimacy and hyperintimacy? In this chapter, I will 

address these questions using this contemporary indie music (both tracks were self-released in 

2017) and the comments of this currently active producer, writer, musician, and studio owner. 

 
141 See https://www.urchinstudios.co.uk/.  
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Before discussing each track separately by placing my analyses in dialogue with Ingram’s 

interview, I will present and discuss Ingram’s own understanding of his roles in the studio and 

approach to production, as well as his general understanding and use of the terms intimacy 

and intimate in relation to his work. 

 

Background 

Ingram, a drummer, and Cox inherited a studio from producer Gordon Raphael142 and started 

the first incarnation of Urchin in Limehouse, East London, in 2007 (“Dan Cox,” n.d.).143 

Ingram then went to night school to learn audio engineering and started recording other 

people. With his background as a musician, Ingram found that the collaborative aspects of 

record production suited him, as all of the roles he took in the studio involved working 

together with others to make the best music possible. Ingram thinks that the diverse skillset he 

has acquired comes from his combined experience of being a drummer, producer, and writer, 

which also points to the general trend in production toward more diverse roles (see, for 

example, Bates & Bennett, 2018; Moorefield, 2005/2010; Zak, 2001). When asked about 

what kind of work he does most often in the studio, Ingram finds it difficult to view the 

individual tasks as distinct and point to the combination of production, engineering, 

drumming, and songwriting that fills his days. The role of recordists (and especially 

producers) has also changed significantly thanks to artists’ expanded access to quality 

recording gear that was previously limited to professional studios (and very successful 

artists). While artists have been able to record demos themselves for quite a long time, it is 

only in recent decades, with access to good-quality and affordable computers and recording 

gear,144 that they have been able to make a reasonable-sounding demo that the producer can 

build upon, rather than starting over (as I will discuss later in this chapter, this was the case 

with “Teardrops in a Hurricane”). Consequently, the role of the producer is sometimes simply 

to finish an already decent-sounding demo that an artist has provided. Furthermore, the 

producer role can vary a lot between projects, because different artists have different 

personalities and needs, and Ingram finds that he is always adapting. 

This also means that the line between producing and doing other tasks in the studio, 

such as writing and engineering, can get blurry. When Ingram works as a producer, he 

 
142 Raphael is best known for his work with the Strokes, having produced their first two albums. 
143 Urchin relocated to its current location in 2012 (“Dan Cox,” n.d.). 
144 Although music production tools have become cheaper, the so-called “democratization of music production” 
is nevertheless subject to matters of resources, that is, knowledge and power (de Carvalho 2012). 
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responds to whatever the musical material “needs”: “as a producer, you have to go down the 

path of least resistance.” Occasionally, he adds, this means doing “nothing” and just being a 

“cheerleader” for the artist. In all cases, whatever approach is needed, the role or task of the 

producer, Ingram thinks, is to “oversee the artistic fabric of the whole thing,” like a film 

director: “You’re just in charge of the overall shape of it, and your role in that is depending on 

the cast and the material.”145 While Ingram’s description recalls Albin J. Zak III’s (2001) 

view that the producer should “nurture the overall process and preserve a larger creative 

vision” (pp. 172–73), he insists that his job, in the end, is doing what is “best for the music.” 

He is consequently reluctant to speculate about how his work impacts what the listener hears 

and experiences: 
 
I don’t think it’s for a producer to think . . . about the effect it might have on the listener. [. . .] 
You do your best to serve the material and the artist. [. . .] You’re just using your own 
sensibilities and your own taste to kind of create something that you think is the right 
treatment for this artist.  

 

Ingram therefore makes production decisions based on what the musical material affords in a 

given situation, falling within what Richard J. Burgess (2013) describes as the collaborative 

producer type, which includes producers who help an artist fulfill or develop their vision. 

Burgess explains that collaborative producers aim to “fit in, contributing as they deem 

necessary to gently steer the artist in the right direction,” and thus they “extract maximum 

value” from the artist’s ideas (p. 15). 

Ingram’s background and approach to record production are relevant to an 

understanding of the role recordists have in the construction of acousmatic intimacy. Given 

his approach to production, the choice to produce music in ways that might trigger intimacy—

or that can be described as intimate—is, for Ingram, based not on his “aesthetic profile” as a 

producer but instead on what style the music affords at a given moment.146 The analyses and 

discussions in this chapter will further demonstrate that there is a clear link between the song 

material—and the lyrics in particular—and the ways in which a recording is produced. 

Ingram’s approach to production also informs his conception of intimacy in relation to 

recorded sound, as I will discuss in the following section.  

 
145 Charlie Gillett (1977) similarly theorizes the producer role as similar to that of a film director (see Bates & 
Bennett, 2018). 
146 This is not to say that Ingram lacks an aesthetic profile or recurrent traits in his production practice, but this is 
beyond the scope of this chapter. 
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Intimacy, Closeness, and Smallness 

Ingram’s conception of intimacy in the context of record production resonates with mine in 

that he relates it to a sense of perceived physical closeness, similar to what I discussed in 

chapter 2. He recalls using the adjective “intimate” to describe a close-up and “dry” vocal 

sound, for example. While he does not apply it as a broader concept to his studio work, he 

recognizes its extramusical implications: 
 
So, it means it’s close to you. And sometimes you don’t want things close to you. You don’t 
want the voice close to you. [. . .] You want to go, like, Phil Spector on it. And just have 
everything sort of distant and big. Because I think intimate also inherently means small. [. . .] 
Because if something is intimate, it’s close and small. 

 

Whereas Ingram equates intimate with small, I have previously thought of intimate sounds—

such as Jakobsen’s voice in “To Leave You”—as big, even wide, especially when recorded 

and mixed monoaurally. My experience is related to the way in which perspective makes 

proximate objects appear bigger than distant objects.147 For example, Tim Ziemer (2017) 

argues that proximate sounds will be perceived as wider than distant sounds, since 

“[n]aturally, proximate sources are wider, i.e. they are spread over more degrees from the 

listeners’ point of view” (p. 312). Because the sources of sounds occupy more of the field of 

vision when they are close than when they are far away, we may assume that there is an 

embodied, source-bonded connection between the sound we hear and our previous 

experiences of proximate voices in combination with the sight of its source: sources are wider 

when nearby, so we perceive proximate sound as wider also. 

Even though proximate sounds may appear bigger, what Ingram appears to be calling 

small is the way in which sounds perceived as intimate indicate an intended close distance 

between singer and listener. Ingram elaborates: “It’s larger when it’s close to you, but if she 

started screaming, it wouldn’t be intimate anymore. [. . .] It’s big because it’s close, but it’s 

small because it’s . . . [l]ow energy. Low velocity.” Such sonic characteristics also articulate 

“a certain kind of circumscribed social space (close, small, with little or no resonance)” 

(Biddle, 2007, p. 132). Intimacy as a concept is often connected to smallness in other contexts 

as well. For example, Gaston Bachelard (1958/2014) describes the small spaces of the home 

as intimate, and in the context of live music, intimate often refers either to concerts for small 

audiences in relatively small spaces or to concerts with few people on stage. The notion of 

intimate as small can also be helpful in understanding how acousmatic intimacy differs from 

 
147 Perspective is also a key component of spatial approaches to conceptualizing recorded sound (see discussion 
in chapter 1). 
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perceived proximity. A typical example of a proximate voice would be the “larger-than-life” 

movie trailer voice, which Ingram agrees would be difficult to describe as intimate: “Yeah, 

it’s not. [. . .] I guess it’s because it’s quite big. And it’s dramatic.” One reason why this voice 

is likewise “less intimate” is that it often appears over other loud sounds. In addition, such 

voices, which are sometimes described as voice-of-God-like,148 often appear strong and clear 

(that is, of medium intensity with no significant non-voice vocal sounds), in contrast to a 

vulnerable and soft intimate voice. Ingram says he perceives intimacy as “a sort of soft, 

intense, close thing,” which points to the fact that “intensity” carries different valences in 

different contexts, as the movie trailer voice can be experienced as intense as well. The 

former is emotionally intense, while the latter is performatively intense. 

For a voice to be perceived as intimate, according to Ingram, the musical context—or 

the personic environment, in Moore’s (2012b) terms—has to support the softness of the voice: 

“I think that . . . to emphasize the intimacy of the vocal, all the other elements of the music 

have to be equal in . . . velocity . . . to the vocal. Nothing can be bigger than the vocal, right?” 

That is, the other elements in the recording should match the intensity of the vocal, though 

their amplitude can be different (and is often lower). From a production perspective, this 

notion of intimacy would exclude production with a very proximate vocal over a more intense 

background, unless the intensity of those other elements has been reduced in the mix. 

Remember, of course, that Ingram thinks that the vocal is the primary source of intimacy in 

recorded sound: 
 
In every sort of music that I do, the vocal is the most important thing, right? [. . .] So . . . the 
beat and all the other elements around the vocal have to sing like the vocal. So, if you have, . . 
. [a] small, intimate, low velocity but dry vocal, the other elements have to be pulsing at the 
same energy as the [vocal]. [. . .] The band has to [. . .] move and ebb and flow and duck and 
dive in exactly the same way as the singer. 

 

For a voice to be perceived as intimate, then, Ingram needs it to appear in a context in which 

it is “allowed” to be so. The other instruments need to support it—to be, in effect, intimate 

with the voice—in a way reminiscent of the portrayed acousmatic intimacy described in 

chapter 2. Here, though, the other instruments are not acting individually as instrumental 

personas (see chapter 3) but in tandem with the voice, thus recalling Moore’s (2012b) 

conception of the personic environment. 

 
148 See, for example, Great Big Story (2018), for an interview with voiceover artist Redd Pepper, who has voiced 
trailers for movies like Independence Day (1996) and Armageddon (1998). 
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A last recurring topic in the interview, which I also touched on in chapters 3 and 4, is 

the fact that what is perceived as intimate, either acousmatically or in an interpersonal, 

extramusical sense, varies from person to person: 
 
It’s almost like intimacy is a contract between two people. So, two people have to be present 
and accepting of it to be intimate. [. . .] Some listener experiences intimacy in a voice, and 
another person experiences just annoyance at this thing in there. 

 

This quote supports the argument in chapter 3 that intimacy implies a two-way relation, 

involving mutual consent (see, for example, Giddens, 1992; Hahn, 2005; Sexton & Sexton, 

1982). It also points to an emotional aspect of the concept of acousmatic intimacy (as opposed 

to mere proximity), because proximity by itself does not involve any kind of active 

standpoint, whereas intimacy, according to Ingram, demands acceptance. Likewise, 

Christopher Lauer (2016) writes concerning the intimate touch that the touched has to be 

ready to be so. Of course, the idea of intimacy as a contract between two people contradicts 

the aforementioned notion of intrusive intimacy, or something that is unwanted. As discussed 

in chapter 3, someone can find that their intimate zone has been intruded upon, and if this is 

not consensual, it is not intimate as such. Still it points to an awareness of the intimate zone, 

and as I also argued in chapter 3, it might be worthwhile to consider such in the 

conceptualization of acousmatic intimacy. 

These aspects of how Ingram understands intimacy in relation to recorded sound have 

informed his approach to producing the two recordings that will be analyzed and discussed in 

the following sections. Although Ingram uses “intimate” to refer to a close and dry-sounding 

voice, this connects, as we will see, directly to the way in which the listener is going to 

receive the sound and interpret the musician’s intention, though this is not among Ingram’s 

explicit concerns when he is producing music. While he makes production decisions primarily 

based on what he thinks is best for the artist and the material, such decisions nevertheless 

need a conception of what “best” is in a given situation (whether consciously or 

subconsciously). Such a concept is shaped by musical taste and knowledge, and, in the case of 

the recordist, influenced by others involved in the production. This means that the recordist 

can also be a representative “listener” and thus have an idea of how the recording can be 

experienced (see also the discussions on musical listening in the studio in chapter 1). 

Although acousmatic intimacy’s subjective nature implies that recordists cannot predict 

whether listeners will perceive something as intimate (as Ingram also points out), Ingram can 
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then use his prior experience as a listening recordist in ways that ultimately increase the 

likeness that the recording triggers intimate experiences. 

 

What Happened Is What You Hear: Siv Jakobsen’s “To Leave You” 

The first recording I discussed with Ingram was “To Leave You,” the opening song from Siv 

Jakobsen’s 2017 debut album The Nordic Mellow. In my reading, I will focus on some of the 

ways in which the sound of the recording can be experienced and interpreted as 

acousmatically intimate and hyperintimate. The analysis also accommodates comments from 

Ingram on his approach to the production of the recording. 

Although lyrics are not my main object of inquiry, they can, as Serge Lacasse (2000) 

argues, work as a starting point for finding and understanding possible connotations conveyed 

by the recording.149 This resonates with Ingram’s emphasis of the “song” as his point of 

departure as a recordist.150 The lyrics of “To Leave You”151 take the form of a confession 

from the protagonist to possibly a (former) lover, as she152 tries to retreat from this person and 

the outside world: “I have built myself a fortress / Where I’ve been hiding / Where I’ve been 

safe, sound.” At the same time, the lyrics address the challenges of leaving someone whom 

one has cared about: “But now you’ve dug yourself a hollow in my garden / So you can swim 

in darkness / And I’ve placed myself beside it / To hold your hand if you come out.” The 

second verse reveals more explicitly the protagonist’s reasons for wanting the relationship to 

end: 
 
I must build myself a new house / With a fence and alarms / ’Round the edge so you won’t 
come / I’ll have torches from the ceilings / So I can swim in visions / Of you with your inside 
out / Naked and screaming and fighting me / Frightening me 

 

 
149 Simon Frith (1989) argues for the importance of words in songs by pointing to their role as the sign of a 
voice: “[S]ong words work as speech and speech acts, bearing meaning not just semantically, but also as 
structures of sound that are direct signs of emotion and marks of character. Singers use non-verbal as well as 
verbal devices to make their points—emphasis, sighs, hesitations, changes of tone; lyrics involve pleas, sneers 
and commands as well as statements and messages and stories” (p. 90). 
150 I am assuming here that Ingram’s conception of “song” recalls Zak’s (2001) description of it as consisting of 
words, melody, chord changes, and some formal design. 
151 Lyrics written by Jakobsen (2017), transcription from record cover. 
152 I assume that the protagonist is female, based on Jakobsen’s voice. As Stan Hawkins (2017) comments in the 
introduction to the Routledge Research Companion to Popular Music and Gender, the voice enacts gender: “an 
image is provoked in the mind, in some form or other, every time we make sense of vocality” (p. 6). 
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As part of the shelter, the protagonist needs something to remind herself of these reasons to 

leave. It also becomes clear that the reason for her retreat is that the relationship was 

unhealthy and perhaps even violent, which leads to this conclusion in the chorus: 
 
I don’t know for who I’m longing / Is it you or your reflection in my mind? / But I know now, 
what I am hoping for / Building cages ’round my chest to leave you out / To leave you 

 

The lyrics exemplify several of the aspects of intimacy discussed by Lauer (2016)—

including the role of conflicts and sharing of secrets—both in the story itself and the way in 

which it is told. Regarding the latter, in particular, much time is spent on the conflict between 

the protagonist and the other person. Lauer argues that a conflict can even be a vehicle for 

intimacy—one fueled by the individual’s desire for being recognized by the other (see also 

Roberts, 2006). As explained in chapter 3, Lauer here refers to the way in which conflicts 

sometimes result from both a lack of and a need for intimacy, and that they can lead to 

authentic expression of one’s feelings. In this sense, one seeks intimacy in the conflict, which 

becomes an expression of one’s involvement and an acknowledgment that something is worth 

fighting for. Lauer points out that violence becomes a viable end to such a dispute when “both 

parties want to demonstrate that their commitment to the conflict exceeds the power of 

words” (2016, p. 109).153 Lauer’s notion of conflict and violence as possible signs of intimacy 

is reflected in the lyrics of “To Leave You,” where the protagonist’s response to the conflict is 

hesitant and lacks conviction. 

As mentioned, the lyrics of “To Leave You” take the shape of a confession from the 

protagonist to the other, the “you.” More precisely, they represent an imagined confession that 

is never expressed directly to the other, though it is accessible to the listener, who is then 

allowed to share this “secret” with the protagonist. Such a sharing of secrets, according to 

Lauer, excludes everyone else, and the secret thus functions as a marker of intimacy (Lauer, 

2016; see also Giddens, 1992). In this confession, the protagonist also exposes a weakness—

she finds it difficult to resist the urge to go back to the other person—and along the way 

indicates her willingness to be vulnerable and, by extension, trust her listener. Both of these 

aspects are closely connected to intimacy, as discussed in chapter 3. 

In discussing the music of singer-songwriter William Fitzsimmons, Ariana Phillips-

Hutton (2018) argues that Fitzsimmons’s confessional aesthetics derives not only from the 

private or intimate nature of the lyrics but also from his performance style and the ways in 

 
153 Violence can also grow out of a desire for contact that “exceeds all other forms of contact” (Lauer, 2016, pp. 
109–10). 
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which the music is recorded and processed in the studio. As I will argue, the intimate aspects 

of the lyrics in “To Leave You” are similarly enhanced by the way in which the song has been 

arranged, performed, recorded, and mixed. In addition, the recording demonstrates why 

intimacy can be experienced even though neither actual physical distance nor actual 

emotional relation between musician and listener can be described as intimate—that is, 

because the protagonist (which appears as closely related to the persona) exposes intimate 

information to an indefinite audience, and because the recorded sound “invites” the listener 

into the recorded persona’s intimate zone. In the following sections, I will examine how the 

recorded sound of “To Leave You” interacts with the topics explored in the lyrics through 

focusing on specific aspects of the recording, starting with Jakobsen’s voice. 

 

Vocal Proximity 

The lead voice in “To Leave You” appears very proximate. There is no reverb on it, which 

indicates proximity in a relatively dry-sounding room. It is full sounding, occupying a wide 

range on the frequency spectrum, and it displays emphasized low frequencies while also 

sounding bright and sibilant. This vocal character is at least partly the result of what is known 

as the proximity effect, which occurs when one places a directional microphone very close to 

the source (Huber & Runstein, 2010). The proximity effect on the voice emphasizes bass 

frequencies in a manner reminiscent of how we hear our own voices both in our ears and 

through bone conduction. The close microphone placement, in tandem with Jakobsen’s soft 

singing style, also makes the sound of her breathing, the clicks of her tongue, and various 

other nonverbal voice sounds very audible. Dynamic range compression, set in a certain way, 

is likely enhancing these sounds even further (see chapter 4). 

