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‘Half-heard and half-created.’


William Wordsworth











We have more senses than we have words for, so perhaps we ought to revel in that if we are to truly live our lives in the light.












Introduction



In 2019, at a turn in my life, when I had just been announced as the winner of an award for my first poetry collection, I was ushered into a backroom and took a call from a BBC journalist. I put the phone on loudspeaker and angled it towards the microphone on my hearing aids.


‘Congratulations, Mr Antrobus!’ came the low-pitched BBC voice. I could make out around 60 per cent of what was said, then I filled the rest in myself. This is how most spoken conversations work for me: I gather up the words I can hear and guess at the missing sounds. The same is true for any conversation, but because of that steady, radio-trained baritone voice, and because I could guess the line of questioning, I thought I could – to my relief – navigate that exchange efficiently.


The very first question felt like an indictment. ‘It’s my understanding that you’re deaf, so how are you able to talk to me now?’ Why ask this straight away and live on air? I explained as best I could, but the journalist sounded almost disappointed by how clearly I spoke. I wasn’t the kind of deaf person that he expected to speak to.


For many, a deaf person is only one thing: someone profoundly deaf who cannot hear anything even with hearing aids. Someone who can only sign and perhaps lip-read. In reality, deaf identity exists on a continuum; it always has and it always will. At no point in history was there a singular universal deaf experience.


There are people who miss different ranges of sound within different intensities and start to miss them at different times in their lives. In addition, D/deaf identity comes with its own histories, languages and sensibilities, as much as any culture and subculture. There are as many regional accents and slang in sign language as there are in spoken language, often with wildly different signs that hold the same meaning.


So where do I fit on this continuum? How deaf am I? I was born with high-frequency deafness, meaning that without hearing aids I am unable to hear high-pitched sounds, like doorbells ringing, kettles whistling or birds singing. At the same time, I have moderate deafness in low-frequency, deeper-pitched sounds. So, in any sentence, even one delivered by a BBC journalist, I will miss parts of words and some words altogether. For example, I often hear the word ‘suspicious’ as ‘spacious’, one syllable completely swallowed, missing, disappeared, even when reading it on the lips.


Capital ‘D’ Deaf people (meaning culturally Deaf people, who sign as a first language and are engaged in deaf history and identity) might classify me as ‘hard of hearing’, and sometimes I get so tangled up in other people’s assumptions, stereotypes and confusions of deafness that I defiantly call myself ‘hard of hearing’ too. It often doesn’t require any follow-up questions. But ‘hard of hearing’ is generally a label for non-signing, latedeafened people, and it doesn’t capture my experience of deafness.


This is all I’ve ever known, and for a long time I didn’t know others around me had a different, fuller experience of sound. When I did, I still could not find a medical template for my deafness that made sense to my experience. ‘Hearing loss’, ‘hearing impaired’, ‘sensorineural hearing loss’ were all labels applied to me by different hearing specialists, but none of them was wholly appropriate to me as someone who was born with my degree of deafness.


I could not begin to explain all this as I struggled in that BBC interview. I felt, though, that I shouldn’t have to. Perhaps the best antidote was to get curious, become an investigator of my missing sounds. The idea of curating and examining my relationship with sound felt liberating as a deaf person and a creative thinker. It felt communal, an invitation, a challenge to myself and others to build a cultural lineage, to explore and discover the thinkers and artists who navigated their own missing sound in their own way. They became my co-investigators and the mentors and role models I had missed as a child.


So, what exactly is missing sound? Missing sound is a sound not heard within your range of hearing and, as I explored, as well as finding joy and nourishment in that so-called missing-ness, I charted losses too. Missing sound can also be interpreted as a misunderstanding, a mismanaged sense of self, a miseducation, a miscellaneous shelf in a mystery library.


Another connotation of ‘sound’ is safety: to arrive somewhere ‘safe and sound’ is to be settled; to be ‘sound’ is to be thorough, well-balanced, well-adjusted – these are the kinds of qualities most of us seek as humans, no? If sound is missing, it implies something is needed. Whose fault is it that this was not given to me and how do I find it?


