
1



       
  

     
     

    
      

    
 

One of our big questions for today is: 
WHAT IS HEARING? 
and WHAT HAPPENS WHEN HEARING comes to be 
understood as a technical operation, one that becomes 
abstracted such that it can be done through machines — 
like telephones — with machines — like cochlear implants 

— and by machines — like Artificial Intelligence-enabled 
voice-recognition devices. 
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TYMPANIC FUNCTION 

By the 19th century, “it is possible to speak of a 
‘Tympanic apparatus’ the purpose of which is to’ 
receive the sonorous vibrations from the air and to 
transmit them to the membranous wall of the 
labyrinth.’ By the end of the century, tympanic 
also refers to the function of a telephone's 
diaphragm or anything else resembling a drum” 
(34). 

“the abstraction of auditory perception and its 
condensation into a tympanic function define 
sound-reproduction technologies as we know 
them today” (51) 
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“the ear phonautograph is an artifact of a shift from 
models of sound reproduction based on imitations 
of the mouth to models based on imitations of the 
ear” 

— emphasizes sounds as effects, rather than as 
phenomena to do with nature of the source (mouth, 
violin, etc.) 

—sound becomes genericized, understood as a 
kind of vibration 
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TRANSDUCTION 
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“Phonautography of human voice at a distance, “ from Scott’s 
1857 patent papers 

Leon Scott's phonautograph 

The “phonautograph imitated (or, more accurately, isolated and extracted) [a] process of 
transducing sound for the purpose of hearing and thereby applied it to another purpose 
— tracing.” “tracings were a direct effect of the tympanic vibrations” (Sterne 2003: 32). 
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“one of Helmholtz’s most lasting contributions was his theory of upper partials or 
overtones — a principle still widely applicable every time someone listens to a 
telephone” … “The theory of upper partials is important because it treats sound 
fundamentally as an effect that can be reproduced, rather than something that is 
tethered to a specific and local cause” (65). 
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"Speaking Piano - Now with (somewhat decent) captions!" YouTube.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=muCPjK4nGY4
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