While discussing the listener’s perceived distance from the artist persona in popular 

music recordings, Moore (2012b) describes the characteristics of a voice in the intimate zone, 

including whispering, tiny vocal sounds, breath, and clicks of the tongue. These are all sounds 

that are normally very quiet compared to the “voice itself” (in short, the sound of the vocal 

cords vibrating), the presence of which tells us that a voice is proximate. They also indicate 

that the voice is intended to be quiet, so that, without amplification, one would have to stand 

very close to the speaker in order to hear it, thus evoking intimacy in Edward T. Hall’s 

(1969/1990) sense of the term. While Jakobsen is not whispering, her voice takes on 

“whisper-like” qualities at certain points, as she allows more air to flow through her larynx 

without activating the vocal cords; based only on its intensity, then, the voice sounds like it is 

intended for communication at close distance. Even when Jakobsen sings more loudly, she 
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remains within a very limited dynamic range, and her voice does not depart much from 

Moore’s descriptions of the voice in the intimate zone. 

It is the recording technology that makes these nonverbal sounds audible and hence 

exploits their affordances, as described above. Through the technology’s extreme exposure, 

the sounds may then be experienced as hyperintimate, or part of an elevated, beyond-real type 

of intimate experience. Related to my notion of hyperintimacy as an exaggerated form of 

acousmatic intimacy, Ingram also observes that the very close positioning of Jakobsen’s voice 

results in a sound that is rarely experienced in any actual non-mediated situations: 
 
To hear that in real life, you literally have to have Siv three inches from your ear. [. . .] It’s not 
reality. [. . .] It’s kind of beyond something. Because . . . if you hear something in concert . . . 
you’re obviously going to be standing further away, and then you’re hearing the room. [. . .] 
Whereas on the Siv record, we deliberately made sure there was no echoes—super dry. 

 

If one were to experience Jakobsen’s voice in an actual situation, in an as proximate way as 

when listening to the recording, one would hear it almost exclusively through one ear rather 

than right in front of one’s face, as it is staged in the recording (that is, centrally in the stereo 

image). The combined proximity and horizontally central placement of the voice in the 

recording thus produces a sound that suggests an acoustically unnatural closeness, or a 

closeness beyond closeness as we experience it in everyday conversation. Nevertheless, due 

to the naturalization of proximate and intimate voices in popular music recording (as 

discussed in chapter 4), and possibly also due to our familiarity with voices, such a sound 

does not necessarily come across as unrealistic, though it may seem too intimate for some. 

As Ingram points out, this type of sound does not work for all singers, due to, among 

other things, how their voice and their singing abilities are exposed: 
 
I think a lot of singers don’t like it, because, if you’re going to have the voice with no effect 
on, and loud . . . you’re really putting them under the microscope. And you sort of have to be 
quite confident in your abilities as a singer. [. . .] It’s the sonic equivalent of being naked. No 
reverb, there’s no . . . production tricks. 
 

In the “sonic nakedness” that results from exposing the details of the voice, there is also an 

exposure of the singer’s—or the persona’s—vulnerability that in turn underlines the revealing 

nature of the lyrics. Through the exposure of highly personal matters in both lyrics and sound 

(the details of which can only be heard at an intimate distance), the persona is clearly 

unguarded and open to attack. To borrow from Lauer (2016), the persona exposes a wound to 

another, which requires trust. Vulnerability also derives from the expansion of the intimate 

(the proximate voice, singing about what appears to be private matters) into the public sphere 
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(Biddle, 2007). To use Ingram’s metaphor, the vulnerability comes not only from being 

sonically naked but from being so in public. This directly recalls Stan Hawkins’s (2009) 

notion of “vulnerability-on-display,” referring to the ways in which a singer’s vulnerable 

persona is exposed through their vocal performance, which in turn becomes a strategy for the 

artist to give an impression of a “real” self.154 

 This exposure of vulnerability is used as a strategy in the production process to engage 

the listener with the performance. For example, while recording the song, Ingram instructed 

Jakobsen to sing more softly in order to “bring” the listener closer: 
 
So, when you have a singer like Siv—her singing is quite intense, but it’s low volume, right? 
And, actually—this is something that we worked on during the record—there were a couple of 
takes where she pushed it a bit more. And I said, I don’t think you should do that, I think you 
should let people come to you. 

 

Through this give and take, Jakobsen and Ingram created a recorded space that affords the 

listener the opportunity to “come closer,” into the persona’s intimate zone. From Ingram’s 

perspective, the listener is thus invited into Jakobsen’s intimate sphere in terms of both 

perceived distance and the confessional content of the lyrics. However, Jakobsen (the 

persona) also enters the listener’s intimate zone by being proximately perceived and exposing 

her vulnerabilities in both sound and lyrics. This virtual two-way relation between the persona 

and the listener involves the persona exposing aspects of herself, and thus being exposed, and 

the listener being “exposed to” and internalizing155 the persona’s expression of intimacy. 

 

The Hyperintimate Singer-Songwriter Persona 

The recording of “To Leave You” leaves the listener with a strong impression that the 

acoustic guitar is being played by the singer, thanks to the central and up-front staging of the 

sounds of both voice and guitar, which appear to be emerging from the same position. Like 

 
154 Vulnerability has also been repeatedly discussed as a strategy for white men to become gendered (“to be 
marked by the operation of discourse”; Biddle, 2007, 129; see also Askerøi, 2013, 2017; Hawkins, 2009). 
Consequently, there is clearly a gendered aspect to the description of a type of sound as small and “naked,” both 
of which denote a vulnerable position that becomes important to the perception of the recording as intimate. The 
gendered aspects of the sonic nakedness of the recorded persona in “To Leave You” are also exaggerated by the 
power relations at play in the studio, where we might picture the male recordist as being “in control” in the 
control room and the female artist as scrutinized and under pressure to perform. The social dynamics in the 
production process, however, are beyond the scope of this dissertation (see, for example, Mayhew, 2004; 
Warwick, 2004; Wolfe, 2020). Some scholarly dynamics are likewise gendered, in that a male researcher might 
scrutinize not only the performance but also the voice of the female artist. 
155 This type of relation, the internalizing of something external, is addressed by Jaques Lacan with the term 
extimité (Evans, 1996; Lacan, 1959–60/1992; see also Nayar, 2009). Serge Tisseron (2011) uses the same term 
to describe the opposite: the externalizing of something internal. See discussions of extimacy in chapter 3. 
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the vocal, the guitar is full sounding, which is also a result of close microphone placement, 

and its bass frequencies are emphasized, with a strong resonance on the Eb at the beginning of 

the repeated phrase. Again, the close microphone placement foregrounds the resonating wood 

of the guitar top, not the more balanced tone of a guitar as it is heard from across the room. 

Also like the vocal, the guitar is quite bright sounding, a quality that also emphasizes the 

noise of Jakobsen’s fingers moving across the strings, a noise that is almost louder than the 

tones from the vibration of the strings. This pronounced presence of noise could be heard to 

indicate a low performance intensity, because a higher intensity would produce louder string 

resonance in relation to the finger noise. It also contributes to the perceived proximity, since 

we know that a guitar played that softly has to be close to be so noticeable in relation to the 

reverberation of the room, which we can barely hear.  

Whereas the noise of fingers on the fretboard of the guitar can imply intimacy, it can, 

for some, signal poor playing or recording technique. Ingram comments, 
 
Another person . . . might find that really annoying. It might be, “oh, they haven’t recorded it 
properly.” The problem is, she plays really quietly, so . . . I think the guitar mic we did de-ess. 
[. . .] The thing with that fretboard, that moving, is that once you hear it, you can’t unhear it. 

 

This quote also provides an example of how technology is used in “silent” or transparent 

ways (Brøvig-Hanssen, 2013, 2018). In “To Leave You,” Ingram used a de-esser156 to make 

the guitar sound as close as it is and still limit proximity-related noise, without interfering 

with the perception of the performance as being unmanipulated. 

 Of course, the presence of finger noise, as well as other noises, can also enhance the 

song’s authenticity: 
 
All of those things—the breathing, the frets moving up and down, the noise—I think helps add 
to a sense of “realism.” Because I think that when you have a piano sample, for example—
pianos are never a hundred percent in tune, you know—when you have a piano sample, and 
then you can’t hear the chair creaking or the mechanism of the piano moving, it somehow 
doesn’t sound quite right. 

 

Through the inclusion of noises that would naturally occur in a performance, the recordist 

brings a sense of place or location into the recording, through the associations listeners might 

have to instruments being played live. Such noises, that is, are source bonded (Smalley, 1997) 

and lead to a virtual “placement” of the listener in the performance space (see also Askerøi, 

 
156 A frequency-specific dynamic compressor often used to attenuate sharp-sounding “s” sounds (hence the 
name). 



Soft, Intense, and Close  

 

127 

2017). This is a virtual realism, meaning that the listener is aware that they are not actually in 

the same room as the performer(s), but they will have a realistic auditory experience 

nevertheless. Like non-voice vocal sounds such as breathing and other mouth noises, which I 

discussed in chapter 2 as only discernible when the voice itself is mixed low enough, finger 

noises on frets are only discernible in the mix if the guitar is played softly as well. These 

noises therefore indicate low performance intensity and intended closeness, just like the 

breathing noises. 

The extreme presence of Jakobsen’s voice in tandem with the softly played guitar give 

the impression of a singing and guitar-playing persona located at an intimate distance from 

the listener. This understanding of persona extends that of Moore (2012b), who mostly limits 

the song persona to that which is expressed by a singing voice. For me, whether or not the 

guitar is actually played by Jakobsen, the persona concept must take into account the fact that 

someone has decided to stage it together with the voice in the recorded space (both are placed 

up front and central on the horizontal plane). Ingram confirms that Jakobsen did indeed play 

the guitar; what’s more, she recorded the guitar and the vocal simultaneously, which cements 

the track’s intimacy:  
 
Because she was doing the guitar and the vocal at the same time, there’s a kind of synergy 
between the two. They are moving with each other, in a very . . . You know, they’re traveling 
through one person. 

 

As discussed in chapter 2, the notion of musical instruments as extensions of the human mind, 

and of the body of the musician (Heidegger, 1927/1962; Magnusson, 2009), invites us to 

interpret the relation between musician and instrument as intimate. The voice and the guitar in 

“To Leave You” clearly present a proximate singer-songwriter persona as part of the 

acousmatically intimate experience. 

  This presentation, in fact, approaches a hyperintimate presence, given how close the 

listener would have to be to both the singer’s mouth and the guitar in order to hear the sounds 

as produced in the recording. If the listener had one ear only a couple of inches from the 

singer’s mouth, the high frequencies from the guitar would be attenuated by the acoustic 

absorption of the singer and listener’s bodies (see, for example, Meyer, 2009). Conversely, if 

the listener had one ear almost up against the guitar, the high frequencies of the voice would 

be attenuated by the bodies of the singer and listener, as well as the guitar. In other words, a 

realistic acousmatic “projection” of a physically proximate singer-guitarist would necessarily 

muffle either the guitar or the voice, and the experience of the performer in “To Leave You” 
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represents another way in which technology can produce a recording that expresses closeness 

beyond closeness, or hyperintimacy. 

 

The Supportive Personic Environment 

While a singer-songwriter persona itself can be staged in ways that afford acousmatic 

hyperintimacy, its environment in the recorded space must also contribute to such a staging, 

as we will see in what follows.157 While recording “To Leave You,” Ingram kept the other 

instrument sounds as quiet as the persona-related sounds (voice and guitar), so as to avoid any 

competition among them. A crowded environment, needless to say, is seldom experienced as 

intimate. It all started with Jakobsen’s vocal and guitar: 
 
Guitar, vocal, and then we put everything around. [. . .] The way in which that vocal moves, 
that informs everything that goes on around it. [. . .] I like that . . . front to back approach, 
because a lot of the time records are done, like, drums, then bass, guitars, and then you put the 
vocal on at the end. [. . .] I think you can definitely lose intimacy in that method, because by 
the time the singer comes on and sings it . . . there’s no [space] left. But they are at the whim 
of the backing track. [. . .] On the Siv record, if you are doing front to back, so you’re doing 
the vocal first, she can do what . . . however she wants to express the song is however she 
wants to express the song. [. . .] And I do think it’s an intimate record, and I think the intensity 
of that intimacy is partly because of the way in which we recorded it—her going first.  

 

Ingram’s argument that the environment needs to “make space” for the persona acknowledges 

the fact that people perceive proximate sounds as “bigger”—that is, they have a broader 

frequency range as a result of the proximity effect, which relates to the metaphorical height 

dimension of the sound box (see Moore & Martin, 1993/2019), and they are heard as wider, 

as explained by Ziemer (2017). If there were other elements as big as the vocal and guitar in 

“To Leave You,” the mix could start to appear “muddy” or “messy,” due to auditory 

masking,158 among other things. Furthermore, the front-to-back approach that makes the band 

follow the timing and dynamics of the singer-songwriter persona also contributes to a 

perceived sense of intimacy among the performers, as Ingram elaborates: 
 
You could say that the relationship between every instrument on a record is . . . intimate. [. . .] 
The relationship between instruments when they’re really working [together] . . . [is] just like 
a friendship, isn’t it? There’s something inherently good about hearing two forces working as 
a whole. 

 

 
157 The singer-songwriter’s personic environment in “To Leave You” consists of a string quartet, a picked double 
bass, a drum kit, and vocal harmonies. 
158 Masking refers to when single sounds “get in the way” of one another, especially if they reside in the same 
frequency range (Katz, 2007). 
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It remains an open question as to whether such a relation or “unity” can be heard in the 

recorded sound, and further research might start with the correspondences among the different 

instruments regarding their timing and dynamics.  

 Note, as well, that the personic environment in “To Leave You” gradually expands 

throughout the recording. The song starts with only Jakobsen singing and playing the acoustic 

guitar. A cello enters at the first chorus, playing single chord tones, before the full string 

quartet enters in the transition to the second verse, where they punctuate the vocal phrases. In 

the second verse, a picked double bass and drum kit (kick drum and brushed snare) join in. 

After the second chorus, an instrumental part transitions back to only the string quartet and 

Jakobsen’s singing in the final chorus. Although the specific instrumentation shifts throughout 

the song, Jakobsen’s voice remains at the forefront, thanks to how the other performers follow 

Jakobsen’s dynamics. If we imagine this progression as stage lighting, we would begin with 

Jakobsen alone in the spotlight at the front of the stage, then gradually increase the lighting to 

the back of the stage to reveal the other performers.159 The mediated distance to the singer-

songwriter persona thus remains consistent, but the depth of the environment is extended,160 

as we hear clearly when the string section alters the spatial impression of the “room.” 

 

Noise as Signifier of Intimacy 

Noises from recording technology are also part of the personic environment and can, in some 

cases, add to the perception of other sounds as intimate (like the “noises” of singing and 

instrumental technique). As discussed in chapter 4, listeners have gradually become 

accustomed to the presence of certain sounds in popular-music recordings (including surface 

noise and electrical humming), but those sounds can be made noticeable as well, if such an 

effect is desirable. For example, in “To Leave You,” the quiet hiss of a microphone 

preamplifier seems to further emphasize the restraint of the voice and guitar, though Ingram 

wonders whether some might disparage this effect: “I think, for some engineers, it might be: 

that’s just noisy. The [Shure] SM7, which is the mic we used . . . [is] quite noisy. And we 

didn’t de-noise it, because we didn’t feel we needed to.” The Shure SM7 is not very sensitive 

compared to other microphones, meaning that its audio signal needs to be amplified more 

radically than those of more sensitive microphones. Many microphone preamplifiers will also 

 
159 Thanks to Ulf A. S. Holbrook for this observation. 
160 Francis Rumsey (2002) relatedly differs between distance and depth in recorded space, explaining that 
distance “is the perceived range between a listener and a reproduced source. Depth on the other hand is related to 
the sense of perspective in the reproduced scene as a whole, and refers to the ability to perceive a scene that 
recedes from the listener, as opposed to a flat sound image” (p. 660). 
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introduce some electrical self-noise when turned up, so that a non-sensitive microphone 

paired with a slightly noisy microphone preamplifier can introduce noise into the recording. 

Ingram insists that this was unintentional in “To Leave You”: 
 
I know of some people that have added noise to records. I mean, I’ve never done that. [. . .] I 
think you just want to let the music be what it needs to be. So, in terms of the noise, that was 
never a conversation, with me or Dan [Cox], who engineered and mixed it. It’s just something 
that we just left. 

 

While it may be experienced differently by different listeners, such noise affords the 

experience of intimacy in the same way that air-conditioning systems or sounds from outside 

a venue, for example, sometimes accompany very quiet live performances. The noise then 

becomes a backdrop against which we measure the quietness of the performance. Preamplifier 

noise (and similar noises) is also a sign of technology being present and undisguised, thus 

displaying its fragility. As discussed in chapter 4, the presence of noise in modern recording, 

when it can easily be avoided or removed (and often is), affords a new set of meanings (see, 

for example, Auner, 2000). In the end, its presence (and the fact that it has not been removed) 

reminds the listener of the inevitability of technology’s part in the creation of this specific and 

intimate sound.161 

 

Hearing the Room 

A final aspect of the acousmatic intimacy of the recording of “To Leave You” is the reverb 

that is revealed when the strings start playing in the first chorus and peaks in the instrumental 

section after the second chorus. This particular feature of the personic environment in the 

recording applies to all the possible personas at once but is most associated with the strings, 

thanks to the ambient microphones which pick up more of the recording room’s acoustics 

(most of the remaining instruments are close miked): 
 
We miked [the strings] with close mics and overhead ambient mics. I think most of the sound 
is the far-away mics. [The] overhead mics do most of the work, you know. Because I think, 
inherently, instruments that are miked far away—by far away I mean anything more than four 
feet [≈122 cm]—sound more natural. Because the instruments are designed to . . . throw 
sound, they’re not designed to have a mic one inch away from it. 

 

What is heard as a result of this microphone technique is a short reverb on the string sound—

an ambience reminiscent of the acoustically untreated and relatively small rooms of a typical 

 
161 Issues of noise and vulnerable technology will be discussed further in chapter 6. 
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home. We mostly hear the early reflections of the room, giving a strong spatial impression 

and low sense of spaciousness, and, as argued in chapters 2 and 3, such a spatiality can be 

interpreted as intimate.  

There are two ways in which the sound of a small room triggers intimacy. One, as 

suggested by Tor Halmrast (2018), is the impression that the distances within the performance 

space are small,162 and that, while the perceived distance between the listener and the 

performers may not be proximate, there is an implied proximity and potential intimacy 

between the performers, evoking a portrayed intimacy (see chapter 2). The other, as argued in 

chapter 3, involves the relation people have to small spaces in the home, which are often 

regarded as private and therefore vulnerable (de Certeau et al., 1994/1998). Inviting someone 

to such spaces indicates one’s trust in them, and encountering such a space in a recording 

introduces that trust into the performer/listener relation as well. Furthermore, the strong 

spatial impression of the recording room affords a portrayed subjective sense of acousmatic 

intimacy, since we are virtually placed in the recording room with the performers. Based on 

the associations to the acoustics of the recording room, we are, in other words, “invited” into 

the intimate home-like performance space. 

 

In summary, “To Leave You” comes across as acousmatically intimate in several ways related 

to how the recording is staged around its proximate-sounding singer-songwriter persona. 