If no one is at fault, how do I channel the torment it can bring to be without sound?


I live with the aid of deafness. Like poetry, it has given me an art, a history, a culture and a tradition to live through. This book charts that art in the hopes of offering a map, a mirror, a small part of a larger story. This book is not a polemic, not an argument for sign language; nor is it against speech therapy or cochlear implants. It is an investigation: an attempt to capture an honest account of how my experience of deafness and betweenness has formed me, from boyhood to parenthood, and how it’s impacted my own relationship to language – spoken, written and signed.
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The Frequencies Are Yours


Let me go back then, to the sounds of my birth.


If I close my eyes, the sounds of my birth come from a million places at once. Wind in the trees by the beeping traffic on the main road, the shrilling bike bells under the canal bridges, the bustling markets, trolleys rolling over grazed pavements, the clanging of the market-stall bars, the ‘pound a bowl, pound a bowl’ yelling, road works drilling, digging, engines whirring, shutters clanging, the shovels coming down on the hot tarmac, the pop and crash of the lifted manhole covers, the radios blaring in the cars and the offices and the open living-room windows, the dogs barking, the rivers running, voices on the train carriages and the buses, bars, galleries, benches by the lake, children on the climbing frame and children who have tucked themselves into the huts and the tunnels on the adventure playgrounds.


They come from the families standing out in the fields clapping as the children’s kites flap in the wind, the coo-coo pigeons, the chirp-chirp sparrows, the man scattering seeds beneath the Trafalgar Square lions. The trees with their branches and leaves stretching past the windows of the hospital wards and corridors as if saying now or live or breathe or hear hear hear.


In 1986 in Homerton Hospital, London, a midwife clicked her fingers next to my newborn ears and gauged my response. It was my first hearing test, and I passed.


There were so many sounds that existed that I would not hear until I was fitted with hearing aids at the age of seven. Until then, I existed in my own kind of noise.


For the first seven years of my life, it was assumed I was just slow or perhaps dyslexic. I would miss vital details in teachers’ instructions which kept getting me into trouble, like being told I could play outside but missing the ‘come back in five minutes’; then, during the subsequent detention (a harsh punishment but the teachers thought I was deliberately disobedient), being told to write about why ‘punctuality was important’ and composing a wonky-lined misspelled essay on the value of punctuation. I was constantly told that what I was hearing was wrong without understanding why, which meant I couldn’t trust myself or the world around me. How does a child make sense of words or the world when they seem slippery and untrustworthy? What new perspectives and sensibilities might open up during this formative period?


No one knew I was deaf until my mother bought a large, exceptionally loud, cream-coloured telephone that sat in her living room like a pet. The phone rang and rang, and my mother looked at me, unresponsive to the shrilling.


This is how I was diagnosed as deaf.


At a children’s audiology clinic in Hackney called the Donald Winnicott Centre, I sat in a small room with my mother and a serious-looking woman in a white, thickly knitted jumper. I was seven years old. I didn’t know who or what Donald Winnicott was but I thought he must be old because that’s how the clinic felt: brown and grey carpets in sterilised waiting rooms. My mother sat in the corner of that small, soundproofed room with padded walls. The serious-looking woman sat behind a big cream-coloured machine with yellow and green buttons.


‘Raymond,’ my mum said slowly. She spoke to me differently when we were inside this building. Her voice slower, louder. I heard her as she looked at me, her face serious as she handed me a grey remote with one black button on it. ‘The doctor wants you to press this button when you hear a sound.’


I faced the serious doctor; her eyes were on the lights on her machine. Every now and then I heard a creepy sound, like a ghost whistling faintly, so I pressed the black button and the sound disappeared.


After the doctor turned off the machine she only had one expression: a look of concentration, with raised eyebrows and tight forehead, which held permanent suspense. It gave Mum a hard listening face when she looked at her, but it softened every time she turned away to look at me.


Mum and I sat, parked outside the clinic in her red Mini Metro. I knew she had something important to say because she put on both our seatbelts and didn’t start the engine. ‘Raymond, I heard every one of those sounds in that room and I didn’t see you press the button.’ She looked scared, whereas I remember feeling deeply impressed that she could hear things that weren’t there. She didn’t explain what this meant, but the test had revealed the hidden nuance of my hearing.