While the recording immediately stands out as transparently mediated, there is still a 

significant amount of technological mediation involved, including the use of overdubbing to 

build the multitrack recording, starting with only the voice and guitar, and not least the 

hyperreal positioning of sounds with the possibly quietest sounds at the front. Such 

positioning of vocals at the front is, of course, an established norm that also follows from the 

need to make lyrics intelligible. Furthermore, the soft microphone voice and its prominent 

positioning in the mix has been naturalized through decades of repeated exposure (Brøvig-

Hanssen & Danielsen, 2013). Nevertheless, the perceived proximity of the singer-songwriter 

persona in “To Leave You” exceeds these norms, and in combination with the lyrics, it 

affords hyperintimacy, precisely by its hyperreal presence. In the next section of this chapter, 

I analyze and discuss another track produced by Ingram, which uses different means of 

triggering acousmatic intimacy and hyperintimacy, however in less transparent ways. 

 

 
162 “It is often assumed that direct sound alone is perceived as most ‘intimate,’ but early reflection might also 
indicate that we are together with the performer in a small ‘box’” (Halmrast, 2018, p. 345). 
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Hyperintimacy by Contrast: Jordan Mackampa’s “Teardrops in a Hurricane” 

“Teardrops in a Hurricane” is the final track on Mackampa’s EP Tales From the Broken 

(2017). Like “To Leave You,” this recording was produced by Ingram and mixed by Cox, but 

it reflects a different production approach and affords intimacy in some different ways. This is 

the track that Ingram chose to contribute to our discussion about acousmatic intimacy. He co-

wrote “Teardrops in a Hurricane” with Mackampa and thinks this intimate recording “packs 

quite an emotional punch,” thanks as much to the editing process as to the recording process: 
 
The reason I chose it is because it had some edits, that song. And I feel it discovered itself in 
the editing process, not in the recording process. [. . .] The thing that’s now the outro, that long 
outro, was just a middle eight. [. . .] It just happened once and it happened in the middle, and 
the song was quite short. And, something about it wasn’t working. [. . .] I really liked all the 
bits in it, but it just didn’t seem to come together. [. . .] And then we thought, “Oh, wouldn’t it 
be cool if that thing that was the middle eight is now the outro.” [. . .] And I fashioned this 
rough version of that together. Because it only happened once, I just repeated it at the end. 
And it immediately worked. [. . .] And in the final recording, the first half is just the demo. 
The demo guitar and the vocal. Which you can really hear, that the quality of the vocal at the 
end is really different. And, the outro we recorded as a separate [section], and we bolted the 
two together. 

 

The unorthodox structure of the song, which emerged in the editing process163 when Ingram 

joined one part of the demo with one part of the studio recording, presents a profound sonic 

contrast between the two parts that is emphasized in the mix.164 As I will argue below, this 

contrast serves to emphasize the acousmatic intimacy of the last part in particular. While 

Ingram describes “To Leave You” as “what you hear is sort of what happened,” with no 

particular editing involved, he finds “Teardrops in a Hurricane” to be “just as potent” despite 

the almost compositional impact of its editing. 

Whereas Ingram regards the editing of events across the time domain in “Teardrops in 

a Hurricane” as a kind of interference with an “original” performance,165 he does not view the 

hyperreal spatial organization of “To Leave You” in the same way. This may be, of course, 

because the different parts of “Teardrops in a Hurricane” include different performances of 

the song, and that its final structure was made after the fact of recording by moving song parts 

 
163 The specific kind of editing in “Teardrops in a Hurricane” is made relatively straightforward with software. 
Previously, an artist would need a tape recorder to record a demo that could be combined with a studio 
recording. DAW technology, on the other hand, enabled Ingram and Mackampa to readily combine individual 
tracks from the demo with the studio recording. 
164 In Denis Smalley’s (1997) words, the recording features “multiple spatial settings,” which means that the 
listener “is aware of different types of space which cannot be resolved into a single setting” (p. 124). 
165 As previously argued, the notion of an original performance in relation to record production is problematic. 
See chapter 4. 
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around in the DAW. What we hear, then, is different performances of different ideas of what 

the song was supposed to be like. 

The differences between the two parts of the song derive from the instrumentation and 

the treatment of the sounds and generate, in turn, its acousmatic intimacy and hyperintimacy 

(see figure 1 below): 

 

 
Figure 1. Song form of “Teardrops in a Hurricane.” The four arrowhead markers indicate occurrences 
of the title line. 
 

Part A resembles a relatively normative song form. It begins with two bars of introduction, 

followed by eight bars of verse, then sixteen bars of chorus. Each chorus includes a pre-

chorus of sorts that leads up to the concluding title line: “Like teardrops in a hurricane.”166 

The verse and chorus are repeated once, and the title line is repeated once more to conclude 

part A. Following part A, there are eight bars during which the title line repeats: “Teardrops, 

teardrops, teardrops in a hurricane.” This section acts as a transition to part B, which 

introduces a key change from part A’s D minor to E major. All of part B is based on an eight-

bar harmonic structure that is repeated eight times. The first round introduces a line of lyrics 

that is repeated in the second round. Two more rounds repeat the last three words of that line: 

“Let me be free.” The rest of the song acts as an instrumental outro. The various substantive 

differences between these two parts, as well as the ways in which those differences are 

emphasized sonically, impact the interpretation of the song, as I will discuss in what follows. 

 

Lyrical Contrasts 

The differences begin with the lyrics of the two parts, which take different approaches to 

addressing the same theme. The lyrics in the verses of part A mix various metaphors in a way 

that demands quite a lot of attention from the listener in order to grasp the message:  
 
We fought our fights in silence / (But the war’s not done) / No ground was gained but the fear 
from my past howls in the wind 

 

 
166 Lyrics written by Mackampa and Ingram (2017), transcription retrieved from 
https://www.musixmatch.com/lyrics/Jordan-Mackampa/Teardrops-in-a-Hurricane. 
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The shadows appear and linger behind us / (From the raging sun) / No words exchanged as we 
speak from my heart and hold back the tears 

 

The message is somewhat cryptic and ambiguous, and it requires “decoding” to be properly 

understood—that is, it resides at some semantic distance from the listener. Perhaps the singer 

is describing a relationship that is going bad, though he is not confrontational. There is a 

tension between what is happening and the abiding silence between the two evasive partners. 

The situation is described from the protagonist’s perspective, but we are not told directly how 

he feels about it. In this sense, the lyrics are not exposing any inner concerns that could be 

interpreted as intimate. 

The chorus is equally ambiguous: 
 
It’s a foolish and a dangerous endeavor / It’s a cut against the grain / It is not wise to go 
against the weather / Just to get caught out in the rain / And through it all your words remain / 
Like teardrops in a hurricane 

 

Is the singer referring to the relationship as foolish and dangerous, or to some other 

confrontation? Is he giving up, as might be indicated by the disparaging comment in the title 

line: “your words remain / like teardrops in a hurricane.” Note that this is the only place 

where he addresses a “you,” and he does so to dismiss his partner’s words as teardrops in a 

hurricane, which are invisible and insignificant.167 Certainly, in any case, this confrontation, 

following Lauer (2016), involves an expression of need or longing for intimacy. 

The lyrics come across as at once personal and remote, producing an ambiguous 

distance relation between the listener and the song persona. On the one hand, the lyrics tell a 

story about not confronting problems that probably should have been confronted. On the other 

hand, they operate via rather complex implicit metaphors that permit little access to what the 

protagonist might actually think. As such, the lyrics in part A fulfill one of Moore’s (2012b) 

criteria for the articulation of the persona in the intimate zone—that it should address an 

interpersonal relationship between two people—but not the other—that it should suggest 

physical contact.  

This lyrical ambiguity vanishes in part B, when the protagonist changes his mode of 

expression by using simple, almost clichéd metaphors: “Like a plane in the sky or a bird that’s 

up in the trees / Let me be free / Let me be free.” It is as though the protagonist is now willing 

 
167 A similar metaphor is used in the song “Crying in the Rain,” written by Howard Greenfield and Carole King 
and first recorded by the Everly Brothers (1962), in which they say that they only cry in the rain, so as to hide 
the fact that they are upset. 
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to confess his feelings with no filter. These words are at once confessional and 

confrontational, but not in the sarcastic fashion of the chorus. In Lynn Jamieson’s (1998) 

formulation, the protagonist is now disclosing intimacy by giving the listener access to his 

private thoughts (see also Miguel, 2012). As I will argue in the analysis below, the recording 

both complicates and enhances this effort, using aspects of its production to allow the listener 

access to inner thoughts of the protagonist that are not even accessible to his partner. The 

listener takes the place of the partner as the protagonist imagines what it would be like to 

express his feelings. 

 

Vocal Transformations 

As mentioned, the sound of the recording underlines the fundamental difference between the 

two parts of the song, and it also informs the interpretation of the lyrics. First of all, the two 

parts have different vocal takes that were recorded in different locations, with different 

microphones and preamplifiers. They are also treated differently in the mix, Ingram notes: 
 
The two vocals sounded different inherently, just because they were done on different days, in 
different mics, in a different studio as well, actually. And when it came to mixing it, I was 
like, “Okay, we have to make them sound even more different,” because I wanted the idea of 
two sections. [. . .] And even in mastering, I said to the mastering engineer, “Treat these like 
two different sections.” 

 

In part A, the voice comes across as present but not very proximate. Recalling Moore’s 

(2012b) characteristics for the various proxemic zones, Mackampa’s vocals here are located 

in the personal zone, even though the lyrics address an interpersonal relationship between two 

people, which, according to Moore, indicates that the persona is in the listener’s intimate 

zone. The sound aligns with “soft to medium vocals” and “less clarity of vocal sounds” 

(whereas the intimate zone features “clarity of vocal sounds”; 2012b, p. 187). We hear 

breathing that is brought forward by a relatively heavy application of compression, which 

skews the volume relation between the breathing and the singing voice. This combination, 

then, does not signify intimacy as such, indicating that any given characteristic of intimate 

distance must be interpreted in the context of all other characteristics. The voice is positioned 

in front of the other elements in the recording but set back from the boundary of the sound 

box, which further indicates that the persona is at a personal distance from the listener 

(Moore, 2012b). 

There is a long reverb on both the lead voice and the backing voices, suggesting a 

much larger space than that which would ordinarily contain a conversation such as the one 



Soft, Intense, and Close  

 

136 

presented in the lyrics. The reverb also evokes the metaphorical sense of space discussed in 

chapter 3; recall that Lacasse (2000) demonstrates how the staging of the voice in a 

metaphorical space directs the interpretation of a song such as Alanis Morissette’s “Your 

House” (Jagged Little Pill, 1995). A high level of reverberation can, according to Lacasse, 

“be interpreted as representing both the actual physical emptiness of the apartment [in which 

the story of the song lyrics takes place] and the character’s ‘emotional emptiness’ [after 

finding out that her lover has someone else in his life]” (2000, p. 179). A possible 

interpretation of the reverb in part A of “Teardrops in a Hurricane” is that it signifies an 

imagined conversation between the protagonist and the partner or “you” person. It might also 

imply a metaphorical distance, whereby the protagonist is physically present with the “you” 

person but his mind is somewhere else. 

In the transition to part B, this metaphorical distance takes over: a loud delay on the 

voice, with a lot of feedback and a pronounced and long reverb, finally collapses into three 

seconds of chaos, “swallowing” the voice from part A. Out from this chaos rises168 a voice 

that directly addresses the listener. This voice aligns with Moore’s (2012b) intimate zone, 

since it is very breathy and includes audible non-voice vocal sounds, especially clicks of the 

tongue. The voice is also very bright-sounding and displays no reverb or delay, all of which 

indicate proximity. This emphasizes the sense in the lyrics that the protagonist is now being 

honest to himself about what he wants: “Let me be free.” When that honesty is shared with 

the listener through the proximate sound, it affords first-person authenticity, by implying that 

nothing is interrupting the communication between the persona and the listener. 

The fact that Mackampa uses his falsetto voice in part B, as opposed to the chest voice 

in part A, also imparts a sense of vulnerability to an interpretation of the lyrics. The male 

falsetto voice has often been regarded as “effeminate,” but, as Simon Frith (1995) points out, 

so was Bing Crosby’s crooning in the 1920s. The falsetto voice can also signify a childlike 

frailty. Instead of proclaiming “Let me be free” in a booming voice expressing a “masculine” 

confidence, Mackampa sings more delicately, displaying some insecurity about leaving the 

relationship thanks to the risk connected with “becoming free” (also captured in the ambiguity 

of the chorus lyrics in part A).  

These differences in vocal performance are emphasized in the production by recording 

with different microphones and the use of prominent reverb and delay only in part A. Ingram 

notes: “[In] the first half, there are no high frequencies and low frequencies, and then the 

 
168 Referring to the metaphorical ascent provided by the key change from D minor to E major. 
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color comes out.” That is, the high frequencies of the proximate voice, including its 

breathiness, are not attenuated in part B, which increases the likelihood of its experience as 

intimate, or even hyperintimate, in relation to part A, as the presence of the voice traverses 

beyond intimacy. 

   

Changing the Instrumental Backdrop 

The respective degrees of acousmatic intimacy in the two parts signified by the sound of the 

voice are further emphasized by the staging of the instruments. In addition to the vocals, part 

A is driven by the electric guitar, as well as a mellow electronic kick drum playing a four-on-

the-floor pattern. The guitar part is double tracked and panned hard left and right. A synth 

bass enters to fill the lower frequency spectrum in the second verse. There are also two sets of 

backing vocals: two female voices shadow the lead voice on selected lines in both verses and 

choruses, and male voices, a harmonic layering of Mackampa’s voice, sing the second line of 

both verses alone and support the lead voice on the first and third lines of the second chorus. 

Both female and male backing voices support the lead voice in the transition to part B. All of 

these instrumental and backing-vocal voices are heavily processed with compression and a lot 

of reverb. In the transition to part B, the perceived “size” of the of the overall sound across the 

height and width dimensions is reduced as the guitar pans to the middle on only one track. At 

the same time, the kick drum sound is heavily filtered (with a hi-pass filter) to reduce its bass 

frequencies to the point where it sounds like part of the guitar sound. 

The “processed” sound of part A is a sharp contrast to part B, in which all of the 

instruments save for the kick drum from part A are acoustic. The song has moved into a 

completely different global space169—one that is no longer metaphor-based but rather 

immediate and direct. The double-tracked electric guitar gives way to a single track (and one 

take) of nylon-stringed acoustic guitar, panned hard right, as well as an acoustic piano, also in 

mono and panned hard left. This hard panning separates these sounds and sharpens them, but 

it also brings them closer to the listener’s ears, even provoking a slight tickling or tingling 

sensation.170 Moreover, the single takes of these acoustic instruments add to the music’s 

liveness, almost as though the listener is in the room with the performers, and the recording in 

 
169 Referring to Lelio Camilleri’s (2010) distinction between local and global sonicprints, discussed in chapter 1. 
170 A study by Norimichi Kitagawa and Yuka Igarashi (2005) found that the sound of the stroke of a paintbrush 
to a microphone-equipped dummy head’s left ear (used for exact replication of human auditory perception) 
would induce a tickling sensation in study participants when the sound was played back near their heads. The 
authors do not discuss precisely which auditory features are responsible for the tickling sensation, other than the 
argument that such audiotactile spatial interactions can “occur from hearing a sound delivered near to the head” 
(p. 122). 
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part B includes the mechanical noises from the piano (or possibly the piano chair) as well as 

the noise of fingers moving across the strings on the guitar. Such noises, which Ingram 

associates with realism (see above), imply the song’s “unmediatedness” or first-person 

authenticity, as understood by Moore (2002), since they provide direct access to the 

performances themselves without any technological interference (see chapter 3). Though the 

piano does sound quite compressed and therefore slightly unnatural or processed, the 

compression also helps to highlight the mechanical noises of the instrument and may have a 

role in the tickling sensation referred to above, since it emphasizes the attack in the piano 

sound. 

Another significant change from part A to part B in terms of instrumentation is the 

shift from synth bass to a bowed acoustic double bass that is quite proximate sounding, thanks 

to close microphone placement: 
 
It’s quite guttural, I think. [. . .] It’s bold as well. I think we miked that quite closely, so you 
can really hear the scrape of the strings. So, I guess that’s definitely an intimate . . . sound. [. . 
.] Suddenly, I would say that intimacy is only relevant in its context. 

 

The close microphone placement brings forth not only the resonance of the wood in the 

instrument but also the sound of the bow stroking across the strings, or what Ingram refers to 

as “the scrape.” This particular sound is comparable to a raspy voice (similar to vocal fry; see, 

Hollien, 1974). The context to which Ingram refers in the final sentence of the quote involves 

the double bass and the female backup singers, who are in a different tonal spectrum and 

spatial environment. In another context, such as one in which the bass was not so prominent, 

Ingram might not have perceived it as intimate, reflecting intimacy’s dependency on context. 

After the lead voice has sung the first line of part B, the backing vocals fill a 

countermelodic role of wordless oohing to complement the lead and the double bass. The 

prominent reverb on their voices contrasts with all of the other instruments but does not 

disguise the audible intake of breath. The result is an ethereal sound that sounds “angelic,” as 

Ingram puts it. Again, a metaphorical space opens up in the song’s production. In a discussion 

of the use of reverberation on steel guitars in 1940s Hawaiian hapa haole music, Peter Doyle 

(2005) suggests that “‘[s]obbing’ reverberant Hawaiian [steel] guitars lament the departure of 

the visitor, call vainly for his or her return” (p. 132). Here, the reverb on the female singers’ 

voices laments the dissolving relationship, giving the listener more access into the 

protagonist’s actual experience of the situation. 
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 The second-to-last repetition of the harmonic sequence in part B features only the 

double bass and the female voices, and the last one features the double bass alone. The 

contrast between the reverberant, high-pitched voices and the dry, low-pitched bass is now 

very clear, and we also hear that the double bass has been recorded in layers, as two voices—

one with single chord tones, and one with a countermelody (to the backup voices). When the 

female voices stop singing, the acoustics of the recording room give the strong spatial 

impression (Griesinger, 1997; see chapter 2) that the listener is in the same space, and that it 

is small and intimate.  

 

The recording of “Teardrops in a Hurricane” thus incorporates “multiple spatial settings” 

(Smalley, 1997) by moving abruptly from a reverberant and electric space to an immediate, 

acoustic space via the narrow and chaotic space of the transition. Although the immediate 

space of part B can be interpreted as intimate on its own, it is even more so in the context of 

the whole recording, which proves Ingram’s point that intimacy is “only relevant in its 

context” and indicates that acousmatic intimacy is relative. The contrast between parts here 

also reinforces the interpretation of the voice in part B as hyperintimate, precisely because the 

drastic change from a “less intimate” to a “more intimate” setting highlights the exaggerated 

characteristics associated with acousmatic intimacy. Whereas such a change in sound, or 

spatial setting, would be unlikely to manifest in a live performance, it works in the studio to 

metaphorically express a change in a conversation from non-confrontational to 

confrontational and confessional. The listener can relate to this metaphorical change of scene 

and therefore experience the setting as intimate. Consequently, the proximate sound of part B 

works in the context of the song’s lyrics and part A to trigger an experience of intimacy for 

the listener. 

 

Conclusion 

The two recordings discussed in this chapter demonstrate variations upon the acousmatic 

intimacy that is afforded by recorded sound. Although both recordings draw on experienced 

proximity to trigger intimacy, the personas through which the listener can experience 

intimacy are very different. Jakobsen’s persona in “To Leave You” is staged as a performing 

singer-songwriter who is present in the same room as the listener. As such, “To Leave You” 

represents a traditional approach to recording and engineering, with elements of what Jason 

Toynbee (2000) refers to as a documentary approach, meaning that the recording aims to 

represent an “original, unmediated performance event” (p. 70, emphasis in original). Because 
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of its transparently mediated sound, the recording also recalls Moore’s understanding of first-

person authenticity, providing the listener with “direct access” to the musical performance. 

The persona in Mackampa’s “Teardrops in a Hurricane” gives less the impression of 

representing a performer than the artist as a private person, precisely because of the relatively 

opaque construction of the recording along with the seemingly personal but non-

confrontational lyrics (save for the repeated line in part B). In the recording, an abrupt change 

of spatiality in the recording disrupts the listener’s impression of a continuous performance 

but enhances its drive toward acousmatic intimacy by the change’s metaphorical reference to 

the change of address that is happening in the lyrics. 

 Both recordings exaggerate sonic characteristics related to acousmatic intimacy in 

ways that produce hyperintimacy as well. In “To Leave You,” it is the overly proximate voice 

and guitar together, as well as the presence of various kinds of noises, that exaggerate the 

acousmatic intimacy via the vulnerability of the persona. In “Teardrops in a Hurricane,” the 

exaggerated acousmatic intimacy results from the stark contrast between song parts. The 

intimate proximity in both recordings emerges as a compromise between what would have 

appeared to be “naturally” intimate (in unmediated situations) and the ideals of popular music 

production—recall, for example, the combination of the equally proximate and clear-sounding 

vocal and guitar parts in “To Leave You,” which would be impossible in real life. 

 This chapter has further exemplified how the use of the term “intimate” to describe the 

sonic characteristics of a sound such as a voice often implies “intimacy” with regard to 

interpersonal interactions and relations. When Ingram uses “intimate” to refer to a close and 

dry-sounding voice, it is with an implicit reference to a broader conception of intimacy that 

also connects to listeners’ potential experience of that voice. In that way, this chapter 

demonstrates how production choices made because “it sounds good” or because it suited the 

song or artist, are often made with a subconscious notion of why it sounded or felt good. 

Consequently, acousmatic intimacy is relevant to the production process because it guides 

certain production and mixing choices that afford emotional reactions in listeners, whether 

consciously or otherwise. 

 The next chapter continues this discussion by framing acousmatic intimacy as a 

listener-experienced access into the artist’s intentions and the music-making process. In the 

chapter’s two cases, acousmatic intimacy is framed as a feeling of close relation afforded by 

recorded musical sound via notions of human and technical vulnerability, as well as various 

forms of immersion in the recorded space.  

 



Chapter 6 

Constructing Relational Closeness 

In this chapter, I investigate acousmatic intimacy from a viewpoint that is slightly different 

from that of the previous chapter, whose point of departure was Matt Ingram’s conception of 

intimate sounds as something dry and up-close-sounding, though he did not explicitly connect 

this to the broader concept of intimacy. Here, I start with an understanding of acousmatic 

intimacy as a feeling of relational closeness to the recorded persona (discussed in chapter 3)—

something that can be conveyed to the listener in many different ways. I will discuss aspects 

of acousmatic intimacy in David Byrne’s “My Love Is You,” from the album David Byrne 

(1994), and Bumcello’s “Je Ne Sais Quality,” from Al (2012). As in the previous chapter, my 

discussions are informed by an interview with a recordist, Susan Rogers, who recorded and 

co-produced “My Love Is You” and mixed “Je Ne Sais Quality.” Rogers is most famous for 

being Prince’s recording engineer in the 1980s, but she has also been involved in the 

production of many other recordings, including those discussed in this chapter. She is now a 

professor in music production and engineering at the Berklee College of Music in Boston, 

where we met to talk about the aforementioned examples and recording-related intimacy in 

general. Having worked in the recording business at a different time and place than Ingram, 

Rogers offers different perspectives to similar questions about production and acousmatic 

intimacy. I chose both examples with Rogers’s approval; while I was not previously familiar 

with them, they stood out in terms of how they afforded a sense of intimacy in different ways. 

Rogers’ roles in their respective production were also different. She co-produced and 

engineered “My Love Is You” and mixed “Je Ne Sais Quality” while also serving as a sort of 

adviser for the producer in the latter parts of the production. Given that my interview with 

Rogers took place six years after “Je Ne Sais Quality” was released and twenty-four years 

after “My Love Is You,” Rogers’s views have likely changed, if only slightly, since this work 

took place. 

 The two analyses in this chapter are, as mentioned, influenced by Rogers’s conception 

of music-related intimacy and how it is reflected in the recordings. I will therefore start the 

chapter with a discussion Rogers’s background and approach to record production, as well as 
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her understanding of intimacy in relation to that work, before discussing and analyzing each 

recording separately.  

 

Background 

Rogers worked in the music business for twenty-two years, from 1978 until 2000, when she 

entered college. After completing her doctorate in music cognition and psychoacoustics at 

McGill University in Montreal, she became and remains a professor of music production and 

engineering at Berklee College of Music in Boston. She describes making a conscious 

decision to leave the music business, because trying to keep up with that work while doing 

her academic research would be a disservice to both endeavors. She also did not want to take 

production jobs that up and coming engineers and producers would need more than she did. 

She does still take on occasional work for friends, as was the case with “Je Ne Sais Quality,” 

to which I will return later. 

When Rogers was active in record production, she served as a producer, a mixer, and a 

recording engineer, often filling several roles on the same project.171 After working for a time 

as a maintenance technician for Crosby, Stills, and Nash, Prince hired her in 1984 as an audio 

technician, then “put [her] in the engineering chair, because that’s what he needed [her] to 

be.” Engineering for Prince often also included mixing at the same time, which was less 

common then but anticipated today’s in-the-box production, where the details of sound 

manipulation are often worked out while recording and putting together the arrangements: 

“Mixing was a running process, co-occurring with other processes.” Rogers never produced 

for Prince, and after she stopped working for him, she continued to do mostly engineering 

work, with some mixing work as well. In the 1990s, though, she increasingly began to take 

the producer role on records she also engineered and sometimes even mixed. Rogers estimates 

that over 50 percent of her career in record production has involved engineering, and the 

remaining part was split between pure mixing and producing. 

As to the different roles or tasks Rogers has taken on in the studio, she sees mixing as 

something that lies between production and engineering: 
 
[I]t’s some of the engineering technical skills, but it’s the artistic skills of the producer-
arranger. [. . .] When you’re mixing, [. . .] you may need to do the work of an orchestra 
conductor to take all these individual parts and timbres and have them rise and fall throughout 
the arc of the piece in a way that complements the composition. 

 

 
171 See the discussion on these different roles in chapter 1. 
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For Rogers, then, a recording engineer does not need to think about such things at all, and a 

producer tends to think more about the arrangements—about getting “these parts” recorded. 

As such, Rogers’s conception of the producer’s role aligns with Albin J. Zak III’s (2001) view 

that the producer’s function is “to preserve a larger creative vision” for the production process 

(p. 173). The mixer’s role, then, combines aesthetic and technical skills to further the work of 

the producer and engineer by realizing the recorded parts, as Rogers explains, “in a running 

expression over the course of the length of the song.”  

 When working as a producer, Rogers sees her role not only as serving the music and 

the artist or band but also as ensuring that the recording will sell—that is, she sees the 

producer as responsible (often to a record label) for making a recording that is appealing to 

the intended audience. Thus, Rogers produces with the listener in mind much more explicitly 

than Ingram apparently does (as he claims not to consider what the listener might think), as 

she explains: “We, the producers, are trying to imagine what listeners are going to hear when 

they put on this record. And what conclusions the listener is going to draw about who this 

artist is.” She acknowledges, however, that recordists and performers cannot fully control 

what the listener is going to feel upon hearing a recording. Nevertheless, she notes, recordists 

can anticipate the listener’s potential reactions to the music by considering how they 

themselves react: 
 
You know, you can’t control it, of course, but we can control how it makes us feel, and 
producers are often mindful of where our minds go, where our attention goes, when we’re 
listening to a record. [. . .] Whether or not the record is going to feel personal is something you 
can manipulate, and to some extent it’s a deliberate decision. I won’t say conscious decision, 
because there are a lot of producers who just do this by instinct—they don’t stop to think 
about it. They may not be conscious, but it’s deliberate. 

 

Decisions made in the studio are, according to Rogers, based on prior experience with other 

music, and when something is good, it may simply “feel right,” but “we do have an internal 

schema for what ‘right’ is, and we’re pushing our performances and our timbres and our 

mixes and our sounds, everything, across that boundary, and into the land of good.” 

Recordists often share these conceptions of good and bad with listeners to a given genre, so 

that their anticipation of listeners’ experience of a recording is seldom based on random 

guesswork. Part of Rogers’s role, as she sees it, is to make recordings that reflect what the 

artist is trying to do, and which are perceived by the listener as doing exactly that. This 

relation is tied to her conception of intimacy, as I will discuss in the following. 
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Intimacy as Perceived Relational Closeness 

When asked if she associates the term intimacy with any part of her work in record 

production, and specifically with sound, Rogers replies that she uses the term often, both in 

the classroom and in the studio. The question of intimacy is, according to Rogers, often part 

of the very first meeting between producer and artist concerning how they want listeners to 

perceive the artist and their relation to what they are singing. For Rogers, a singer’s 

performance can lead listeners to think that the singer is telling the truth, that they are 

withholding some truth, or that they are “just boldfaced lying.” The singer can also tell the 

truth while playing a character who is different from them. Rogers explains: “The artist might 

give a soul-baring, psychologically risky performance, meaning they have gone into a deep 

part of their psyche to reveal something that is normally kept hidden. That’s as intimate as it 

gets.” Conversely, the lyrics can be intimate but the performance can be a “lie”: “The 

performance can shade or cover up the truth of what that person is saying.” 

 Rogers’ understanding of intimacy in music thus overlaps with Allan F. Moore’s 

(2002) conception of first-person authenticity, in that she relates intimacy directly to the 

listener’s perceived access to the performer’s intention. She similarly argues that it is 

achieved when an artist successfully communicates an idea or a feeling “without [this 

communication] being polluted by judgments of what one should or shouldn’t do—in other 

words, when it’s pure.” In short, intimacy arises when the listener gets “the sense of the 

fewest inhibitors between intention and execution”—inhibitors including, for example, a lack 

of skills, worries about what others will think, or economic consequences. While Rogers does 

not add intermediaries such as engineers or producers to those things that can affect the 

artistic or technological process, they are implied, and any of these inhibitors or 

intermediaries may contribute to a recording that is not representative of what the artist 

wanted or tried to do. Conversely, “true intimacy is when [the recording] does represent what 

you tried to do, for better or worse.” It helps to have a relatively fearless artist when seeking 

intimacy in the recording studio, because they need to “disregard any rules and barriers and 

inhibitions, and they have to be clear-minded enough that they’re not afraid of judgment.”  

Rogers then complicates the relation between mediation and authenticity by pointing 

to situations where an artist wants to do something in a certain way but cannot pull it off: 

“Sometimes the artist is trying to reveal deeper layers than they actually have. That’s where 

it’s usually a young artist who’s trying to sound passionate, and it’s not passionate at all. It’s 

very hard to fake intimacy. Listeners are pretty smart—we can hear that.” The role of the 

producer then becomes to find other ways for the artist to convey their music, which may 
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involve moving away from an ideal of intimacy and toward another ideal.172 Conversely, an 

artist may want to perform in less sincere ways, perhaps even with irony, but the producer 

may encourage them to go for a more intimate approach.173 In either case, a skillful producer 

will be able to convince the artist to change their approach rather than simply impose their 

own intentions on them. What the listener ultimately accesses through the recording are the 

artist’s intentions, but perhaps not their original intentions, and in any case not without the 

help of intermediaries. 

 Rogers’s conception of intimacy thus comes down to the listener’s perceived 

connection to the artist as a real person, via the persona that is constructed in the recording. 

This connection in turn affords a feeling of relation with or connection to the artist. Here, 

Simon Frith (1996) and Philip Auslander’s (2004) distinctions between the artist as a public 

person and the artist as a private person become relevant, as intimacy depends upon the 

listener’s perceived access to the latter in particular. As discussed in chapter 3, such access 

can only happen via the song persona—the personality that is constructed in the listener’s 

mind as they hear the manipulated sounds of the recording. It also seems that, for Rogers, 

intimacy is primarily conveyed by how a song is performed and recorded, though lyrics that 

afford intimacy will add to it. If the lyrics of a song do not afford intimacy, the recording may 

nevertheless be perceived as intimate if the performance and sound of the recording afford 

such an interpretation. Rogers also points out that lyrics are not the only way to understand 

what a song is about: 
 
There can be a difference between the text and the subtext. If the singer is delivering the 
words—the story of the song—the musical instruments are delivering the subtext—the 
meaning, the feel of the song. Sometimes our piano player or our guitar player . . . sometimes 
the melody is telling the real story of the feeling—the emotion of the song. Sometimes it’s just 
a chord progression—the accompaniment. The harmony is telling the story of how this song 
feels, and if you choose to listen to the words, you’ll get the story, but even if you don’t 
understand the language that’s being sung, [. . .] you get it. 

 

In this quote, Rogers touches on how instruments can also afford intimacy via the song’s 

“subtext,” representing more than just a context or environment to support a singer persona.  

Consequently, Rogers gives instruments a more prominent role than what they are able 

to do as part of a personic environment, which supports my argument for considering 

 
172 See also the discussions in chapter 5 concerning the fact that acousmatic intimacy can only be successfully 
afforded in the right contexts. 
173 Recall how, in Ingram’s collaboration with Siv Jakobsen, he encouraged her to sing more softly and closer to 
the microphone in order to “let people come to you” (see chapter 5). However, in their case, there was probably 
already the goal of constructing a sincere and intimate performance. 
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accompanying instrumental sounds as personas in and of themselves (see chapter 3). Such an 

impact depends on their precise function within the arrangement. For example, the strings in 

Siv Jakobsen’s “To Leave You,” discussed in the previous chapter, play together as a group, 

so there is no clear individual voice to identify as a persona. Instead the group appears as an 

integral part of the personic environment. In this chapter, however, I will point to several 

instrumental performances that introduce individual contributions to the recordings and their 

impression. 
Rogers’s conception of intimacy in relation to recorded sound also seems to differ 

from perceived physical proximity. She elaborates by discussing the spatial properties of 

production in terms of how cinematographers can provide the audience with different 

perspectives upon a story depending on how they frame the same scene of a conversation 

between two actors. One can, she explains, arrange close-up shots of each actor’s face and 

then go back and forth between them. One can also position both actors in the same shot, 

“balanced against each other,” so that we see the “couple, rather than two individuals.” Or one 

can show instead “their apartment and the view from outside their window—the context of 

their lives.” Due to the inherent limits of the format, a simultaneous presentation of all of 

these perspectives is impossible, and thus, Rogers points out, “our information is incomplete,” 

so the cinematographer must frame the shot in order to afford certain interpretations. In record 

production, the recordist can likewise choose to position the singer’s voice away from the 

band but close to the listener, or pushed back with the band and away from the listener, or 

anything between: “If you choose to position the singer further back with the band, then what 

you’re doing is you’re letting the band do the talking.” The recordist then chooses “how much 

of the weight of the intimacy or the feeling” is carried by the respective elements, including 

but not limited to the singing, in the recording. Rogers’s comparison of cinematography to the 

“projection” of intimacy in recordings (and her examples of three perspectives that all can 

afford intimacy) aligns with my adaptation of Joshua Meyrowitz’s (1986) concepts of 

mediated and portrayed distance to the specific case of acousmatic intimacy, as discussed in 

chapter 2. The close-up of each actor or singer suggests a mediated intimacy—that is, 

intimacy perceived between performer and listener. The shot of both actors together reflects 

portrayed objective intimacy—that is, intimacy between performers as overheard by the 

listener as a detached observer. The shot that includes visual background and domestic 

context is similar to the portrayed subjective intimacy that is afforded by the use of small 

spatial environments and that virtually places the listener in the same room as the unfolding 

performance. 
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 Thus, as I have argued throughout this dissertation, acousmatic intimacy is not the 

same as perceived proximity, but the two are often related. Certainly, proximity can be part of 

affording intimacy. The listener can perceive recorded proximity in a way that recalls a close-

up shot in a film, but precisely what the performer is doing at that distance (whether from the 

listener, the other performers, or the other instruments) is crucial to converting it into a 

perceived intimate proximity. This mutability evokes the importance of facial expressions in 

cinematography. In recordings, what is visually communicated by facial expression is instead 

communicated by paralinguistic features (see Lacasse, 2010), the intensity and tone of the 

performance, and, in some cases, Rogers adds, a sense of imperfection: when “the singer’s 

voice . . . can’t quite hit that high note, but the feeling is there, or when . . . the timing is not 

quite right, but it’s genuine.” In other words, intimacy can be triggered when perfection of 

delivery is sacrificed for a “direct” and unhindered expression of emotion. Conversely, 

Rogers adds, “perfect is . . . a preconceived target, and very creative people are willing to 

redraw the target. And that means that [if] a mistake or an error got the job done, then it gets 

the job done.” Mistakes may also signify vulnerability, such as when the voice breaks because 

someone is emotionally affected by what they are singing. As I argued in chapter 3, exposed 

vulnerability is a key factor in intimacy, as exclusive information about a person or their life 

is (willingly or unintentionally) then revealed. Thus, the very human notion of imperfection 

and vulnerability (as opposed to machinic perfection, see discussion below) affords a feeling 

of relational closeness. In terms of acousmatic intimacy, such imperfection can hardly be 

faked: “We can often tell—not exactly—but we can often tell if you meant to do that.” 

Intentional “mistakes” can easily end up coming across as something different, such as a style 

characteristic. 