Shortly after, I was fitted with my first hearing aids. In a school photo taken at the time, you’ll see I’m not wearing hearing aids. I would whip them out whenever my photo was being taken, mainly out of shame. In my childhood journals, I wrote that ‘hearing aids don’t suit me’ because they highlighted my vulnerability and made me feel ugly, incapable and ‘disabled’.


It was around this time that I began discovering my missing sounds: anything high-pitched – whistles, birds, kettles, alarms; ‘sh, ch, ba, th’ sounds in speech – the slow vibrating wavelengths that were meant to be picked up by small hair cells in my inner ear; all of it missing.


My parents had to navigate this world of deafness for me. They were both hearing, as were all the medical professionals I met, and everyone emphasised my deafness as a ‘loss’, something that would require effort to manage in the hearing world. I would sit in audiology clinics or at the front of classrooms or even around tables in special educational needs (SEN) units and I would only be assessed and understood as someone struggling to hear.


Once, while I was being dropped off at school, a mother of one of my school friends told me my mother was overreacting by giving me hearing aids because I didn’t seem deaf enough. But my parents knew. They saw how loud I had to turn up the television, how often there were gaps in my understanding, and how I didn’t answer the door or the phone.


In 2021, within an hour of my son’s birth he was given a hearing test. His mother and I watched the doctors set up the machine as he lay wrapped in blankets, our eyes wide and unblinking as wires were attached to his ears. The machine whirred and beeped; his head wobbled. The doctor peered at the graph, muttered ‘Good’ and rushed away, the machine disappearing down the corridor.


I was anxious the doctors might have got it wrong. No one showed me my son’s audiogram; I had to take the doctor’s ‘good’ word for it. But ‘good’ so often fails to pick up nuances. ‘Good’ failed me in this context. ‘Good’. That vague but affirming word, the word God used when looking over ‘all He had made’.


I began to wonder how my hearing son’s experience would differ from mine, and how we might understand or misunderstand each other. For over ten years I’d worked as a freelance poetry teacher, mainly in secondary schools. As a teacher I appreciated the need to scaffold ideas and model behaviour; I wondered how I would do this for my son, and I wondered how I ever did it for myself.


Since my son’s birth, the African proverb it takes a village to raise a child keeps running through my mind. I take stock of my community, parents, deaf people, writers, artists – and I turn to Granville Redmond.


Born in the second half of the nineteenth century, Redmond was a Deaf painter, actor and mime artist. Art critics at the time had different things to say about Redmond’s deafness and how elements of his identity were expressed in his paintings. They described his scenes as ‘muted’ and ‘silent’. Some thought the loud colour of his paintings was a result of his deafness, while others thought the quieter nocturnal paintings and tonalist paintings represented what Redmond called his ‘solitude and silence’. Much depended on who was writing about Redmond and what they projected onto him. Redmond, however, didn’t resist this kind of categorising. He suggested that he had developed his style of landscape painting because he had experienced ‘the loss of other senses’.


Redmond’s full name was Granville Richard Seymour Redmond, known to his family simply as Seymour, the same name as my father.


On a virtual tour of Redmond’s 2020 exhibition (The Eloquent Palette), a painting appears of the exact scene I had seen in many of my dreams since becoming a father. It’s called Sunset Over Lake and is part of a series of nocturnal paintings Redmond created in the early 1900s.


Redmond’s paintings became known for their quiet scenes that cry out in almost psychedelic colour, and yet there’s always something gentle about his touch despite the dramatic tones, particularly in his coastal landscapes of California. Violet, orange, yellow flowers are scattered in the foreground of many of his paintings; rocks and patches of earth between all the wild grass and plant life hinting at paths grown over. You can spend so much time taking in the vibrancy of the flowers alone (especially the golden poppies) that it takes a while to notice how often there is water, a shore, distant hills and a bright sky keeping the same company, even taking up more of the canvas. On a Redmond canvas, beauty is as much the rock in the grit as the torn pieces of clouds in the sky. Every object in his landscape is rendered with his radiant spirit.