 Rogers recognizes certain ways in which recordists may contribute to the construction 

of acousmatic intimacy in a recording. One such way, which I have considered throughout 

this dissertation, is to use proximity to create a perception that the performer is physically 

close to the listener. Rogers describes which sound characteristics need to be in place for such 

a perception: 
 
If you’re going to make the decision to have your singer up close, you need to know how to 
realistically manipulate the signal such that it sounds like the singer is right at your ear. You 
need a lot of high frequencies—the sibilants. You need the chest, so you need to boost those 
things. Just as, when you’re speaking, if you put your hands in front of your face [so that your 
voice reflects back to you], [. . .] you hear more highs and you hear more lows. We can do 
that, and just with sculpting this acoustical signal, we can make something sound like it’s 
more proximal to us. 
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These descriptions of proximate sound recall my previous discussions of sonic signifiers of 

proximity (see chapter 2). For example, the enhancement of higher frequencies also means 

that high-frequency non-vocal sounds such as clicks of the tongue and breathing are brought 

forth, and, as Moore (2012b) argues, those sounds can signify intimate distance. But Rogers is 

quick to note that physical proximity is not the same as intimacy, as it does not necessarily 

“guarantee that [the recording] will become more true or more personal.” Intimacy, for 

Rogers, thus further relies on some kind of implied relation to the performer, as I have also 

argued elsewhere: “If you feel like the performance is intimate, you feel like this singer is 

maybe talking to you, or, maybe you could put yourself on the receiving end of this message.” 

As such, Rogers’s conception of intimacy is related to Moore’s concept of second-person 

authenticity, which refers to authentication through the feeling that the performer is speaking 

directly to the listener’s emotions or experiences.174 

However, even though Rogers also treats proximity as an audio-technical inroad to 

afford experiences of relational intimacy, my analyses and Rogers’s input concerning the 

music examples indicate that the listener’s sense of being addressed by a sincere and openly 

sharing performer is often important for such experiences. Accordingly, both first- and 

second-person authenticity becomes relevant to understanding acousmatic intimacy as 

relational closeness in the following two analyses, starting with David Byrne’s “My Love Is 

You.” 

 

Portrayed Intimacy and Human Imperfection: David Byrne’s “My Love Is You” 

Rogers became involved with the production of David Byrne (1994) via her friend Tommy 

Jordan from the band Geggy Tah (to whom I will return while discussing Bumcello below). 

Rogers had just produced, recorded, and mixed175 Geggy Tah’s album Grand Opening 

(1994), which was released on Byrne’s label Luaka Bop. Byrne liked Rogers’s work on the 

album and invited her, together with Arto Lindsay, to work on his new, eponymous solo 

album. Rogers worked as a recording engineer on this album and co-produced it along with 

Byrne and Lindsay; it was mixed by Michael Brauer.176 

 
174 It should be repeated at this point that the interview with Rogers was what inspired me to investigate aspects 
of authenticity in relation to intimacy in the first place. 
175 Two tracks on the album were mixed not by Rogers but by Mario Caldato Jr. (“Geggy Tah—Grand 
Opening,” n.d.). 
176 On Discogs, Rogers is listed as mixer on two tracks, including “My Love Is You,” but she says herself that 
this was also mixed by Brauer (“David Byrne—David Byrne,” n.d). 
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  Rogers describes “My Love Is You” as “a beautiful little song” that has the feel of “a 

small, distilled true statement of love and devotion.” She persistently characterizes the song as 

“not big” in terms of not only its length (2:01) but also its theme: “This isn’t a big song, and 

it’s not a big, impassioned love story or declaration of love. It’s a small, simple matter-of-fact 

declaration of love. The abiding, day-to-day, quotidian love.” According to Rogers, this 

theme is complemented by the sound of the recording: “I do think the sounds and the 

arrangement and the performances all complement a central theme, which is an honest, not 

grand, declaration of devotion.” It is interesting to see that Rogers, like Ingram, connects 

smallness with intimacy. Ingram, as quoted in chapter 5, said that intimacy “inherently” 

means small. Rogers likewise comments, “[y]ou can think of it like a painting on a very small 

canvas or a postcard. This is a small work of art that can be just as stunning as a mural or 

enormous, giant canvases. The size of the canvas was deliberately small.” She further links 

the intimacy of “My Love Is You” to an “abiding . . . quotidian love,” as opposed to the 

“impassioned love stories” that are perhaps more typical of pop music of the 1980s and 1990s 

that insisted on the romantic, unobtainable ideals of a forever perfect, eternal love. The love in 

“My Love Is You” is one that arises and abides on the partners’ own premises, much like 

what Anthony Giddens (1992) describes as “confluent love”—that is, love that is under 

continuous mutual renegotiation in terms of the partners’ expectations and conditions (see 

chapter 3). Confluent love also involves imperfection and an openness to imperfection, as is 

evident in the lyrics of “To Leave You,” to which I will return soon.  

Through the aspect of the quotidian, we also encounter an implicit connection to 

domestic life and space, because that is where most quotidian love takes place. The listener is 

then presented with familiar themes, issues with which they likely have experience and which 

they may experience as related to their own quotidian reality. In turn, a feeling of relational 

closeness is afforded by the recording, especially through the second-person authentication of 

feeling addressed by the performers. This analysis, then, will focus on the ways in which 

aspects of the quotidian and the unpretentious in the lyrics are emphasized by the unfolding of 

the production through specific aspects of performance, arrangement, and recording and 

mixing techniques. 
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A Declaration of Love 

The lyrics,177 as Rogers notes, take the form of a down-to-earth declaration of love to a “you,” 

so the address is direct. Rather than the listener sliding into the position of “you,” however, it 

is as though the singer is addressing an unseen other. Consequently, the listener is given the 

position of a passive bystander to this declaration. While the lyrics portray an intimacy 

between the protagonist and the other, it is not really evident until the middle eight and the 

last verse. The first two verses involve the protagonist mentioning several things that the other 

is not: a princess, a temptress, a lot older, a lot younger. Nothing is said about how or what 

the other actually is, save for the title line, “My love is you.” The remarks in these verses 

indicate that the other appears perfect to the protagonist, but articulating exactly why is 

difficult. It is the totality to which the protagonist is attracted, as also Rogers observes: “My 

love is you. Other people, they might want something else. The subtext of that is, someone 

else might not think you’re all that, but for me, you’re perfect.” In other words, all “I” need in 

a partner is “you.” This focus on the positive aspects of the other changes in the middle eight: 

“Sometimes, dear, you tell me I’m an asshole / Sometimes you’re an asshole too / Even 

though we’re filled with imperfections / I don’t think any less of you.” The protagonist 

accepts that everyone has imperfections, so it would be wrong to expect none here.  

The last verse takes yet another turn as the protagonist transitions from talking about 

“you” to criticizing himself, particularly in relation to how his love for the other affects him: 

“I’m primitive and selfish, I’m / Childlike and I’m helpless, well / I got that way because of / 

My love for you.” The love for the other thus undercuts the protagonist’s rational behavior 

and makes him irrational but also vulnerable (“childlike and helpless”). The childlikeness 

may also indicate that the protagonist is playful and carefree, a possibility also raised by the 

musical performance, as we will see below. But he clearly acknowledges the safety of being 

cared for—in this case, by the other. Without that safety, he becomes helpless. As such, the 

protagonist exposes his vulnerability to the other as part of a sharing of intimacy (see, for 

example, Jamieson, 1998; Miguel, 2012). Throughout the performance on the recording, in 

fact, it becomes increasingly clear that the song is both sung and played from the perspective 

of an untroubled or carefree (that is, safe) vulnerability, because the performance conveys the 

joy and other positive aspects of being in love. 

 The lyrics as a whole can be heard as an example of second-person authenticity. 

Although the protagonist does not appear to speak directly to the listener (though others may 

 
177 Lyrics written by Byrne (1994), my transcription. 
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read this text differently), many will recognize the situation and see themselves in the position 

of the protagonist. Furthermore, the lyrics appear to represent first-person authenticity—as 

though the artist is entirely sincere and wants to say these things, both good and bad. If we 

return to Moore’s (2012b) characteristics of the persona at an intimate distance, however, the 

lyrics come up short. While they do address an “interpersonal relationship between two 

people,” they do not suggest “potential physical contact.” I would still argue that they suggest 

a portrayed intimacy of which the listener is a detached observer. Moreover, the specific way 

in which the intimacy is portrayed is reminiscent of the quotidian sense of intimate domestic 

spatiality (see discussions in chapters 2 and 3), which is a relatively atypical way of affording 

intimacy. Overall, the lyrics capture a carefree sense of being in love, which is, as we will see, 

likewise emphasized by the individual performances (including their sound) as well as the 

ways in which they work together in the recording. 

 

Arrangement and Sound 

The arrangement consists of vocals (Byrne’s) and nylon-string guitar (played by Byrne), as 

well as tuba, marimba, double bass, shaker, and brushed snare drum. It expands gradually 

over the course of the recording, starting with the nylon-string guitar playing a full verse (five 

bars) by itself, after which the vocals enter with the shaker for a verse. The second verse 

introduces the double bass and brushed snare drum, and in the middle eight, the tuba appears. 

This grouping, save for the vocal, continues during the following marimba solo (played over 

the verse chords). However, instead of the regular tuba bass notes, there are some “squeaky” 

sounds that come from either the tuba played with harmonics or, more likely, a cuíca 

(monkey drum).178 The marimba disappears after its solo, so that the instrumentation in the 

final verse is the same as in the middle eight. The song ends with one extra repetition of the 

title line, closing on the tonic. 

 All the instruments are acoustic, and there is minimal use of effects in the mix. This 

makes for a transparently mediated recording in which there is no apparent technological 

interference between the performance and the listener. However, as argued in chapter 4, there 

is no recording without any mediation, and the conceit involving a single original 

 
178 The latter suggestion is supported by footage from a performance on a television show in 1994 in which a 
cuíca is used to make similar sounds (see doudforever, 2010). However, there is no credited cuíca player on the 
recording, according to Discogs (“David Byrne—David Byrne,” n.d.). Furthermore, the “regular” tuba and the 
squeaky noises never appear simultaneously, and Rogers also comments that the tuba player, Marcus Rojas, 
“made sounds with that tuba that I didn’t know the instrument could make,” which may suggest that the noises 
could have been made with the tuba. 
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performance being directly “projected” to the listener is problematic, not least because the 

performance that is heard in the recording is often a compilation of many separate 

performances. In the case of “My Love Is You,” most of the instruments were recorded 

simultaneously in the studio, with the exception of the tuba and perhaps the marimba.179 Still, 

Rogers worked consciously with her microphone technique in order to capture the kind of 

transparent sound that can be heard in the recording, so that the listener appears to be 

positioned among the musicians: 
 
What you want . . . in your miking technique is you want to decide how claustrophobic you 
want to be. Do you want the listener’s ear right there, in the middle of the players, or do you 
want the listener to be an observer from a distance? And with this, it seemed very important to 
have the listener feel like you’re there, you’re among these people who are experiencing and 
expressing this feeling, so maybe it’ll be contagious and you’ll feel it too. 

 

Although Rogers does not say too much about where she put the microphones in order to 

create a sound that affords the listener such immersion in the performance, it is likely that 

they were placed close to most of the instruments, as I will discuss below. 

 Also adding to the feeling of being there is the use of an early take without much 

further refinement. As such, Rogers describes this recording as a “gesture sketch,” “because 

our gestures will perfectly capture what we need. We don’t need to fill in all the details.” She 

notes that the vocals were probably done in just one take, which makes the performance 

sound “very natural,” according to her. This includes Byrne spontaneously starting to laugh 

just after the second line of the middle eight (“sometimes you’re an asshole too”). The 

laughter itself is hard to hear in the mix but it is there in the way Byrne’s voice starts to shake 

a little at the end of the phrase, followed by a short exhalation, like a titter. The decision to 

leave such sounds in the recording conveys not only the aforementioned joy of the lyrics’ 

message but also an impulsiveness or urgency about declaring the love in question. 

 In the recording of “My Love Is You,” most of the instruments take more individual 

roles than they do in, for example, Siv Jakobsen’s “To Leave You” and Jordan Mackampa’s 

“Teardrops in a Hurricane.” This results in less distinction between the main artist, Byrne, and 

the band. Thanks to the very rhythmic playing and almost exclusively short notes, the 

relatively equal prominence among the instruments adds to the sense that the listener is 

among the personas represented by the instrumental sounds, in turn affording portrayed 

subjective intimacy—as though one were “watching” those personas being close to each other 

 
179 Rogers says: “The tuba . . . I remember, was an overdub, so we brought in Marcus [Rojas] alone. But I 
believe we recorded the marimba along with the other players, if I’m recalling correctly.” 
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from a position in the same space—and mediated intimacy from the perception of proximity 

to each persona. In the following, I will demonstrate how the sounds of the individual 

instruments contribute to the interpretation of the recording as acousmatically intimate in the 

ways discussed above. 

 

Vulnerable Closeness and Imperfection 

The track, again, starts with an acoustic nylon-string guitar that sounds like it has been 

recorded with a closely placed microphone. In accordance with the proximity effect, both low 

and high frequencies are prominent in its sound, so the lower tones of the guitar resonate a bit 

more than the others and we can hear the friction of Byrne’s fingers against the strings. The 

guitar is recorded in mono and panned very slightly to the right, but, similar to Jakobsen’s 

voice in “To Leave You,” it seems to take up some space in the width dimension as well (see 

discussion in chapter 5). The sound of the guitar is also very dry, with no reverberation or 

delay, which implies that it is being played in a medium-sized or small room and near the 

listener. The guitar is dynamically very even, likely due to Byrne’s playing rather than heavy 

compression—a short fill just before the middle eight, for example, actually sticks out 

dynamically and thus reveals that the sound cannot have been overly compressed. Such 

unevenness also signals the human imperfection that Rogers mentions above, which suggests 

a lack of mediation to the listener (though this is not the case). 

The sound of breathing alongside the guitar playing in the intro was probably picked 

up by the guitar microphone but could also come from the vocal microphone if it were 

unmuted during the intro. In tandem, the sounds make it apparent that the instrument serves as 

an extension of the player’s body, and in turn of the player’s intentions.180 Furthermore, since 

breath is more closely connected to singing than to guitar playing, it also connects the guitar 

sound directly to the singer as a singer-instrumentalist persona—a construction furthered by 

the staging of the voice and guitar closely together in the sound box. As I discussed in chapter 

4, sounds such as breathing—especially when we hear something other than the intake of 

breath right before a vocal phrase—are often avoided or edited out, sometimes by re-

recording. The decision to retain it is aesthetic, as Rogers confirms with regard to “My Love 

Is You”: 
 
In fact, David [Byrne] worried about that—should we try to get rid of that breath—because we 
could hear it coming out through his nose, and we made the decision after talking about it, no, 

 
180 See the discussions in chapter 2 on Heidegger and how tools and instruments often work as “ready-to-hand” 
entities in relation to the user’s mind and intentions. 
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let’s just leave it in. When you make the decision to leave in those kinds of intimacies—
natural sounds—you’re letting your listener in on your process. [. . .] And that’s a different 
kind of intimacy—leaving in the stuff that you would normally try to clean up. 

 

Such a gesture, like retaining certain kinds of mistakes in the performance, makes the 

performer vulnerable in relation to the listener. Breathing sounds, in particular, expose the 

body that is making the music. Rogers compares the situation to having visitors coming to 

one’s house: Do you clean up before they come? Or do you trust your visitors enough to leave 

the glass in the sink or the bed unmade? A similar decision occupies the recordist, according 

to Rogers, depending on whether the aim is to make something sound natural or create the 

impression of a nonexistent, artificial world.181 Of course, the listener can be given a 

convincing impression of both at once, so that an artificial world sounds like something that 

could have happened. Likewise, acousmatic intimacy can be constructed to inform either end 

result (or both) as well. That is, a sound can be staged in a natural-sounding or artificial-

sounding sonic environment and be experienced as true to the artist’s intention in either case. 

In “My Love is You,” as we will see, it is the former approach that is taken, precisely by 

including markers of human imperfection as well as natural-sounding spatialities. 

 

Playful Expressions of Intimacy 

Byrne’s voice in the first verse does not come across as immediately intimate—based on 

Moore’s criteria for proxemics between listener and song persona, in fact, it would fall within 

the personal zone, or even the social zone. His velocity evokes an indoor conversation, and, 

save for the breathing in the intro and some occasional vocal fry, there are few nonvoice vocal 

sounds. There is no reverb, however, which underpins the sense that we are in a conversation 

with Byrne. 

 The voice’s intimacy, instead, resides in certain signs of its vulnerability. At several 

points during the recording, the voice trembles slightly, often when Byrne sings with a softer 

head voice in the refrain lines, on “you” (and especially the very last one), as though he is at 

the limit of how high he can go. This wispiness, through which vulnerability is shared, 

appears almost playful and thus reinforces the lyrics’ lighthearted, playful expression of love 

(see, for example, Baxter, 1992; Betcher, 1981; Proyer et al., 2018). Instead of exposing one’s 

inner “wounds” and problems, intimate play exposes aspects of one’s behavior, feelings, and 

 
181 Rogers explains that “an artificial record would be perfectly massaged. Just like a big blockbuster film that 
might involve dragons or space aliens or things that don’t actually exist, but we’ve given you the realistic 
impression that they do.” 
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fantasies that are normally kept hidden (Betcher, 1981; Winnicott, 1971). The intimacy 

afforded by Byrne’s voice in this recording, then, is in the way in which it is performed rather 

than its perceived physical position in relation to the listener. Furthermore, its particular kind 

of playfulness suggests an authenticity of experience, or second-person authenticity, through 

its familiarity to the listener. This sense of intimate play tracks through the other instruments 

as well, for example in the tuba. 

The tuba’s role in the construction of this recording’s intimacy is to reinforce the 

playful mood of the song, including the vocal performance. It does so less through its 

perceived spatial location than through the way it is performed—a particular style of playing 

in short notes that, according to Rogers, evokes the human voice in some ways: 
 
I’d never recorded tuba before, and I was a little skeptical—what am I going to do with a 
tuba? Because a tuba is normally associated with comedy . . . But Marcus Rojas got what we 
were trying to do, and he used the tuba to laugh. He just laughed, with the joy of simple 
devoted love.182 

 
Although Rogers worried about the tuba bringing too much comedy to the recording, these 

associations are part of what makes the tuba work in this context to underline the song’s 

unique sense of joy. 

 

Contrasting Spatialities 

The marimba solo contributes to the joyful expression through the way in which it is phrased 

and heavily syncopated, but especially through the spatial environment in which it appears. 

While the other instruments are very dry sounding, the marimba has a pronounced (though 

short) reverb on it, which makes it sound like it is in a neighboring room. The strong spatial 

impression afforded by the marimba’s reverb is atypical of commercial popular music and 

more readily associated with the acoustics of the home183 and, therefore, a domestic intimacy 

(see chapter 3). In addition to signifying domestic intimacy, the reverb adds to the feeling of 

being in the room with the musicians as they are playing, which in turn adds a further 

dimension to the overall portrayed subjective intimacy of the song.  

 
182 Rogers further comments that often a musician’s approach to an instrument is more impactful than the sound 
of the instrument itself: “Marcus Rojas made sounds with that tuba that I didn’t know the instrument could 
make, and [. . .] it underscored something I tell students all the time: don’t hire the instrument, hire the player . . . 
you don’t so much want the timbre as you want that musical mind on it.” Rogers’s comment also substantiates 
my argument in chapter 3 for considering instruments as representative of personas. 
183 Imagine, for example, someone talking to you from the kitchen while you are in the living room. 
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The combination of spatialities in “My Love Is You” can be addressed via Denis 

Smalley’s (2007) concept of spatial simultaneity, which captures the impact of “zoned 

spaces” within the “holistic” space of the recording. Although spatial simultaneity sometimes 

points at the surreal (Brøvig-Hanssen & Danielsen, 2013), it can also point at the very real, 

and even mundane, as is the case of “My Love Is You.” Importantly, the spatial contrast 

introduced by the “neighboring” marimba space reinforces the immediacy of the other 

instruments and the space in which they are placed, precisely by offering a “horizon” against 

which the closer space is measured. The spatial simultaneity thus affords a feeling of presence 

in the recorded space, and in turn, a perceived physical and relational closeness to the 

performers.  

 

The most impactful affordance of intimacy in “My Love Is You” comes from the way in 

which the positioning and performance of the various elements—the instruments and the 

vocal—work together to imply a close group of equals. With the exception of the guitar 

sound, none of the instruments suggest the type of one-to-one mediated intimacy often 

referred to in the media and in daily speech (see example in chapter 1). Instead, the recording 

evokes a portrayed intimacy between the instrumental personas which are placed closely 

together in the recorded space of the song. Furthermore, the portrayed intimacy is a subjective 

one, since the listener is given the auditory impression of being in the room with the 

musicians at a live, though intimate, performance. This staging is largely a result of how the 

instruments are recorded and mixed. The use of effects is minimal, with the exception of the 

marimba reverb, which adds to the feeling of being among the musicians. Also, the sounds are 

panned quite narrowly, which creates a convincing impression of how sounds are normally 

distributed in the field of hearing in actual situations. At the same time, the mix leaves most 

of the instruments with relatively clearly defined spaces and roles, which emphasizes their 

representation of individual personas. 

The various elements work together to convey the same message, and “My Love Is 

You” is a declaration conveyed to an unseen “you” with a particular form of self-revealing 

and unpretentious play that is related to intimate relationships by sonically situating the 

listener within the same “domestic” space as the recorded performance. As such, the recorded 

sound emphasizes the sense of quotidian love that is expressed through the lyrics, which in 

turn affords intimacy as a relational closeness between the performers as the listener becomes 

an observer of the performance from within the recorded space. The domestic intimate space, 
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then, is not only a physical one, but also a metaphorical space that refers to the relational 

dynamics of a happy home. 

In the following analysis of Bumcello’s “Je Ne Sais Quality,” a feeling of relational 

closeness is similarly afforded through immersion and exposed vulnerability, but in ways that 

relate to the recording’s opaque mediation. 

 

Intimacy in Failing Technology: Bumcello’s “Je Ne Sais Quality” 

Bumcello is a French duo consisting of cellist Vincent Segal and drummer Cyril Atef. 

Whereas Segal is a classically trained “supreme technician,” according to Rogers, Atef’s 

background is in punk and avant garde, and he has a particularly generous notion of what 

music is. Together, Bumcello has an experimental approach to creating music, and Rogers 

says that the two had a rule that every concert would include something they had never played 

before. They also never rehearsed, they would just go on stage and play. For Al, the album 

containing “Je Ne Sais Quality,” Bumcello collaborated with Tommy Jordan, with whom 

Rogers had worked for several years. Jordan’s approach to making music is similar to that of 

Bumcello, in that he, in Rogers’s words, “makes music out of sound,” meaning that he could 

take anything that would make a sound, such as a shoe string or a balloon, and make music 

with it. 

 Rogers’s role in the production of “Je Ne Sais Quality” came about thanks to Jordan. 

Rogers was not part of the initial recordings, but she helped Jordan with some of the 

overdubs, advised him during the production process, and mixed several of the songs, 

including “Je Ne Sais Quality.” Bumcello and Jordan’s plan with Al involved the musicians 

going to the studio and recording for hours, after which Jordan would take the recorded tracks 

home and make songs out of them, which would include recording vocals. Rogers was 

involved at this later stage. Jordan’s overall aim with the recording, according to Rogers, was 

to “see how big he could make something with how few gestures.” In that quest, he was 

inspired by Japanese noh drama, in which the best actors can “do the most with the least for 

the longest.” Rogers explains: 
 
You should be able to get this with the fewest gestures, but if you’re going to use very few 
gestures, each gesture must carry a lot of the weight of this arrangement, and of this piece, and 
of this idea. So, Tommy [Jordan] was working on how far he could go with minimalism, and 
because he likes to fill up his paintings and his canvas, he deliberately made his canvas small, 
like a postcard, and tried to paint all the way to the edges, to make something that was big in a 
small space, with very few gestures. 
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The minimal approach to arranging the recording is evident in how the song in question is 

based on two two-chord alternations (Cm–Cmb5 and Cm–F) that are repeated in various ways, 

and short melodic motifs in the various voices. The lyrics follow a similar design, with two 

parts, consisting of a few lines each, that are repeated and varied. As such, the song is a 

simple structure and there is little development throughout the recording; instead, each sound 

is given a lot of attention, both in terms of how it is performed and how it is staged in the 

recorded space. Furthermore, as we will see, several of the individual sounds appear very big 

at the front of the sound box, which also helps to “fill the canvas.” The particular ways in 

which the canvas has been filled add up to an unpretentious feel—where the listener is given 

the impression of access to the process of making the recording that is triggered by the 

construction of the lyrics and the sonic treatment of the recording’s sounds. 

 

A Play With Words 

The lyrics in “Je Ne Sais Quality”184 are essentially a play with words (a tendency of 

Jordan’s, according to Rogers). The title line, appearing in part B (“chorus”),185 for 

example—“je ne sais quality”—is a combination of the French expression je ne sais quoi and 

the English word quality. Je ne sais quoi translates literally as “I don’t know what” but is used 

as an expression in French (and in English) to denote an “indefinable, elusive quality, 

especially a pleasing one” (“je ne sais quoi,” n.d.). Literally, then, the full phrase “je ne sais 

quality” translates as “I don’t know quality,” or potentially the pleonasm “the quality of je ne 

sais quoi.” Following this line is a word that sounds like either “lentement ma” or 

“lentemama.”186 Lentement is French for “slowly,” and the word in the chorus is thus a 

combination of “slowly” and “mama.” The last line in part B, in turn, is either “je ne sais pas 

pas” or “je ne sais papa,” thus combining je ne sais pas—“I don’t know”—with “papa.” In the 

A parts, Jordan expands upon the chorus theme of part B, singing “Woman make man slow 

down / Woah, man, make man slow” and playing with sounds by chopping up “woman” into 

“woah, man.” In part C, which repeats a riff from the instrumental intro of the song, Jordan 

varies the verse lyrics slightly, singing “Woman [or woah, man] / Make man / Slow down / 

She can make man slow down.”  

 
184 Lyrics written by Tommy Jordan (2012), my transcription. 
185 The lyrics can be divided into four parts, including a verse-like part A, a chorus-like part B, a break-like part 
C, and a “dialogue” for part D. 
186 Transcriptions found online suggest “lentement ma” (“Paroles de la Chanson Je Ne Sais Quality Par 
Bumcello,” n.d.). However, such an unambiguous transcription restricts us from seeing the double meaning that 
arises from this cross-lingual wordplay. The same goes for the line that follows. 
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If these three lyrical parts can be interpreted in different ways, the middle part D, 

starting at 1:53, grounds the lyrics within a narrative of a man who is literally made to slow 

down by the je ne sais quoi of a woman he runs into. In part D, Jordan performs both sides of 

a flirtation. The lyrics here seem to be based on what happens in the verses but abandon the 

narrative mode for a dialogue between two characters. According to Rogers, Jordan wanted a 

female singer there, but “he didn’t have one, so there’s a part in the song where . . . he’s 

trying to flirt, but he’s actually flirting with himself, because he’s doing both parts.” The 

sequence in French is straightforward: “How are you?” “I’m fine, and you?” “I want to.” 

“And do you want to?” “We want to.” Many things can be read into this dialogue, but more 

interesting is the way in which the whole song forms a train of thought that starts with a few 

French-English word combinations and gains layers of meaning as it progresses. Over the 

course of this song, the listener is intimately connected to the performer’s process of 

developing ideas.  

 The wordplay is echoed in the recording’s play with sound, as Rogers points out: “So, 

‘Je Ne Sais Quality’ is simply an expression of ‘this is me playing’—playing with words and 

playing with music.” Unlike the other recordings I have analyzed in this dissertation, there is 

no grand narrative in the lyrics that is supported by the recorded sound. Instead, a general feel 

or atmosphere invites listeners to take part in the musicians’ experimentation with relatively 

straightforward initial ideas. The experimental approach to making music is further reflected 

in the staging of the instrumental sounds, which, as I will argue below, affords an experience 

of closeness to (or even participation in) the process of creating and performing music. 

 

Immersive Proximity 

The vocals in the A parts appear relatively close to the listener, but not at an intimate distance. 

Jordan sings softly, and some non-voice vocal sounds (breath intakes and mouth clicks) can 

be heard. The singing and vocal sounds are not very prominent in the mix, and the drums 

seem to compete with the vocals for position or presence up front. According to Moore’s 

(2012b) descriptions of sounds in the proxemic zones, the vocals are thus located in the 

personal zone. Starting at 3:20 toward the end of the song, an outro part based on the lyrics 

and vocal melody of part A introduces a second voice that is panned hard right and comes 

across as even more relaxed and softer than the voice in part A. Even though it is placed 

further back in the recorded space, this new voice’s velocity works with the panning to make 

it appear more intimate and closer to the listener’s ear. 
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 In part B, the feel of the vocals changes drastically with changes in both the spatiality 

and register. Now, there are no audible mouth sounds or breaths, suggesting a social or public 

distance. However, these vocals are also dubbed and spread out across the stereo frame 

(possibly via a short delay or phasing), so that they appear to embrace the listener. These 

vocals also come across as much more proximate than the verse vocals, because they are now 

clearly in front of the other elements in the recording. A barely audible harmonic vocal part 

supplies thirds below the lead voices, and all of the voices in part B are sung in the falsetto 

register, which, as discussed in chapter 5, can communicate a sense of vulnerability. Here, 

vulnerability also derives from the simple fact that the singer, Jordan, is performing at the 

limits of his register, and the voice sounds slightly shakier than elsewhere. Falsetto also 

makes the voices seem breathier and closer to whispering. In all, the vocals in part B stand out 

as more intimate than those elsewhere. At the same time, the sound of the voices remains 

rather processed, particularly due to the pseudo-stereo effect and the way in which one voice 

seems to occupy the entire width dimension of the recorded space. The immersive quality that 

follows from the proximity and the wide stereo image thus affords a sense of hyperintimacy at 

the limit of what is perceived as technologically inauthentic.  

 

Pulling the Audience In 

As suggested above, the drums in part A appear almost more proximate to the listener than 

the vocals—they are mixed loud relative to other elements and quite softly played, with no 

reverb, which is very different from the way in which drums are usually presented in 

recordings and live situations. The perceived proximity of the drums is enhanced by a peak in 

the presence register of the sound of around 4–5 kHz, a frequency area to which the human 

ear is particularly sensitive (Rossing et al., 2002). The perceived loudness of the drums, 

combined with the low performance velocity, suggests to the listener that the drums are very 

near and grabs attention in a fashion similar to the very soft voice in Siv Jakobsen’s “To 

Leave You,” discussed in chapter 5. 

Rogers explains that Jordan, who also produced the album, was inspired by a concert 

he had gone to in a big rock club where the band “played so quietly that it pulled the audience 

in.” Following that experience, Jordan got interested in the idea of “sound as an attractor” and 

the capacity of recorded sound to “draw in” the audience. However, as Rogers points out, 

once the listeners are drawn in, the music must hold their attention. She likens it to 

conversations: “[I]f someone wanted to be really in your face, at a party, let’s say, but they 

don’t have anything interesting to say, we’re going to turn away very quickly.” In the case of 
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“Je Ne Sais Quality,” the sounds draw the listener in through the way in which they are 

staged, and in turn, the listener is led to focus on the details that make the simple musical 

gestures interesting. The drum sound affords this detailed focus, as does the vocal sound in 

part B and the cello riff in part C. The sonic magnification of these sounds draws attention to 

musical ideas that could otherwise have come across as flat. Otherwise unnoticeable, intimate 

details are brought to the fore and there appears to be more to discover in each round of 

listening. 

The recording opens with what sounds like a distorted harmonica that introduces a 

repeated motif. Upon the first repetition, drums, cello, electric guitar, and organ enter. The 

drums play a standard rock beat in 4/4 on kick, snare, and hi-hat. The cello, which is plucked 

rather than bowed, plays two-note chords in the bass register in a rhythmic pattern that 

counters that of the kick drum. The guitar supplies a third rhythmic pattern of single notes (C 

and G). A pad played on an organ barely registers in the background. After this short 

introduction of most of the instruments on the recording, the band stops, and the cello 

presents a new riff in a now heavily distorted sound. The two first notes—C dropping to G—

involve the (still plucked) cello alone, before the drums and guitar join on a short rhythmic 

pattern (a iamb followed by a dactyl) over an Eb power chord. The riff repeats, again starting 

with the cello alone, now playing C and Gb, while the Eb power chord remains the same. This 

riff also appears in part C. 

The distortion of the cello during the riff (as well as in part C) lends it a remarkably 

immersive air. It is mellow sounding, with little presence in the high frequencies and a very 

pronounced presence in the lower middle register. The cello is panned mildly to the left but 

was probably also picked up by stereo ambience microphones (or other instrument 

microphones), as it tends to move around a bit in the stereo field. The likely multiple 

microphone sources of the cello sound—that is, a microphone placed close to the cello’s 

amplifier, and the ambient and drum microphones—give it a strong spatial impression similar 

to a small and reflective room or a small rehearsal space for a band (the resonant snare helps 

here as well). 

The cello sound also activates a kind of white noise in the stereo center (or very 

slightly to the right), which is probably the snare drum resonating with it, suggesting that the 

instruments were recorded live in the same room. This particular sound can be situated within 

a broader discussion of noise in recordings. Stan Link (2001) argues that transduction noise 

(including playback-related noises such as vinyl crackle but also hum from tube amplifiers) 

positions the actual listener in relation to a virtual listener, thus reconstructing an occupied 
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listening environment. I argued against Link, especially with regard to production-related 

noises such as those of microphone preamplifiers and instrument amplifiers, as well as 

mechanical instrumental noises, that these noises can trigger an experienced closeness to the 

recording process.187 When Link suggests that “noise compels us to experience the 

reproduction rather than the original, the document rather than the event” (2001, p. 39), he 

leans on the idea of an original performance that has been “copied.” However, as I argued in 

chapter 4, with reference to Gracyk (1996) and Jonathan Sterne (2003), such a juxtaposition 

between a reproduction and its original is problematic, since the original of a recorded 

performance is already a product of that mediation. As such, recorded performances rarely 

exist outside of their mediated result.188  

I would therefore add that the aforementioned noises represent inevitable aspects of 

not only the mediation of music through recordings but also of modern performance practices: 

without instrumental amplifiers electric guitars would simply be poorly designed acoustic 

guitars, and microphones (which are important tools for modern pop singers) without 

microphone preamplifiers would only disturb the projection of the voice. Similarly, noise 

from the mechanics of a piano, or, in the case of “Je Ne Sais Quality,” the noise of a snare 

drum reacting to other sounds in the room, is closely associated with the processes of creating 

music (and music recordings). Link correctly suggests that noise affects how we hear and 

experience other sounds, and the noise from the snare drum correspondingly affects how the 

distorted cello is heard, as it affords an enhanced feeling of presence at the recorded 

performance. The cello sound, along with the noise from the snare, thus invites the listener 

into the space where the music was likely created as well as performed. 

 

Technological Vulnerability Exposed 

At the same time, the cello sound has a “broken” quality that is more prominent in part C 

(alongside the singing) than in the instrumental intro. In part C, its riff is dubbed in unison by 

either the electric guitar or another instance of the cello and panned to the stereo center. When 

the dynamics between the two unison elements vary, so does the perceived placement of the 

cello in the stereo center, so that it sounds like the cello was recorded in stereo and the left 

channel has been so overloaded that it is attenuated in relation to the right channel. This effect 

 
187 A similar argument is made by Joseph Coughlan-Allen (2020) in a conference paper on the meanings that 
might be evoked by noise in recordings. 
188 Anne Danielsen and Arnt Maasø (2009) also note regarding mediation technology in popular music that 
“pointing to a state ‘before’ or ‘outside’ of this mediation, a state of ‘raw’ or ‘original’ sound, makes no sense 
here” (p. 127). 
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may also be the product of compression, so that when the left-panned cello reaches a certain 

level, it is attenuated and the center-panned cello or guitar becomes louder, again altering the 

perceived location of the cello sound. The effect of this cello drift, in tandem with its distorted 

sound, hints at a failed mediation of the performance—a loose connection that is dropping in 

and out, for example. The cello part therefore exposes the limits (and vulnerability) of the 

now opaque mediation technology and makes it seem almost “human.” Nicola Dibben 

(2009a) argues that such examples of failing technology counter “the cultural symbolism of 

technology as systematic, rational, and invulnerable” (p. 85). Instead, she adds, something 

organic is united with the inorganic in the way in which human qualities are projected onto 

the machine. The “failing” technology captured in the cello sound in “Je Ne Sais Quality”, 

then, could be read as human-like and almost personic, and thus perceived as a sign of 

intimate relational closeness. 

Furthermore, the “broken” quality of the cello sound suggests something unfinished, 

in process, and thus affords an impression of partaking in the production process, as the 

technology’s vulnerability is exposed or shared. It is not the cello itself but the mediation 

technology that is pushed beyond its limits, to the point of breaking. This sound thus signifies 

acousmatic intimacy in two ways. First, corresponding to Link’s claim that transduction noise 

positions the listener in relation to the medium, the broken cello sound affords intimacy with 

its medium, via an exposed vulnerability through which the listener gets to know the medium 

beyond its promises of perfection. Second, through a similar revelation of the studio 

technology’s faults and limitations, the listener is given the impression of a level of insight 

into the technological aspects of production that are ordinarily limited to those involved in the 

production itself. Kim Cascone (2000) notes that the control we have over technology is an 

illusion, and that technological tools are only “as perfect, precise, and efficient as the humans 

who build them” (p. 13). Thus, exposing technology’s potential for failure can be viewed as 

an authentic expression of the artist’s intention, which, I would argue, is the case with “Je Ne 

Sais Quality.” Instead of distancing the listener from the recorded performance, the broken 

quality of the cello invites the listener behind the scenes of the production of the recording to 

which they are listening. This brokenness could have been fixed, but is instead exposed like 

the glass in the sink or the unmade bed mentioned by Rogers (see paraphrase above). In 

tandem with the lyrics, we are given the impression of an unpretentious expression, in which 

the musicians’ spontaneity takes precedence over technological perfection, and it is this 

expression that in turn affords intimacy. 
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Three main factors, then, contribute to the perception of acousmatic intimacy in “Je Ne Sais 

Quality”. First, the magnified sounds of the vocals, drums, and cello offer access to the details 

of these parts and suggest that these respective personas are in close physical proximity to the 

listener, or even wrapped around the listener, in the case of the vocals. Second, this sense of 

proximity affords an immersion that is furthered by the portrayed subjective intimacy of the 

cello’s short reverb and the snare noise. This immersion is not only in the virtual space in 

which the recorded performance is perceived to take place but also in the process of making 

and recording the music. Third, the technological imperfection with which the performance is 

mediated gives the impression that the musicians (via their recorded personas) are 

unpretentious—that it was more important, that is, to share the music and the creative process 

rather than to have it recorded and mixed in the “correct” way. 