People rarely show up in Redmond’s paintings, but when they do they’re seen from a distance, faces muted in contrast to the landscape. Their main purpose seems to be to offer a sense of scale for the tree, hills, flowers, sky, shore, landscape, so you can feel shrunk by it, a threshold into something larger. With a brush in his hand, he brightened, and was not afraid to be guided by his passions.


‘Something puzzles me about Redmond’s pictures,’ said his friend Charlie Chaplin in 1925, who purchased a number of Redmond’s works and hung them on the walls of his mansion. ‘There’s such a wonderful joyousness about them all. Look at the gladness in that sky, the riot of colour on those flowers, sometimes I think that the silence in which he lives has developed in him some sense, some great capacity for happiness in which we others are lacking.’1 I wonder what the most visibly recognisable silent-film actor of all time knew about living in silence?


Redmond’s deafness was a result of contracting scarlet fever as a toddler. The same disease afflicted Redmond’s son at the same age. At this time Redmond was painting storms. In Coastal Storm (1905) a single tree is blown viciously, its leaves torn away in the turbulence, and the huge, dark black-grey sky seems to be just beginning; long needle-like streaks of rain pour down diagonally to illustrate the force and drama of the wind. In the centre of the picture is a thin footpath, barely visible, cutting through the grass leading towards a distant opening of bright shore, blue sea. I keep looking at that turbulent tree, imagining Redmond himself, the dark sky spread before him, and he’s standing before it, brush in hand.


Does this say something about the lines of imagined, felt and lived trauma? Was Seymour, sorry, Granville projecting his anxious existential feelings? Did his son get swept away in it, even after surviving the illness? How much of fatherhood is simply what we make of it? How much of fatherhood is simply weathering a storm?


My son is in my arms; it’s June, his first summer on earth, and we are in swimming costumes and walking into the warm Schlachtensee lake in Berlin. Families lay towels and picnic blankets under the trees in the small bays that are the most generously shady. It’s my first time swimming with my son. His shoulders are tense and he clings to my chest, digging his nails into my arms; he peers down at the dark water, which is up to my waist, and I wade forward slowly, getting deeper.


‘Hello, lake, hello, water,’ I say, demystifying the scene. I name each witness of this moment; my son looks at me, a mix of confusion and voracious curiosity. ‘Da-da?’ he says, then he looks at the lake, ‘Da-da?’, then the surrounding trees and the glowing sun, ‘Da-da?’


I heave into the depth where our bodies submerge but our heads bob above the surface, the lake warmed by the sun.


If Redmond painted this scene, it’d be called Summer Lake; the sun, high and blazing above the trees, could be a day-moon. My son and I would be muted blotches, our faces featureless, like planets through a telescope, the water a green-black varnished surface, dark and shining. Each tree around the lake would be given its detail: wide arms, curling twigs and branches, different complexions on the bark and a generous casting of shadows on the water; the water wouldn’t offer either my son or me our reflections.


Or maybe Redmond would choose to paint the moment my son and I submerged beneath the water, completely disappearing from my medium of words and into his quieter colour. He’d dabble the ripples to hint at a presence: we could be fish gawping close to the surface, diving ducks, sinking stones or small rippling vibrations. If my son saw the painting, he’d probably point at that spot, and say:


Da-da?


According to Nicholas Mirzoeff’s book Silent Poetry, in Roman mythology, Saturn was thought to be the inventor of speech. The most famous of deaf painters, Francisco Goya, created his canonical ‘Black Paintings’ – including Saturn Devouring His Son (1823) – as a deaf man. Spanish Sign Language became his primary mode of communication. Perhaps the Saturn figure consuming his child on Goya’s canvas represents an exorcism of his hearing self and the violent tearing of his connection to the hearing world?