 These three points add up to a perceived relational closeness, or intimacy, afforded not 

by the interaction between a lyrical narrative and the sound—as in the other recordings I have 

analyzed—but by the sound itself. Rather than interacting specifically with the narrative, the 

sound reflects the lyrics’ experimental nature by pushing the limits of acceptable spatialities 

in popular music sounds, and in that way, it sets up a perceived interaction with the process of 

making music.  

According to Rogers, intimacy in music derives from the recordist’s ability to convey 

an artist’s creative intentions without inhibition. While several elements in “Je Ne Sais 

Quality” appear to be opaquely mediated,189 the song’s overall creative gesture remains 

coherent and whole. The lyrics, composition, performance, and sound explore simple ideas in 

ways that suggest that the musicians are, Rogers comments, “taking themselves not 

seriously.” As such, the recording reflects a sense of unpretentiousness that can in turn be 

perceived as a form of access to the musicians’ intentions. In sum, physical triggers of 

acousmatic intimacy in “Je Ne Sais Quality,” together with the exposure of technological 

vulnerability, afford intimacy as a relational closeness toward the recorded personas on 

multiple levels. 

 

Conclusion 

Whereas the previous chapter’s analyses demonstrated how acousmatic intimacy is linked to a 

perception of sounds as proximate, which in turn can signify a physical and emotional 

presence, this chapter has demonstrated how acousmatic intimacy is linked to first-person and 

 
189 That includes the “broken” cello and the widened vocals. 
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second-person authenticity, whereby the listener is given the impression of direct access to the 

artist’s or band’s artistic intentions and/or of being able to identify with the music’s message. 

This may in turn be perceived as a form of relational intimacy, which is further strengthened 

by the impression of proximity. The intimacy in “My Love Is You” is afforded by how the 

performances and sound interact with the lyrics to successfully convey a particular feeling of 

being in love. In particular, signs of human imperfection in the voice and guitar performances 

expose seemingly private aspects of the persona’s behavior. Combined with the particular 

staging, including a familiar spatial environment, this human imperfection may in turn afford 

a feeling of being in close relation with the personas heard in the recording. In “Je Ne Sais 

Quality,” intimacy is afforded by an experimental approach to making music in the sense that 

the production exposes and self-reflexively reveals the process behind it. This experimental 

approach also includes signs of broken or imperfect mediation, which exposes the recording 

technology’s fragility and potential for failure. Through the perceived proximity and 

immersive qualities of the elements in the recording, the listener is likely to feel absorbed in 

the production process, further implying a closeness to the people involved. Both recordings 

revolve around Rogers’s understanding of intimacy as an impression of direct access to the 

artist’s intentions, which may have the effect of affording feelings of closeness to the 

recorded personas. 

 In this chapter, I have also demonstrated how acousmatic intimacy need not rely on 

vocals as a primary signifier; none of the examples discussed here pointed to the vocal sound 

alone as the main signifier of acousmatic intimacy. Instead, the perceived interaction between 

instruments and the listener was important to affording these recordings’ intimacy. This also 

implies that a portrayed acousmatic intimacy––one that seemingly occurs between the 

recorded personas––is central in these examples. Furthermore, the analysis of “My Love Is 

You” in particular demonstrates that portrayed acousmatic intimacy is not necessarily 

restricted to a portrayal of intimacy between personas that are heard in the recording but can 

also extend to that between a persona (heard in the recording) and a character that is not 

represented by sound but that is rather implied by the lyrics. Finally, the two analyses 

demonstrate how signs of vulnerability, honesty, spontaneity, and playfulness can trigger 

intimacy, whether these qualities are signified by a singer’s voice or by technological 

malfunction. 
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Chapter 7 

Conclusion 

Over the course of this dissertation, I have gradually expanded upon the concept of 

acousmatic intimacy, starting from the notion of perceived physical proximity between 

listener, performer(s), and the recorded spatial environment, to considering aspects of how the 

discussed distance relations afford experiences of relational intimacy to personas and spaces, 

to concluding with aspects of acousmatic intimacy’s relation to technology. These discussions 

derived from my overarching aim to investigate how acousmatic intimacy could be 

conceptualized as a particular approach to record production that seeks to trigger an 

experiential reality in record listening, which I shaped into three questions: (1) How can 

acousmatic intimacy in recorded music be understood and theorized? (2) To what extent are 

recordists concerned with acousmatic intimacy when producing, recording, and mixing music, 

and what does the concept of intimacy mean to them in this context? (3) In what ways can the 

phenomenon of acousmatic intimacy afford various interpretations of the music? In this final 

chapter, I will summarize the five preceding chapters (excluding the introduction) and offer 

some concluding reflections in response to the research questions. 

 

Summary of Findings 

In chapter 2, I began with the common conception of intimacy in recorded sound as a 

perceived physical closeness, using it to investigate some ways in which recorded sound can 

trigger feelings of intimacy. Based on Joshua Meyrowitz’s (1986) categorizations of distance 

relations in TV images, I distinguished between mediated intimacy (a perceived intimacy to a 

recorded performer), portrayed objective intimacy (a perception of intimacy between recorded 

performers, as experienced by a detached observer), and portrayed subjective intimacy (a 

perception of intimacy between recorded performers, as experienced from within the recorded 

space). I then argued that acousmatic intimacy can occur as a perceived intimacy between 

listener and performer(s), between performer and performer, between performer(s) and their 

instrument(s), or between performer(s) and their spatial environment. Furthermore, the nature 

of the spatial environment in the recording will affect whether the listener experiences 
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portrayed intimacy from a subjective or objective position; a strong spatial impression affords 

a subjective perspective. I further argued that although previous encounters of intimacy in 

recordings have primarily related it to the recorded voice, acousmatic intimacy can also be 

triggered by instrumental sounds. That is, instruments can be regarded as extensions of the 

human body and mind and thus afford a perception of physical closeness to the performer 

(given that the instrumental sound is perceived as physically close). 

This categorization of acousmatic intimacy as perceived physical proximity served as 

a springboard for refining my conceptualization of acousmatic intimacy in chapter 3, where I 

discussed theories on intimacy from the fields of sociology and psychology in light of certain 

concepts from popular musicology. I focused on three particular theoretical understandings of 

intimacy: (1) intimacy as interaction involving reciprocal recognition of the other’s inner 

realm, (2) intimacy as information about normally unshared inner thoughts and feelings, and 

(3) intimacy as exclusivity concerning with whom the aforementioned intimate information is 

shared. I then brought these understandings into discussions of the concepts of persona, 

authenticity, and liveness, which served in different ways to explain how acousmatic intimacy 

refers to the feeling of being in an intimate relation or communication with recorded 

performers or spaces. As such, I argued for understanding acousmatic intimacy as an 

emotional engagement and located a central problem with acousmatic intimacy in what I 

called its double paradox: If intimacy is defined by reciprocal interaction and exclusivity, how 

can recorded music that is widely distributed give listeners a feeling of intimacy? Although a 

recording’s ability to traverse the physical distance between musicians and listeners is already 

addressed by the aforementioned musicological concepts, I found it useful to explicitly 

investigate how intimacy can work at far distances, since similar processes are also at play in 

other forms of communication. Through two alternative conceptions of extimacy—that is, as 

an externalizing of something internal (Tisseron, 2011), or an internalizing of something 

external (Lacan, 1959–60/1992)—I argued that the recording presents listeners with signifiers 

of intimacy,190 and that listeners, in response, internalize those features and construct a 

persona with whom they feel intimate. I ended the chapter with a brief consideration of how 

acousmatic intimacy can come with negative connotations, whether it is from feeling 

intruding of someone else’s intimate sphere or from the feeling of having one’s own intimate 

sphere intruded upon, when someone gets too close. The latter, I argued, can refer to 

situations when one is not ready for intimacy (when there is “too much” intimacy) or when 

 
190 What appears to the listener as an externalizing of the inner realm of the performer(s). 
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someone approaches closely in unpleasant ways. Most of the scholars I referred to in the 

chapter’s initial discussions of intimacy would likely disregard the idea of negative intimacy, 

precisely because it would not involve mutual consent. I argued that it is nevertheless useful 

to address such a feeling of intrusion from recorded music within the framework of 

acousmatic intimacy because it relates to exclusivity and sometimes also to the sharing of 

inner thoughts and feelings. 

 In chapter 4, I addressed acousmatic intimacy’s reliance upon technology and the ways 

in which the two have developed within a tight relation. I argued that the invention of electric 

microphones and multitrack tape technology was particularly important to the facilitation of 

acousmatic intimacy as we know it today, and that, as particular technological signatures 

become naturalized over time, both old and new technology has been used in new ways to 

make some recordings that stand out as more intimate than others. As such, what has been 

experienced as acousmatically intimate has been, and remains, in constant development. In 

response to this development, recordists have adapted their ways of producing recordings that 

afford intimacy, while musicians have adapted their ways of performing toward the same end. 

These developments in what is experienced as intimate and in how acousmatic intimacy is 

afforded in production often operate on the margins of what technology and listeners’ 

tolerance allow for. This positioning, I argued, often results in hyperintimacy, which is an 

exaggerated acousmatic intimacy that is experienced as an especially intense emotional and/or 

physical presence. Acousmatic hyperintimacy, then, can be explained as an intimacy that 

surpass the physical intimacy that is possible in actual encounters. It is also interesting to find 

that technological innovation is so central to the affordance of the intense emotional 

experiences of acousmatic intimacy and hyperintimacy, particularly given the abiding 

assumption that technology is opposed to nature (see, for example, Frith, 1986).191 While 

acousmatic intimacy is probably unlikely to replace the abiding complex experiences of actual 

physical and emotional interpersonal closeness, it can evoke and even trigger them, if only for 

a moment or perhaps the length of the recording. 

 In the two final chapters, I operationalized the findings from the preceding theoretical 

discussions in analyses of four recorded songs, placing my conceptions of acousmatic 

intimacy into dialogue with the music, as well as recordists Matt Ingram and Susan Rogers’s 

 
191 This point relates to Jay D. Bolter and Richard Grusin’s (1999) discussions of the double logic of 
remediation, also discussed in chapter 4. The authors discuss among other things the paradox of the large amount 
of technology that is necessary in virtual reality (VR) systems to give the user the impression of being in the 
virtual space. 
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understandings of what music-related intimacy is. The interviews revealed that the two 

recordists work differently and conceive their contribution to productions differently, and that 

both the physical and the emotional aspects of acousmatic intimacy can serve as an inroad to 

experiencing recorded music as intimate.  

In chapter 5, analyses and discussions with Ingram exemplified the way in which the 

use of the words “intimacy” and “intimate” to describe proximate-sounding sounds (as a sonic 

parameter) often comes with an implicit connection to the relational aspects of intimacy. The 

physical aspects of acousmatic intimacy thus became a springboard for the analyses, in which 

perceived proximity was a starting point for discussing how the recordings afforded intimacy. 

In the analysis of Siv Jakobsen’s “To Leave You,” I identified a singer-songwriter persona 

that was closely linked to the protagonist of the lyrics but also likely represented the 

performer (although we cannot know that for sure based on the recording alone). The lyrics 

explored ideas of intimacy on multiple levels that were also emphasized by the very 

proximate staging of the singer-songwriter persona and her position in relation to the personic 

environment, which included the small acoustic environment in which the recorded event 

appeared to take place. The proximity and quietness of the singing and guitar playing 

combined with the lyrics to afford a hyperintimate experience. The second analysis, which 

involved Jordan Mackampa’s “Teardrops in a Hurricane,” likewise demonstrated how the 

sound of a recording can emphasize the intimacy of a song’s lyrics. Particularly noteworthy 

was the way in which the timbral and spatial contrast between two parts resulted in a feeling 

that the intimacy of the former was surpassed in the latter, resulting again in an experience of 

hyperintimacy.  

 My discussions in chapter 6 revealed that Rogers differed from Ingram in that her 

primary focus was on giving the impression of access to an artist’s or performer’s 

intentions—on ensuring, in short, that what the listener hears is what the artist wanted to 

express. As such, Roger’s perspective also draws upon the concept of authenticity, whereby 

the simulation of physical aspects of intimacy, as opposed to perceived physical proximity, 

became an effective way of affording an authentic relational closeness between listener and 

artist. This means that acousmatic intimacy, at least for Rogers, can be triggered without 

staging sounds in the listener’s proximity (that is, mediated intimacy). My analysis of David 

Byrne’s “My Love is You” demonstrated this point. While this recording’s guitar sound is 

positioned in a situation of mediated intimacy, most of the acousmatic intimacy is afforded as 

a portrayed subjective intimacy through which certain ways of performing as well as the 

staging of each instrumental sound imply intimacy between the recorded personas (both 
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instrumental and vocal), while the recording’s particular use of reverb situates the listener 

within the recorded space, along with the performers. The acoustic properties of the recorded 

space also recall home-like acoustics, suggesting a domestic space the listener is sharing with 

the performers. These sonic aspects served to underline a particular sense of play in the lyrics, 

which I linked to the kind of play that can occur in intimate relations. The final analysis, 

involving Bumcello’s “Je Ne Sais Quality,” focused on how senses of technological 

imperfection and noise can give the listener an impression of being close not only to the 

musical performance, but to the production process. Perceived physical proximity and a 

feeling of immersion in the recorded spatial environment emphasized the impression of 

closeness to the performance. Combined with lyrics that exposed an experimental writing 

process, the sound of the recording reflected a sense of unpretentiousness that in turn afforded 

intimacy as a relational closeness toward the recorded personas. 

 Throughout this dissertation, I have operationalized three different forms of text that 

contributed in different ways to the conceptualizing of acousmatic intimacy. Theory on how 

music recordings afford meaning and theory on interpersonal interaction and relations 

informed a broader understanding of how recorded music can trigger experiences of 

intimacy.192 Interviews about intimacy in relation to recorded music and as a conceptual 

“tool” in music production inspired new theoretical inroads into the subject. Finally, 

interpretations of music recordings—in addition to functioning as examples of how the 

concept of acousmatic intimacy works as an analytic framework—informed certain 

theoretical discourses in ways similar to the interviews. The music examples also worked to 

demonstrate the recordists’ actualization of their conceptions of music-related intimacy.  

Nevertheless, acousmatic intimacy presents itself as a multifaceted concept, and, as is 

the case with intimacy itself, it is hard to say what sounds or spatialities are actually intimate 

as such (nor was this an aim of the dissertation). This particular difficulty stems from 

acousmatic intimacy’s subjective nature, and especially from the fact that musical context 

plays a big role in its affordance. I therefore remain open to the likelihood that the concept 

encompasses more than the aspects I have discussed in this dissertation. Still, I am invested in 

 
192 I have not discussed live performances of music, which would involve a whole other set of factors because 
they are not acousmatic. What I find particularly interesting about recording and acousmatic listening is that it 
gives the artist and recordist extensive control over what the listener will hear (without accounting for the 
playback environment and so forth). Single phrases and even single words can be re-recorded and tweaked until 
they are perfect, which in turn gives imperfection in recorded performances a very different connotation than 
imperfection in live performances. Mark Katz (2010) comments: “I also believe that the two will never merge. 
As it becomes common to hear note-perfect performances in concert through the use of technology, the unaided, 
unmediated performance will come to hold special appeal. Mistakes, slight ones at least, may even come to be 
viewed as a mark of authenticity” (p. 213). 
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my initial conceptualization of acousmatic intimacy as a sensation of intimacy that can be 

triggered by recorded (that is, acousmatic) musical sound, and that is therefore greatly 

influenced by the processes of record production. As such, acousmatic intimacy describes 

emotional and relational engagements with music that are afforded by perceptions of physical 

aspects of intimacy and that can be experienced positively or negatively. Furthermore, 

acousmatic intimacy is a concept that can be applied to different ends, which I will now 

summarize in three points that serve to conclude the dissertation: acousmatic intimacy as an 

analytical framework, acousmatic intimacy as an approach to record production, and 

acousmatic intimacy as a way in which listeners connect to recorded music. These points 

respond to different aspects of the dissertation’s sub-questions, which in turn come together to 

respond to the main research question. As such, the points are overlapping, but they address 

three different kinds of reader: the music scholar, the recordist, and the music listener. 

 

Acousmatic Intimacy as an Analytical Framework 

The first point engages music scholars and reflects parts of research questions 1 and 3 

regarding the conceptualization of acousmatic intimacy and how the phenomenon of 

acousmatic intimacy affords interpretation. Acousmatic intimacy as an analytical framework 

discloses certain ways in which recordings afford interpretation by referring to corporeal and 

emotional experiences that are linked to intimacy as a relational phenomenon, especially in 

cases that immediately stand out as intimate to the analyst. Acousmatic intimacy thus points 

to the logic behind that affordance. 

Approaching analysis through acousmatic intimacy invites further investigation of a 

range of topics. As I have hinted at several points throughout the dissertation, acousmatic 

intimacy can work as a starting point for discussions of sociopolitical issues, such as gender, 

sexuality, age, race, and so on. It is, for example, not unthinkable that a singer’s gender, 

sexuality, or age affects the particular way in which the voice is understood as acousmatically 

intimate (also in relation to the interpreter’s own gender and sexuality). One example is Eirik 

Askerøi’s (2017) account of Johnny Cash’s recording of “Hurt” (American IV, 2002), where 

he argues that Cash’s aging voice reveals signs of vulnerability which are emphasized by the 

production to “achieve a degree of intimacy that notably transcends even the live” (p. 69). 

A discussion of the relation between acousmatic intimacy and notions of sexuality and 

eroticism could further highlight the various roles of intimacy in different kinds of 

relationships, such as friendship, love, and family relations. The literature I have drawn upon 

focuses on how intimacy can be understood as an aspect of close relations, but intimacy is 
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also closely related to physical expressions of sexuality. Since my primary concern has been 

to establish the concept of acousmatic intimacy in all its variety, I have nevertheless limited 

my discussions here to a broader understanding of intimacy that touches upon aspects of the 

aforementioned relations while also implying that none of these are inherently intimate. 

Another point to make here is that acousmatic intimacy does not need to be restricted 

to the hermeneutic analysis of the music itself but can supply an inroad to understanding roles 

and functions in the studio, and specifically how different recordists approach record 

production differently. Acousmatic intimacy also sheds light upon the perceived intimate 

connection that sometimes emerges between musicians and fans as a result of more or less 

conscious efforts on the artist’s behalf (see, for example, Baym, 2018; Jones, 2018). Relevant 

here, as well, is Nicola Dibben’s (2013) discussion of intimacy’s contribution to the star 

system through its construction of personas with whom listeners can connect on an emotional 

level. There are thus several scholars who have discussed intimacy in ways that align with my 

concept of acousmatic intimacy in order to analyze music and its social functions. However, I 

hope that my elaboration of this concept enables a deeper understanding of precisely why 

acousmatic intimacy can serve such functions. 

 

Acousmatic Intimacy as an Approach to Record Production 

Acousmatic intimacy’s relevance to record production addresses a key aspect of the main 

research question—namely, how acousmatic intimacy can inform a particular approach to 

production. As such, this second concluding point is also directly relevant to the second sub-

question: To what extent are recordists concerned with acousmatic intimacy in their work, and 

what does the concept of intimacy mean to them in this context? It is important for studies of 

record production like this one to contribute not only to its research discipline but also to 

practices beyond academia, such as record production. While I obviously do not expect 

recordists to frame all of their decisions in terms of acousmatic intimacy, it does represent one 

of several potential approaches to affording listener engagement. Of course, as both Ingram 

and Rogers pointed to, a recordist does not have total control over what the listener 

experiences, but through their production choices they can shape the affordances of a given 

recording and thus increase the probability that the listener experiences it as intimate (among 

other things).  

Although not all recordists are explicitly concerned with how listeners experience their 

work, and many tend to rely on their implicit knowledge about how and why certain types of 

sound affect the listener, it is useful to enumerate certain implicit strategies to affording 
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interpretation. Asking oneself “does this sound good?” might help the recordist achieve a 

successful recording, but reflecting in retrospect on why it sounded good might help the 

recordist learn from what they did. An awareness of the complexity of acousmatic intimacy as 

elaborated on in this dissertation may help in this regard. Moreover, an awareness of 

acousmatic intimacy as an approach to production might also assist communication between 

the different actors in the studio, as it provides them with certain tools to better articulate what 

they want from a recording. Acousmatic intimacy in the context of production should not be 

regarded as a technique, however, but as a broader approach or aim that can be achieved via 

multiple techniques. In this dissertation, I have pointed to some techniques that can, in certain 

contexts, afford intimacy, but these affordances will vary by recordist and recording. By 

extension, as well, acousmatic intimacy can prove useful for educational purposes, to teach 

budding recordists to conceive of productions in light of broader aims that can be reached 

through the techniques that comprise the craftlike aspects of record production. 

 

Acousmatic Intimacy as a Means for Listeners to Connect With Recorded Music 

Since the hermeneutic analysis of music ultimately concerns how music affects its listeners in 

various ways, the first concluding point is also relevant to this final point, and vice versa. It is 

still useful, however, to comment on this dissertation’s relevance to readers who are neither 

musicologists nor recordists. After all, the project starts from a curiosity about intimacy’s use 

in everyday conversations about music to describe specific types of sound in a way that seems 

to resonate among all of the people (including musicians, non-musicians, academics, and non-

academics) with whom I have had informal conversations about the project. As I hinted at in 

the introduction, this use of the term intimacy in descriptions of recorded music—that is, in 

descriptions of acousmatic intimacy—can be understood as a metaphor referring to actual 

experiences of physical and emotional intimacy. And as Mads Walther-Hansen (2020) points 

out, such popular descriptions of sound are often grounded in real corporeal experiences and 

should be taken as such. The concept of acousmatic intimacy, then, is perfectly relevant to 

non-academic music listeners who simply want to become more aware of how music affects 

them, and to make a connection between their experience with sound and their physical and 

emotional reactions to the recording.193 

 
193 Allan F. Moore (2012b) argues that, by listening to a good song, we can learn about ourselves through our 
responses and actions, and the concept of acousmatic intimacy is one way in which we can unpack such 
responses.  
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Partly in order to accommodate every listening context, I have deliberately avoided 

discussions of musical performers’ appearances outside of their recordings. Some may argue 

that such a restriction limits the impact of my analyses, because I do not utilize all available 

information that might inform an interpretation. A further disadvantage is that the lack of such 

information makes it difficult to speculate about the artist’s actual intentions. On the other 

hand, interpretation must not rely entirely upon prior knowledge of an artist’s public 

(extramusical) persona, simply because the interpretation will not be able to reflect the way in 

which many music listeners experience most music. Relatedly, many music listeners discover 

music through algorithm-generated playlists (Kjus, 2016), so they might not even know the 

name of the artist or the song until they make the effort to look. While a focus on a given 

artist, including their public persona, can inform a study of their impact in popular culture, as 

well as the sources of their musical ideas, I prefer to address the experiences of the general 

popular music listener, not only those who identify as fans. 

 

Further Research 

In this study, I have discussed a rather limited range of music styles within the broader 

category of popular music—those situated within a singer-songwriter tradition. It would, 

however, be interesting to investigate whether acousmatic intimacy—as it is contextualized in 

this dissertation—is relevant also to other music styles, both within and beyond the popular 

music frame, including hip-hop, house, metal, and vocal and instrumental classical music. I 

believe it is indeed relevant across genres, but closer inspection of examples in each style is 

warranted. As Theodore Gracyk (2007) comments, “[a]ny given genre of music requires 

listeners to apply culturally acquired skills and capacities” (pp. 2–3). What is perceived as 

intimate depends on the kinds of spatial configurations that are normative in a given genre or 

recording tradition. For example, a typical mainstream pop voice may come across as too 

intimate (or too processed) to someone who mainly listens to Western classical music, 

whereas someone who listens mainly to indie folk or singer-songwriter music may experience 

the pop vocal as unintimate. In order to get a better picture of the kinds of sounds that trigger 

acousmatic intimacy, it would be useful to employ surveys and listening tests to map 

listeners’ backgrounds in terms of what they perceive as intimate. 

Further studies of acousmatic intimacy could also take into account the impact of the 

listener’s playback situation. In my analyses and discussions, I have focused only on the 

aspects of production that are controlled by musicians and recordists, and I have discussed 

only stereo recordings. However, variations in playback situation, including format (vinyl, 
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CD, MP3, streaming, etc.) and speaker setup (including amount of playback channels), are 

likely to impact or nuance the listener’s feeling of being near the musician, and hence their 

experience of acousmatic intimacy. Immersive audio can, for example, give listeners a 

plausible feeling of being in a recorded space while remaining aware that they are actually not 

(Nordahl & Nilsson, 2014). This particular feeling of presence may in turn increase the 

recording’s affordance of physical signs of intimacy. Conversely, when playback quality 

deteriorates beyond a certain point—for example, with built-in phone speakers or old portable 

radios—perceived proximity will often decrease and in turn result in reduced acousmatic 

intimacy. Such variations in experienced intimacy may also come with the listener’s position 

in relation to the loudspeakers—depending on whether they are in the “sweet spot” or perhaps 

hearing the sound from another room. 

Lastly, the concept of acousmatic intimacy does not anticipate whether or not 

particular sounds will be experienced as intimate but rather sheds light upon how and why 

such experiences occur. I have nevertheless used several examples throughout this 

dissertation to demonstrate the processes involved in acousmatically intimate experiences. 

These examples are by no means exhaustive, and I addressed them based upon what it was 

that made me experience them as intimate. My hope is that this dissertation serves as a 

springboard for discussing other reasons for, and implications of, experiences of acousmatic 

intimacy, and for venturing further down the paths that I have only begun to tread. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Interview Guide 

[This document was the basis for the interview guides that I customized for each interview, 

with my notes on the recordings we would discuss. The guide thus served as a checklist to 

ensure that we discussed important themes, while not restricting the conversation if another 

relevant theme was brought up by the interviewee.] 

 

Briefing 

Thank you for participating in this interview. The interview is part of a doctoral project 

concerning the production of sonic intimacy in popular music sound. The aim of the project is 

to investigate how intimacy in music can be understood, how it is produced in the studio, and 

how it contributes to the communication of various forms of meaning. As a part of this 

research I am interviewing record producers, recording engineers and mixers to have their say 

on the topic. 

 I will start the interview by asking some questions about your background and some 

more general questions about intimacy, before we move on to the specificities of the 

production of sonic intimacy. 

 I just want to remind you that you have the right to stop the interview at any point, and 

that you also have the right to withdraw from the project at any point after the interview. 

 

Background 

A. For participants working primarily with production: 

- How long have you been working with record production? Can you say something 

about how you entered the recording business? 

- Do you consider yourself as primarily a producer, engineer or mixer? 

o Are you working in all three areas of production, or just one or two of them? 

E.g. just engineering and mixing. 

o How would you describe the different roles in terms of your contribution to the 

final product? 

B. For participants no longer working primarily with record production:  
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- Within the realm of record production, do you consider yourself as primarily a 

producer, engineer or mixer? 

o Are you working in all three areas of production, or just one or two of them? 

E.g. just engineering and mixing. 

- [Opt.]: What is your current occupation, and how did you get to that from production? 

 

General Questions About Intimacy 

- Do you use or deal with the term intimacy, or intimate sounds, when working with 

production, recording and mixing? 

- If yes: 

o Can you elaborate on that? 

o Is the term intimacy to you the same as closeness and/or proximity, or are these 

different things? 

- If no: 

o How about closeness or proximity? 

o What do you include in that? 

- How would you describe a typical intimate sound? 

o Placement in mix 

o Stereo width 

o Timbre 

o Proximity 

§ Are all proximate voices/sounds intimate? 

o Definition 

o Space/acoustics 

o Difference between intimate sound in actual space and in recorded music – 

exaggerated intimacy 

- What kind of impact do you think an intimate sound can have on a listener? 

o How it is interpreted, meaning 

o Listener’s experience 

o Authenticity 

o Identity 

 

Before the interview, the participant is instructed to pick two tracks of which they have 

contributed to the production (as producer, engineer and/or mixer), and which they in some 
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way or the other associate with intimacy. The researcher may also choose one of the two 

songs. The songs are analyzed by the researcher ahead of the interview. 

 

Track 1 

- [If chosen by participant]: Can you say something about why you chose this 

song/track/recording? 

- Can you elaborate on the sound of the (lead) voice (or other instrument/sound)? 

- [If chosen by researcher]: Do you perceive the voice/instrument as intimate yourself? 

- Can you describe your thinking when recording and mixing the voice (or other 

instrument/sound), in regards to its placement in the mix? 

o Reasons for choices. 

§ Lyrics 

§ Melody 

§ “Mood/feeling” 

o Listener’s experience/interpretation 

§ [If participant chooses track and/or has previously described the sound 

as intimate]: What is/was your thoughts on how the listener might 

experience the intimacy in this track? 

§ [If researcher chooses track, and participant has not described the sound 

as intimate]: How do you think listeners will experience this sound? 

§ Can you think of any other possible interpretations of the intimacy in 

this recording? 

- How did you go about to achieve this sound? [Please feel free to be technical]. 

o Microphone placement 

o Compression 

o Equalization 

o Panning 

o Reverb and delay 

o Modulation effects 

o Other effects 

 

o [If the participant has been involved in both recording and mixing: start with 

the recording (microphone placement) and arrangement, and then proceed by 

investigating if the intimate sound has been further emphasized in the mix]. 
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Track 2 

A. If chosen by participant: 

- How about this track? What made you choose it? 

- Is there anything in the production of this song that differs notably from the previous 

track? Anything you want to highlight? 

o Microphone placement 

o Compression 

o Equalization 

o Panning 

o Reverb and delay 

o Modulation effects 

o Other effects 

- Listener’s experience/interpretation 

o [If participant chooses track and/or has previously described the sound as 

intimate]: What is/was your thoughts on how the listener might experience the 

intimacy in this track? 

o [If researcher choses track, and participant has not described the sound as 

intimate]: How do you think listeners will experience this sound? 

o Can you think of any other possible interpretations of the intimacy in this 

recording? 

B. If chosen by researcher: 

- Can you elaborate on the sound of the (lead) voice (or other instrument/sound)? 

- Do you perceive the voice/instrument as intimate yourself? 

- Can you describe your thinking when recording and mixing the voice (or other 

instrument/sound), in regards to its placement in the mix? 

o Reasons for choices. 

§ Lyrics 

§ Melody 

§ “Mood/feeling” 

o Listener’s experience/interpretation 

§ [If participant chooses track and/or has previously described the sound 

as intimate]: What is/was your thoughts on how the listener might 

experience the intimacy in this track? 
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§ [If researcher chooses track, and participant has not described the sound 

as intimate]: How do you think listeners will experience this sound? 

§ Can you think of any other possible interpretations of the intimacy in 

this recording? 

 

More Questions About Intimacy 

Now that we have discussed two examples of how you as a producer/engineer/mixer can 

contribute to the production of intimacy in the music, and what impact this can have on the 

listener, I wonder if you ever try to find new/original ways of producing intimacy? 

 

- To what extent do you think that other instruments (than, e.g., a voice), or even a 

drastically manipulated (e.g. autotune, vocoder) voice can be intimate? 

- Do you think that stereo effects can be used to enhance a sense of intimacy? If so, 

how? 

o E.g.: phasing, delay, reverb, artificial double tracking. 

- Do you think that intimacy is exclusively experienced as something positive, or can it 

also be experienced as something negative?  

- Do you ever try to produce intimacy that arouses negative feelings in the listener? 

Have you experienced this yourself when listening to music? Elaborate.  

 

Debrief 

Summarize what we have talked about. 

- Do you want to add anything more? 

Thank you for your participation 
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Appendix 2: Information Letter and Consent Form 

 

 
Information for participants in “Intimacy in popular music sound” 
 

Thank you for participating in the doctoral project “Intimacy in popular music sound”.  
The project deals with the production of sonic intimacy in recorded popular music, and it 
investigates how intimacy in recorded music can be understood, how it is produced, and how 
it communicates meaning. 
 

Background and purpose 
- The project is financed by the University of Oslo (UiO), and it is conducted by 

doctoral research fellow Emil Kraugerud, under the supervision of associate professor 
Ragnhild Brøvig-Hanssen, Department of Musicology, UiO. 

- The project period lasts from August 2017 to August 2020 
 

What I want to find out in this part of the project is: 
- how/to what extent record producers, audio engineers and mixers talk about and 

reflect on intimacy in music 
- how record producers, audio engineers and mixers go about to produce what they 

perceive as intimacy or closeness in popular music production 
 

What does participation in the project imply? 
I want to interview you because you are an experienced record producer/audio 
engineer/mixer, and you are thus able to contribute with qualified reflections on sonic 
intimacy in your musical work. The questions will, amongst other things, be related to the 
different factors that are important to achieve what you perceive as intimacy in your music, 
and how you work with this in more specific terms. The interview will be audio and video 
recorded. 
 

What will happen to the information about you? 
Before the interview begins you will be asked to fill out a form where you give your consent 
to participation in the research, that you understand the consequences, and that you have been 
given information on how the information about you will be used. All documentation and 
records of the interview will be treated confidentially and will only be available to the 
doctoral research fellow and his supervisor. It may also be relevant for other researchers to get 
access to the data in cases where the doctoral research fellow co-writes research articles and 
conference papers related to the project with others. In such cases, co-writing researchers can 
get access to the interview data only if they agree to preserve the confidentiality of the data 
and if they accept the terms stated in the consent form.  
 
Data from the project will be presented in a doctoral dissertation and in related research 
articles and conference presentations. During the project and after the end of the project in 
2020 the documentation and all other data will be preserved in a secure way in accordance 
with UiO’s guidelines for data management and information security until August 2021 for 
the purpose of follow-up studies conducted by the doctoral research fellow. Access to the data 
will still be restricted as described in the previous paragraph. In the case of follow-up studies 
conducted after the project period, you will again be asked for consent to the use of your 
interview data in the specific study. 
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Anonymity 
In the consent form, you will be asked if you want to be cited with full name or if you want to 
be anonymous. It is most expedient for the project to name you as producer/engineer and your 
music in the doctoral dissertation and other publications, since much of the interview will be 
about your specific musical practice. You still have the right to anonymity if desired. 
 
Voluntary participation 
Participation in the project is voluntary, and you have the right to withdraw your consent at 
any time without stating any reason. If you decide to withdraw, all your personal data will be 
made anonymous.  
 
Your rights 
As long as you can be identified in the collected data, you have the rights to: 

- insight into your registered personal information, 
- to have your personal information corrected, 
- to have your personal information deleted, 
- to have a copy of your personal information, and 
- to file a complaint to the data protection official or the Norwegian Data Protection 

Authority about the processing of your personal information. 
 
What gives us the right to process your personal information? 
We process your personal information based on your consent. 
 
On behalf of the University of Oslo, NSD—Norwegian Centre for Research Data has 
considered the treatment of personal information in this project to be in accordance with the 
privacy policy. 
 
Where can I find more information? 
If you have any questions regarding the study, or of you want to make use of your rights, 
please contact: 

• Emil Kraugerud, University of Oslo: Tel. +47 907 00 549, 
emil.kraugerud@imv.uio.no,  

• University of Oslo’s data protection official for research: 
personvernombudet@nsd.no  

• NSD—Norwegian Centre for Research Data: Tel. +47 555 82 117, 
personverntjenester@nsd.no 
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Informed consent form – “Intimacy in popular music sound” – University of Oslo 
 
I, the participant, hereby confirm that (check the boxes): 
 
1. I understand the information about the project, the way it has been 

explained to me before the interview. 
 

2. I have been given the opportunity to ask questions about the project and 
my participation in the project. 

 
3. My participation in the project is voluntary. 

 
4. I am aware that I can withdraw my consent at any time, and that there will 

not be asked questions about why I have chosen to withdraw. 
 

5. The procedures concerning confidentiality are explicitly explained to me 
(e.g. use of name, pseudonyms, anonymization of data, etc.). 

 
6. The use of the interview data in research, publications, sharing and 

archiving has been explained to me. 
 

7. I understand that other researchers will get access to these data only if 
they agree to preserve the confidentiality of the data and if they accept the 
terms stated in this form.  

8. Choose one of the following: 
• I want my name to be used and I understand that what I say during 

the interview will be used in reports, publications and other 
research results. 

• I do not want my name to be used in this project. 

 

 
9. I grant permission to be audio and video recorded. 

 
10. I understand that the interview data will be stored in a secure way in 

accordance with UiO’s guidelines for data management and information 
security until August 2021.  

11. I, along with the researcher, accept to sign and date this informed consent 
form. 

 
 
Participant: 
 
______________________ ________________________ ______________ 
Name of participant   Participant’s signature  Date 
 

Researcher: 
 
______________________ ________________________ ______________ 
Name of researcher   Researcher’s signature  Date 
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