My deafness means that I require tools and methods to help me navigate the hearing world. Hearing-aid technology has come a long way in the thirty years since I began wearing them. I can lip-read well thanks to my NHS speech therapist who spent hours facing me with her mouth open, instructing me where to place a finger on my throat so I could feel the vibration of sounds I couldn’t hear, sounding out the words and the position of my teeth, tongue and lips. Lip-reading and speech therapy are controversial in deaf education. They have been used to force profoundly deaf people to use speech rather than sign language, which was believed to delay a deaf person’s literacy skills and assimilation into mainstream hearing society. These puritanical educators founded what is called ‘oralism’ – a teaching method used to educate deaf students through speech and lip-reading rather than sign language – a practice popularised by many nineteenth-century proponents and advocates of the time, most notably the Scottish-born inventor of the telephone (1876), Alexander Graham Bell.


Since English is my first language, if I sign I mostly use SSE (Sign Supported English) to communicate with the D/deaf, rather than traditional BSL (British Sign Language). I was taught BSL at school but I refused to use it out of self-consciousness. I was embarrassed to be seen signing it in front of hearing kids, or anyone outside of the deaf school. My sign style was improvised, non-traditional and represented how loosely and reluctantly integrated I was in the deaf world.


For me, lip-reading worked for my level of deafness but I was able to incorporate what I learned from hearing speech therapists and Deaf BSL teachers to form my own hybrid D/deaf identity. I make a convincing listening face, even if I’m only half understanding a conversation. I’ve learned to accept what I receive; it sometimes makes me appear goofy, aloof or eccentric to hearing people, but I’ve worked through years of self-consciousness to earn an ease with this. People have to understand that they are talking to a deaf person, and quite often they forget because of how well I mask it, how ‘clear my speech is’, how powerful my hearing technology is, and how seamlessly I pick up the etiquettes of hearing people.


The sound I had as a child is a world away from the sound I access now with high-powered digital technology. But what have I lost in the amplification? Am I losing my deaf sense, my ‘eye music’, a term coined by Wordsworth that deaf poet David Wright used to frame his deaf poetic sensibility – the mode that gifted Granville Redmond his ‘eloquent palette’ and Francisco Goya his canonical ‘Black Paintings’?


Have I dulled my ability to hyper-tune into the visual? If our real identity lies in ‘inner speech’, as psychologist Lev Semyonovich Vygotsky states, have I lost that? My real identity? Has my so-called improved access to sound taken away my natural deaf disposition?


I decided to experiment by not wearing hearing aids for a week, to return to a duller sound where speech has more holes. Birdsong, alarms, buzzers, kettles – all higher frequencies would disappear from my life again and I would be met without the inventions and interventions of hearing technology that I have come to rely on.


My first morning hearing-aid-less, my son is eating a bowl of porridge at the table. He raises his spoon and says something. I stare at his lips; I can’t make it out.


‘Ra-ra?’


I stare at him blankly. His eyes get wider.


‘Ra-ra!?’


He kicks his feet under the table and throws his spoon on the floor.


I go through the signs that we’ve been practising. ‘Milk?’ ‘Food?’ ‘Open?’


His mother walks into the room. ‘I think he’s asking for water?’


I sign ‘water’. He doesn’t repeat it, he’s too flustered. He raises his arms.


‘Up, up!’


He wants his mother to lift him out of our misunderstanding.


His mother and I notice how quickly frustrated our son gets when he isn’t understood. This is a trait I see in myself, a panicky sensitivity to misunderstandings, maybe because of being raised in a (non-culturally Deaf) hearing family. Seeing it in my son makes me wonder again about what is ‘natural’ to me and to our family.


With his hands, my son is communicating his first words. Language is beginning. His finger-pointing is you? this? that? – a straightened question mark.


His spoken language is forming too, like a mushy ball of clay; his ‘good’ hearing and his natural determined focus have put his verbal language acquisition on track. Even his resting face is thoughtful; his sounds often end with question marks: Da-da? Ma-ma? Na-na?


He points at me with his finger, a strikingly deliberate point, a ‘God on the creation of Adam on the Sistine Chapel ceiling’ kind of point. I, like Adam in the painting, reach towards him to point back, to mimic his gesture. There is something new and commanding about it.


He’s curious about people, stares at strangers on park benches and at bus stops, waves at them, but he loves dogs and birds the most, gets particularly animated in his pushchair when he sees them; he gazes, points, wants to get closer. He is also drawn to trees and plants: the wider the leaves, the more excited he is to greet them; he strokes them with the same careful, curious touch that he gave to a puppy that once wandered up to him while he sat on the grass in the park.


Da-da?


My son is not deaf. His development has already surpassed mine at his age. Where I was slow to walk and talk, he can stand up and step forward without stumbling. I’m well aware now, as a new parent, of how development ought to look, its timeline, its list of milestones. It sends me back to my own.


My language and communication sensibilities took years to nurture, I’m not me without this experience. It also took me years to reframe my deafness as a gain rather than a loss. The phrase ‘Deaf gain’ was coined by British performing artist Arron Williamson in 2005, after noting his confusion with the term ‘hearing loss’. Williamson asked the question, ‘Why hearing loss and not gaining deafness?’


Deaf gain was something I had to come to on my own too, well away from schools and medical institutions, and now I start to wonder if there is anything my son might be losing out on by being hearing, by meeting all those expected timelines and milestones. My experience of having lived between the deaf and hearing worlds has offered me much hard-won strength and insight, a particular lens to see the world through.


How could I pass this on? How might I be able to relate to my hearing child? How might my son feel safe around me as a deaf man? Where are the stories and lives that could help me explain?
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Livin’ in Hackney, No One Can Jack Me …


Hackney in the 1980s and 90s was one of the most impoverished places in London, yet artists flocked to it for the cheap rent and warehouses. My mother was one of them. She and her twin brother were the youngest of four children of Christian ministers who were pacifists during the Second World War. She was raised in Hemel Hempstead and lived in different parts of Hertfordshire depending on where her father, J.K. Antrobus, was stationed. He went by a few names: Jesse, Keith, Mister or Minister Antrobus, but he preferred to be called J.K. He was a sharply dressed man, with a narrow head, square jawline, slightly wavy hair. Grandma said he always wore grey jackets and trimmed his moustache. I remember her clasping her hands, leaning back in her chair, a black-and-white photo of J.K. beside her, grinning out the frame, his wavy hair, his neat old-time-y handsomeness, and exclaiming, ‘Kissing a man without a moustache is like eating a boiled egg without salt.’


Grandfather J.K Antrobus died nine months before I was born and I have often wondered what he, as a Christian minister, would have made of my deafness. Christianity often relies on the idea of people with disabilities needing miracle cures rather than community and an integrated sense of acceptance and empowerment. There were no known deaf people in our family before me, so how would J.K. have navigated a deaf grandchild?


He once gave a sermon reflecting on Saint Bernadette, the patron of the sick. Bernadette Soubirous was fourteen in 1858 when she had a series of visions of the Virgin Mary, leading to the founding of the shrine of Lourdes.


Many pilgrims have traditionally visited Lourdes seeking a cure for ailments including deafness. Marie Bigot was the most recent confirmed miracle: she had lost her sight and hearing in 1952, which were restored while taking part in a ‘procession of the blessed Sacrament’ after three visits to Lourdes.


In the first paragraph of his sermon, J.K. stops short of calling Bigot’s healing a miracle, instead referring to it as a ‘possible supernatural occurrence’, but as the lesson concludes he quotes John 20:28: ‘So, you believe because you’ve seen with your own eyes. Even better blessings are in store for those who believe without seeing.’


This is a frequent mode of J.K.’s sermons, speculative, expansive, considerate of other cultures, faiths and languages, but, in his closing, he limits his points to platitudes. He seemed both intellectually expanded and narrowed by his faith.


Neither J.K. nor my grandmother, Barbara Antrobus, went to traditional university: she was educated in what she called ‘a prim and proper, local, little private school run by a woman called Miss Oliver’ until she was sixteen years old. Private education wasn’t the extreme cost it is now; many lower-middle-class families could afford it.


As teenagers, Barbara and J.K. met at Crowstone Congregational Church in Southend-on-Sea, a church known for what some called ‘radical ideas’ like pacifism, gender and racial equality and equity, things that Quakers and Unitarians also see as true Christian values.
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